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T he myths surrounding Soviet special

forces are better known than the
realities. We hear stories of mysterious
submarines off various shores, of foreign
objects found on Alaskan beaches, but the
truth of the matter is harder to find.
Because Soviet special operations units
are not as distinct or as easily identifiable
as our own Green Berets, for instance, but
consist of elite troops mixed in with
various other military combinations, the
problem is even greater. However, the
information is available, particularly
historically, and in this volume a number
of well-informed analysts—from military
intelligence, special operations, and the
academic community—contribute their
best knowledge.

We learn of spetsnaz in their
beginnings, their relation to the KGB and
the GRU, their participation in the Great
Patriotic War (WW II), their employment
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For Collette

Behold! human beings living in an underground den. . . .
Like ourselves . . . they see only their own shadows, or the
shadows of another, which the fire throws on the opposite
wall of the cave.

Plato’s Allegory of the Cave
The Republic, Book VII
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Foreword

This book is a unique open-source study of the oft-discussed but little
understood subject of Soviet special operations and spetsnaz forces. The
contributors are specialists in military and historical analysis who have
a knowledge of Russian and experience in special operations and intelli-
gence. They deftly define Soviet special operations by analyzing the com-
bat record, doctrine, and evolution of spetsnaz from varying perspectives,
and use their aggregate information and skill to produce a very insightful
volume.

A major contribution of this volume is that it informs and does not
alarm: Various myths and legends attributed to spetsnaz in open literature
in the West are put in perspective and hard, historical facts are empha-
sized. A wide array of original Soviet sources are used, many of which
are virtually unknown in the West. In some cases, contributors have also
yielded differing insights in their analyses of the same sources. The result
is a revealing expose and assessment of how and why the Soviets have
mounted special operations and employed special forces from the time of
the Bolshevik uprising to the present.

I recommend this work to serious students of Soviet military affairs
because it significantly advances public knowledge in several crucial
areas: in particular, the complexity of Soviet military thought, the under-
lying organizations that control special operations and special operations
forces, and under whose policies, direction and command these forces
operate. This volume also offers several technical and operational lessons
for Western nations in their conduct of special operations.

ix
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The book should clear the air, stimulate critical analysis, and impose
some intellectual discipline on the discussion of Soviet special operations
capabilities. It will answer basic questions about the past, present and
likely future of such capabilities, and will provide a reliable baseline for
further study. It is a valuable window through which the reader may
understand an important element of the Soviet political-military power

continuum.

Gen. Robert C. Kingston (USA, Ret.)
Alexandria, Virginia
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Introduction

In preparing this book, the contributors have strived to lay a cornerstone
for others to build on. This book is perhaps the most extensively
researched open-source Western study of Soviet special operations, and
yet merely scratches the surface: for every question answered, a hundred
more remain. If it accomplishes nothing else, this book should underscore
the need for detailed critical case studies of all aspects of Soviet special
operations history since the dawn of the Soviet state.

A true definition of spetsnaz, in the sense of Soviet commando forces,
is difficult to pin down. In general, six criteria must be met for a force
to be considered as spetsnaz: (1) a specialized mission, e.g., ground recon-
naissance to operational depths in the enemy rear; (2) a unique organiza-
tion and/or unusual equipment; (3) high political reliability; (4) extraordi-
nary selection and training; (5) unusually high level subordination; and
(6) utility at all levels of conflict and war.

James F. Gebhardt, one of the contributors, suggests a seventh cri-
terion for some spetsnaz units: lineage to earlier spetsnaz formations. He
also suggests the following litmus test for identifying spetsnaz units from
historical records:

1. NAME: Does the name of the unit contain any of the following ele-
ments (in Russian)?
Ground: spetsialnogo naznacheniya—special designation/purpose
osobogo naznacheniya—special designation/purpose
otdel'nyi —separate, independent

Xiii
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Naval: razvedyvatel'nyi otriad shtaba (xxx) flota—reconnaissance
detachment of headquarters (named) fleet

2. PERSONNEL SELECTION AND TRAINING: Does the text con-
tain references to special selection of personnel? Physical and political
screening? Segregation of unit and personnel in barracks? In training?
What kind of training was conducted? Is there emphasis on demolition
skills, reconnaissance, land navigation, physical and mental endurance,
recognition of enemy equipment and personnel, and/or employment of
enemy weapons? Look at unit training tasks as well as individual train-
ing tasks.

3. SUBORDINATION OF UNIT: To what level of command was the
unit subordinated? Spetsnaz organizations were most frequently subor-
dinated to STAVKA or Front. Look for indications of operational
subordination which may deviate from standard, e.g., STAVKA on
occasion allocated a spetsnaz formation to Front for use in a particular
situation. Fleet spetsnaz units were sometimes subordinated to a defen-
sive region (oboronitel’nyi raion) for an operation.

4. MISSIONS: What kind of missions did the organization perform?
Look for special operations: deep raids, reconnaissance, partisan sup-
port, prisoner snatches, assassinations, and the like.

5. HISTORY: What is known about the unit’s history? Does this history
reflect a track record of special operations? If World War II German
microfilm records are available, see how the Germans describe the unit
or operation.

6. PERSONALITIES: Record all names associated with the unit or
operation. Do these names appear in other Soviet sources in associa-
tion with special operations? Look for Heroes of the Soviet Union and
check their official biographies.

The Soviets have learned a lot about special operations over the
decades, and have retained many of these lessons from one conflict to the
next. History has taught the Soviets that simplicity, political reliability,
physical and mental toughness, good security, and adaptability are essen-
tial to success in special operations. One result is that spetsnaz will adapt
their organization, equipment, and tactics to their combat environment
(though not always readily or without difficulties). Unilateral direct action
special operations forces were used to seize Kabul; two years later, spets-
naz were reintroduced to Afghanistan after conversion to motorized spe-
cial counterinsurgency infantry. The hiatus was perhaps because the war
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had become too “politicized,” even by Soviet standards, but it may also
illustrate a gap between Soviet doctrine and battlefield application.

History has favored the use of spetsnaz. For example, during World
War II the Soviets did better with small airborne and amphibious diver-
sionary (spetsnaz) groups than with large, conventional airborne opera-
tions (e.g., the disastrous Vyaz’'ma operation in January 1942)* Spetsnaz
have proved capable of operating in extremely harsh climates, where con-
ventional forces could not operate, as when spetsnaz were used during
World War II to collect intelligence and conduct direct action raids in
northern Norway in winter.

Historically, spetsnaz have been resourceful, but not elaborate, in
utilizing various modes of transport to get to or from, and be resupplied
within, their areas of operations. Such modes have included foot, truck,
submarine, small surface craft, float plane, and parachute. Their range,
even when on foot, is impressive. During World War II, there were many
instances of spetsnaz patrols covering more than two hundred kilometers
round-trip on foot.

Spetsnaz operations behind enemy lines have also historically empha-
sized the integration of language skills sufficient for quick exploitation of
prisoners, documents, and communications. Interestingly, there are exam-
ples on record where the linguist assigned to a deep-strike spetsnaz mis-
sion was female. While most spetsnaz units may have only a rudimentary
foreign language capability, spetsnaz signals intelligence (SIGINT)
detachments operating behind enemy lines generally may have skills
sufficient for at least basic field analysis of intercepted voice communi-
cations.

The Soviets have also historically integrated politically reliable foreign
nationals in their special operations structures. This was demonstrated to
a great extent during the Spanish Civil War, and by the utilization of Span-
ish Communist expatriates in the Soviet Army afterward. This may also
be demonstrated to a similar degree by the use of Afghan Communist
expatriates after the fall of the pro-Soviet regime in Afghanistan.

One of the more interesting features of Soviet special operations is
that spetsnaz detachments have often been accompanied on their missions
by senior intelligence or engineering officers of the rank of major through

*See, Lt. Col. David M. Glantz, The Soviet Airborne Experience (Fort Leavenworth, KS:
U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, November 1984).
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lieutenant general. Most of the time these escorts appear to have been con-
ventional officers tapped for special occasions. Sometimes, however, they
were special operators. Their duties appear to have mostly entailed techni-
cal supervision of the operation, the conduct of extremely sensitive politi-
cal and intelligence sub-missions, liaison with conventional forces, and
provision of the rank needed for particular tasks.

Soviet spetsnaz troops are politically reliable, physically tough, tech-
nically competent, security-conscious professional soldiers. They are
among the first troops the Soviets commit to combat. In the case of
Afghanistan, they were among the last to leave the battlefield. They are
certain to play an important role in the next Soviet armed conflict.

The bulk of Soviet special operations capabilities, however, is in units
not seen as bona fide “special forces” by many in the West: the VDV air-
borne divisions, air assault brigades, airborne naval infantry, and the like.
Historically, the Soviets have tailored existing organizations or created
new formations to deal with battlefield demands for special operations.
There are two main strands in the evolution of Soviet special operations
forces: state security and the military. There are two military strands:
intelligence and combat engineering. The combat engineer strain in the
spetsnaz bloodline, in particular, has been almost completely overlooked
in the contemporary literature. In fact, operational-level (Army and Front)
combat engineer formations may represent a latent spetsnaz deep opera-
tion capability.

No attempt was made in the preparation of this book to forge con-
sensus positions, or to utter the last word on the subject of Soviet special
operations. Although there is wide agreement among the contributors on
many aspects, the differing backgrounds and approaches of the contribu-
tors have necessarily led in some instances to different interpretations of
the available evidence. The book should, nevertheless, provide a focus
on Soviet special operations and contribute to public understanding of a
subject that will command increasing attention through the end of this
century.

William H. Burgess III
1 May 1989




Abbreviations

BMD — Boevaia Mashina Desantnika (Airborne Combat Assault Vehicle)

CAA—Combined Arms Army

Cheka—(Also VChKa) Vserossiyskaya Chrezvychaynaya Komissiya po bor’be s
Kontrrevolyutsiyey i sabotazhem (All Russian Extraordinary Commission to Com-
bat Counterrevolution and Sabotage)

ChON —Chasti Osobogo Naznacheniya (Detachments of Special Designation)

Comintern—Communist International

CPSU —Communist Party of the Soviet Union

C3I-Command, Control, Communications and Intelligence

DRA —Democratic Republic of Afghanistan (former name of the Republic of
Afghanistan)

GPU — Gosudarstvennoye Politicheskoye Upravleniye (Main Political Directorate of
the Army and Navy)

GRU-Glavnoye Razvedyvatelnoye Upravleniye (Main Intelligence Directorate of
the General Staff)

GSFG —Group of Soviet Forces Germany

GUGB —Glavnoye Upravleniye Gosudarstvennoye Bezopasnosti (Chief Directorate,
or Main Administration, of State Security of the NKVD)

GUKR-Glavnoye Upravleniye Kontrrazvedki (Main Administration for Counter-
intelligence)

IPB —Intelligence Preparation of the Battlefield

I&W-Indications and Warning

KGB —Komitet Gosudarstvennoi Bezopasnosti (Committee for State Security)

KHAD —Khidamate Aetilaati Daulati (State Information Service of the Republic of
Afghanistan)

km —kilometer(s)

Komsomol —Youth Organization of the CPSU

LOC —Line(s) of Communication

MGB —Ministerstvo Gosudarstvennoye Bezopasnosti (Ministry of State Security)

mm — millimeter(s)

MOD —Ministry of Defense

MRD — Motorized Rifle Division

MSR—Main Supply Route

MSS —Mission Support Site

MVD —Ministerstvo Vnutrennikh Del (Ministry of Internal Affairs)

MZD —Mina zamedlennogo deystviya (delayed-action mine)

NKO —Narodnyy Komissariat Oborony (People’s Commissariat of Defense)
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NKVD — Narodnyy Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del (People’s Commissariat of Internal
Affairs)

NS —New Style, or Gregorian Calendar

OB —Order of Battle

OGBM - Otdelnyy gvardeyeskiy batal'on minerov (Guards battalion of miners)

OGPU - Obyedinennoy Gosudarstvennoye Politicheskoye Upravieniye (Unified State
Political Directorate)

OMG —Operational Maneuver Group

OPSEC —Operational Security

Osnaz— (Also OSNAZ) Osobogo Naznacheniya (Special Designation). Also osoboye
naznacheniye (nominative case).

Politburo — Politicheskoye Buro (the chief political and executive committee of the
CPSU)

POW-— (also PW) Prisoner of War

PSYOP-—Psychological Operations

RA—Republic of Afghanistan

REC —Radioelectronic Combat

RKP(b) —Rossiyskaya komunisticheskaya partiya (bolshevikov) Russian Communist
Party (Bolsheviks)

SIGINT-Signals Intelligence

SLOC—Sea Line(s) of Communication

SMERSH —Smert’ Shpionam (“Death to Spies,” Soviet Armed Forces Counterintelli-
gence Directorate, 1943-46)

SO —Special Operations

SOF—Special Operations Forces

Sovnarkom — Sovet Narodnykh Komissarov (Council of People’s Commissars)

Spetsnaz— (Also SPETSNAZ) voiska spetsialnogo naznacheniya (troops of special
designation/purpose)

Stavka— (Also STAVKA) General headquarters (of the VGK)

TA—Tank Army

TD —Tank Division

TsK KPSS —Central Committee, Communist Party of the Soviet Union

TV—Teatr Voeny (Theater of War)

TVD—Teatr Voennykh Deistviy (Theater of Military Actions)

UFO - Unidentified Flying Object

USSR —Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

VDV—Vozdushno-Desantniye Voiska (Airborne Forces of the General Staff)

VGK-Stavka Verkhovnoe Glavnokomandovaniye (Supreme High Command)

VSN —Voiska Spetsialnogo Naznachenya (Forces of Special Designation)




Glossary

aktivnyye akty—direct actions

aktivnyye meropriyatiya—active measures

basmachi—bandits; a pejorative Soviet term for Moslem rebels in Soviet Central
Asia and Afghanistan; occasionally used in place of “dushman”

brigada—an independent command, brought together for a special task

chast-unit; [voinskaya chast’] administrative, line, and supply unit (yedinitsa) of the
[branches] of troops, which has a number and banner, e.g., a regiment, separate
battalion (batal'on), and troop organizations equal to them; pl. “chasti”

commandon —commando; Afghan mujahideen term for Soviet special forces

desant—assault team, assault party, or assault operation (e.g., airborne, amphibious,
soldiers riding on the backs of tanks, and the like)

dushman —bandit; pejorative term for an Afghan antigovernment rebel

glavnoye komandovaniye —high command

glubokii boi—deep battle

gulag —Soviet state security prison system

initsiyativa nakazyvaetsya—‘initiative is punishable”

iskatelia — personnel involved in long range reconnaissance patrol (LRRP) operations

karavan okhotniki—caravan hunters; personnel involved in special interdiction
operations against mujahideen lines of communication in Afghanistan

kholodniye oruzhiye—cold weapons,” including the shtyk (bayonet), ehtrenching
tool (shantsevaya lopata) and knife (nozh)

kombrig —brigade commander

kursanti—officer cadets

maskirovka—deception, camouflage, OPSEC

miner—demolitions expert; pl. “minery”

minerov dobrovotsev—miner volunteer

minery gvardeiskie —guards miners (guards demolition experts)

mokrie dela—‘wet affairs”

nachal’nik razvedki—intelligence chief

oblast —region or province

operativnyi desant—operational-level assault force or assault

operativnoye ob’yedineniye—large-scale formation of various soyedineniye of the
branches of troops, which is temporary in composition and is intended to conduct
operations in a war

osobogo naznacheniya-—special designation; abb. “osnaz”

ostrov—island

otdel —department or section
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otdel diversii—diversionary department

podrazdeleniye —troop unit of permanent organization and homogenous composi-
tion, which unit forms a larger podrazdeleniye or a chast’; generally thought of
in terms of battalion down to platoon

razvedchiki—personnel involved in reconnaissance; regimental or divisional scouts
or intelligence soldiers; s. “razvedchik”

razvedyvatel’no-diversionnyia otriad—diversionary detachments

razvedivatel’'nye otriadi—reconnaissance detachments

razvedka —intelligence, reconnaissance, surveillance and other activities associated
with the collection and processing of information about actual or potential enemies

reydovaya rota—regimental or divisional reconnaissance company

reydoviki—foreign raiders or commandos; often erroneously used in Western sources
for spetsnaz conscripts.

rezident—KGB station chief

rezidentura—complement of KGB agents operating abroad in a given city or
geographical area

rukopashnyi boi—hand-to-hand combat (generic term)

ryukzak bolshoi—large rucksack

samo-oborona bez oruzhiya— Soviet combat without weapons; the unarmed combat
section of rukopashnyi boi; abb. “sambo”

shapka-ushanka —standard Soviet military winter cap with ear flaps

soyedineniye — combination; “soyedineniye voyskovoye” is a combination of several
chast’ of one or various branches of troops into a permanent organization (divi-
sion, brigade, or corps), headed by a command and a staff and including chast’
and podrazdeleniye of auxiliary troops and services necessary for combat oper-
ations.

spetsialnaya razvedka—special reconnaissance

starshina —noncommissioned officer

strategicheskii desant—strategic assault force or assault operation

takticheskii desant—tactical assault force or assault operation

telniashka—blue and white T-shirt worn by Soviet naval infantry, airborne, air
assault and spetsnaz troops

voiska spetsialnogo naznacheniya—troops of special designation; abb. “spetsnaz’

vysotniki—foreign career-term military special operations personnel; special opera-
tions personnel inserted by high altitude low opening (HALO) or high altitude
high opening (HAHO) parachuting; often used erroneously in Western sources
for career-term spetsnaz

zakhvatchiki —personnel involved in prisoner-taking operations

zampolit—political officer
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CHAPTER 1
Assessing Spetsnaz

William H. Burgess III

Spetsnaz are mostly unilateral direct action forces integrated with the intel-
ligence functions of the KGB and the GRU, both of which have their own
special operations forces (SOF). The logical consistency of associating
special forces with intelligence is contained in the Soviet military concept
razvedka:' a seamless web of intelligence, reconnaissance, surveillance,
and other activities associated with the collection and processing of infor-
mation about actual or potential enemies. But spetsnaz are more than long-
range scouts, for they can also be used in direct action raids and demoli-
tion missions, to seize critical facilities in a coup de main, to supplant
a victim’s political-military power, to negotiate garrison surrenders in the
enemy rear, and for other purposes.

The lineage of Soviet special forces is Janus-faced, half rooted in the
military and half in state security* The military lineage is also split,
between intelligence and assault combat engineering. The earliest use of
Soviet SOF may have been employment of special “Red” cavalry for oper-
ations in the enemy rear, and the organization of Communist-led chasti
osobogo naznacheniya (detachments of special designation, or ChON) in
industrial areas in spring 1918.> In 1920, “insurgency” Cossack cavalry,
Red Polish cavalry in Polish uniform, and special diversionary/insurgency

*Some analysts divide the lineage into thirds between the military, state security, and inter-
nal security components.
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combined-arms battalions operated behind Polish lines with some suc-
cess.” In mid-1919 a precursor of the KGB, the Cheka,* expanded and
reinvigorated ChON into assault forces of the territorial units of the Red
Army.> ChON detachments saw considerable action in the Russian civil
war and in the suppression of the Moslem basmachi (bandits) up to 1925,
when ChON was disbanded and its resources turned over to the Red Army.

The USSR pioneered the development of airborne special forces. As
early as 1927, small airborne detachments were used against the basmachi
in Central Asia.® In 1929, an Afghan incursion into Tadzhikistan “was
repulsed thanks to the surprise insertion of a small but heavily armed
paratroop force”” In 1930, Aleksandr N. Lapchinskiy® referred to the
airlanding of individuals (possibly espionage agents) “in the enemy dispo-
sition” during the First World War, and to a 1920s airlanding of a fifteen-
man reconnaissance detachment in three airplanes behind a force of bas-
machi in the Saksaul bush country. In 1931, according to a White Russian
source, “fifteen parachutists with a machine gun landed in the rear of a
large band of Basmach bandits in Central Asia and successfully carried
out their mission.”®

The interest of Marshal Mikhail N. Tukhachevskiy in the potential of
parachute forces in the 1920s led to the first organized field exercises of
small-unit airborne concepts in 1928." In 1930, the first regular airborne
units were created and in August and September the Soviets conducted
their first field exercises involving the parachute insertion of small (11- to
12-man) diversionary units behind enemy lines." By 1931, Soviet air-
borne forces were dedicated to disorganization of the enemy rear to opera-
tional depths, interruption of enemy command and control, and destruc-
tion of enemy air and naval bases.

With the successful suppression of its major domestic enemies, Soviet
special operations (SO) from the early 1930s until the beginning of World
War II focussed on the disruption and elimination of anti-Soviet activities
abroad. The lead went to the Cheka which in 1936 created an Administra-
tion for Special Tasks to kill or kidnap enemies outside the USSR. Assassi-
nations, abductions, and other covert and clandestine activities eventually
rendered most targets ineffective or under Soviet control."” During the
Spanish civil war, NKVD" and GRU operators engaged in a variety of
terrorist, sabotage, and guerrilla activities behind Nationalist and Republi-
can lines. The Finns allege that during the 1939-1940 Winter War the Sovi-
ets parachuted desants of Finnish-speaking Inkeris behind Finnish
lines." A GRU veteran of the Spanish civil war, General Khadzhi-Umar
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Mamsurov, also made an unsuccessful attempt to employ a fifty-man spe-
cial forces unit in the Winter War on prisoner-snatching operations, “the
first prewar instance of an identified Soviet military entity with responsi-
bility for diversionary (that is special operations) activity.”"

During the Great Patriotic War (World War II), the Soviets gained con-
siderable experience with the use of a wide variety of initially ad hoc
Chekist, GRU, assault combat engineer' and naval special reconnais-
sance SOF in unilateral missions and partisan support and control opera-
tions in hostile, denied, and contested territories.” The varied concep-
tual forerunners of modern spetsnaz, “recce-diversionary brigades,”
NKVD “special groups” (which ultimately became the NKVD Separate
Motorized Rifle Special Purpose Brigade),”® “guards battalions of min-
ers,’” and the Reconnaissance Detachment of Headquarters, Northern
Fleet®® were employed on the Western Front and Far North as early as
summer 1941.” During the Manchurian Campaign, the Soviets used
assault engineer spetsnaz battalions to seize the approaches to critical tun-
nels in the opening phase of the campaign, airlanded assault detachments
deep in the enemy rear (at major Manchurian cities, on South Sakhalin
Island and on the Kurile Islands chain) to seize critical installations and
force the surrender of enemy garrisons after the Japanese capitulation, and
in between employed the Pacific Fleet’s osnaz reconnaissance detachment
to seize port facilities, conduct “reconnaissance by battle,” and provide
security for Soviet agent-handlers during clandestine meetings along the
northeastern coast of Korea.

Immediately after World War II, the Soviets apparently disbanded
their spetsnaz formations and gave the primary rear-area diversionary
mission to their conventional airborne formations. Sometime in the mid-
to late-1950s, however, the Soviets created separate, permanent structures
for SOF and institutionalized a rough division of labor between the KGB
and the GRU. The former focusses on strategic social, economic, and
political targets and the latter conducts special reconnaissance for opera-
tional and tactical objectives.

There is little published about modern KGB spetsnaz other than that
they comprise a small core cadre of professionals aided by up to several
hundred support personnel, including clandestine agents.”” Organized
under Department Eight, hidden within Directorate S (Illegals), KGB spe-
cial forces undertake relatively few, carefully selected operations under
conditions of extreme security. Examples include strategic sabotage and
mokrie dela (“wet affairs”) such as the physical elimination of key enemy
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personnel, including national or regional political leaders (e.g., the mur-
der of Afghanistan’s President Amin).*

Spetsnaz and SO-capable formations are reported in virtually every
armed forces echelon below the Main Military Council in peacetime and
the Headquarters of the Supreme High Command (Stavka) in war time.
GRU spetsnaz may have served as the vanguard of the 103rd Guards Air-
borne Division in the seizure of Prague Airport in 1968. One Western
source claims special forces teams have deployed to South Vietnam to field
test the SVD Dragunov sniper rifle.* In Afghanistan, GRU and KGB
special forces played key roles in the assassination of President Hafizullah
Amin of Afghanistan during the assault on the presidential residence®
and seizure of the Kabul airport in December 1979. Spetsnaz have been
used to “stiffen” the militia of the Republic of Afghanistan (RA) and have
engaged in various unilateral direct action operations against the muja-
hideen resistance.* Spetsnaz have also allegedly been cadre for training
foreign terrorists and ideological mercenaries for over two decades.

Soviet tactical and operational special reconnaissance operations
described in open literature include: acquisition, capture, and/or neutrali-
zation of equipment, installations, personnel, and documents in accor-
dance with preset target priorities; deception (maskirovka); area recon-
naissance, including signals intelligence (SIGINT); point reconnaissance;
pathfinder operations for the airborne insertion or airlanding of larger
conventional formations; employment of terminal guidance devices in
support of air and missile strikes; and special weapons delivery.?

Mythology

The Western press has also reported several submarine and swimmer
incursions, and perhaps land penetrations, with possible SOF involvement
into Scandinavian,”® Japanese,” Filipino® and American territorial
waters since 1980. However, most reports of land penetrations by spetsnaz
must be viewed with considerable skepticism. This is especially so in the
case of Alaska, where widely-held beliefs in Soviet special forces incur-
sions have not held up under close examination.” Nonetheless, many of
these stories are unquestioningly repeated, and often shamelessly embel-
lished in the open media as factual, confirmed data.” The analogy with
the unidentified flying object (UFO) mania that spread throughout the U.S.
in the 1950s and 1960s is remarkable.




William H. Burgess III 5

More insidious contamination of the open-source data base comes
from specious stories and analyses with apparent credibility enhanced by
the credentials of the “experts” who write them and the reputation of their
publishers. When the media uses such sources to “frame” the spetsnaz
story, otherwise sane persons can make strange and even preposterous
statements. For example, Mr. Yossef Bodansky claimed in the 25 January
1986 edition of Jane’s Defence Weekly, that:

The Soviet Union has maintained a secret detachment of female Spetsnaz
special forces in the area of Britain’s Greenham Common Air Base since
the deployment of U.S. Air Force land based Tomahawk cruise missiles
there in December 1983. Soviet defectors have disclosed that three to six
trained agents . . . infiltrated women’s protest groups at Greenham Com-
mon and were “present at all times.” . . . Defectors and informants have
given details to Jane’s Defence Weekly. They are not being identified
because they fear their lives are at stake. . . . After extensive inquiries in
Washington, London and Greenham Common, JDW can exclusively reveal
that . . . there has been a regular rotation of agents to enable a large number
to gain field experience. . . . The women agents are trained . . . to attack
the missile sites under war or surprise conditions in a pre-emptive strike.
They will act as ‘beacons’ for other Spetsnaz and airborne troops who would
be used to attack the missiles in war.

Usually, such stories are accepted at face value and become ingrained
in the folklore of spetsnaz. Bodansky’s story, however, was investigated
by James Adams of the Sunday Times (London), who wrote:*

Exhaustive inquiries in Europe and the United States suggest that this report
was wrong. Allied intelligence has no evidence to suggest that any Spetsnaz
forces have been based at Greenham or at any other Cruise missile base.

Organization and Capabilities

Contemporary Western assessments of Soviet special forces organiza-
tions and capabilities vary widely,* with many estimates extrapolated
from other estimates without revalidation of old sources. There is a lack
of original open-source material on contemporary spetsnaz operations.
There are no known public reports of bona fide Soviet special forces oper-
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ators defecting to another country, or being captured in battle, and reveal-
ing their experiences firsthand. Afghan guerrillas who have attempted to
capture spetsnaz have told the author stories of such soldiers committing
individual and group suicide® to avoid being taken. There is, however,
an abundance of open-source Soviet material covering spetsnaz operations
from the civil war through the Great Patriotic War, but most Westerners
who write about spetsnaz either do not know of this information or decline
to use it.

Most spetsnaz are two-year conscripts, specially selected on induction
for their political reliability, athletic ability, intelligence, motivation, and
paramilitary skills acquired prior to call-up. The majority of spetsnaz, the
conscripts, are reported to be similar in capabilities to U.S. Army Rangers.
A minority of long-term professionals seem to make up the core of most
spetsnaz units. These professional cadre are believed similar in many
aspects to U.S. Army Special Forces or the British Special Air Service.

Soviet special forces have historically demonstrated flexible task
organization into forces of less than a dozen up to several hundred person-
nel, often involving conventional infantry weapons systems not normally
associated in the West with SO.?® Afghan guerrillas have told the author
over the past several years that spetsnaz encountered were seldom fewer
than forty or fifty in number and usually twice that, and that they often
employ BMD infantry fighting vehicles lifted into otherwise inaccessible
ambush positions by Mi-8 HIP helicopters. These sources also say that
their SOF adversaries are distinctive because they employ good individual
camouflage, are in excellent physical condition, and often carry body
armor and much unusual equipment. Special equipment carried includes
silenced 7.62mm Kalashnikov AKM assault rifles (many with 100-round
drum magazines and night vision or telescopic sights), silenced pistols,
BG-15 grenade launchers, RPG-22 rocket-propelled grenade launchers,
fighting knives, night vision goggles, burst-capable radios and small seis-
mic and electromagnetic sensors to detect movement outside their posi-
tions and along ambush trails. Although doctrinally designed for small-
unit SO in Europe, Soviet SOF have adapted to an environment lacking
cover, concealment, indigenous support, or critical point targets capable
of being destroyed in surgical operations (e.g., radars and command
posts), and where the enemy knows the terrain, is elusive, and presents
mostly area targets such as caravans and troop columns.

The Soviets strive to win their wars in the initial phase, placing great
reliance on surprise at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels.*’
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They place great reliance on special forces to exploit operational and stra-
tegic surprise in the initial and subsequent phases of war. Thus, Soviet
SO capabilities should be examined closely. Doctrinal strength, however,
should not be confused with operational strength. It is unlikely that under-
manned and underequipped Soviet formations in low-priority regions have
full-up SOF. It is more likely that, consistent with the overall trend in the
allocation of manpower and equipment to Soviet armed forces, those for-
mations most likely to go to war have the most complete SO capabilities,
while the remainder have only a residual capability.*®

Although spetsnaz give the Soviets a powerful military capability,
there are flaws in this capability. For example, a given society can by
definition produce only a finite number of “elite” fighting personnel, at
best a tiny minority even among those otherwise qualified for military ser-
vice. There is also a limit to the capabilities that can be developed in a
two-year draftee (three years in the case of the navy), even if the draftee
is brighter than average and prior to induction underwent extensive
paramilitary training (such as in marksmanship and free-fall parachuting)
while in high school.

Introductory training in SO capabilities attributed to the Soviets would
take many months, even under the most ambitious and efficient training
regimen.* Rudimentary cross-training and language training further
decreases potential time available to deploy such a soldier. Giving large
numbers of SOF training in the advanced, often esoteric, skills associated
with their missions would be daunting in terms of time, logistics, quality
control, and operational security. Although the Soviets have always shown
a willingness to devote tremendous resources to meet military require-
ments, they have also shown a tendency to stick to the basics in developing
mission capabilities.

Soviet SOF are by definition products of their own societies, and can
be expected to exhibit the basic strengths and weaknesses of the wider
population from which they are drawn. Alcoholism, known to be rampant
in the Soviet military, perhaps blunts to a degree the effectiveness and
efficiency of spetsnaz and their associated support troops (although elite
units may have less of a problem than regular units). Also at issue is the
presence, or not, of non-Slavs in spetsnaz. One theory is that security and
effectiveness within these formations is enhanced by the virtual absence
of non-Slavs. A competing theory is that spetsnaz contain a variety of eth-
nic Germans, Japanese, Koreans, Iranians, Spaniards, Afghans, and other
nationalities to aid operations in the rear areas of their enemies, according
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to the geographic orientation of the formation to which they are assigned.
The truth is likely somewhere in the middle, with ethnic Slavs predomi-
nating and highly-motivated minority individuals, including displaced
communist sympathizers from abroad and their progeny, making up a
small portion of spetsnaz. This would reduce barriers of language, nation-
ality, and culture that would otherwise lessen effectiveness, while facilitat-
ing selected covert operations.*

Assuming that most of their basic impediments could be overcome to
some degree, there are serious questions about the ability of the Soviets
to effectively employ all but a fraction of their SO capability within a given
scenario. The essence of effective SO is surprise, the ability to catch the
enemy unaware at a time and place most advantageous to the attacker.
Soviet war-fighting stresses strategic surprise and rapid victory. The com-
bat preparation for all but a small percentage of the alleged active service
spetsnaz, including intensified training, logistical buildup, and associated
communications activity, runs a substantial risk of compromise through
detection by hostile intelligence services. If, indeed, sizeable portions of
Soviet SO capability are among the reserves, risks of compromise and loss
of the element of surprise are marginally compounded by the necessity
of mobilization.

Beyond getting ready to fight, there are substantial problems associ-
ated with deployment into hostile enemy rear areas. Multiple legal entries
individually under diplomatic cover weeks or months prior to hostilities,
and in small groups disguised as tourists or businessmen via commercial
transportation just before hostilities break out, can prove complicated and
difficult to coordinate. The Soviets have nothing comparable, at this point,
to the U.S. MC-130E/H Combat Talon penetrator aircraft* for long-
range, high-speed covert infiltration of action elements or support agents.
Their large long-range helicopter fleet is relatively unsophisticated in
equipment and crew training. Alternate modes of infiltration open to spets-
naz are either slow, imprecise in getting the forces on target, extremely
dangerous, easily overloaded, or a combination of these factors. It would
be, for example, very risky for SOF to attempt massive, covert, pre-
hostility infiltration and target acquisition into Western Europe by ship,
rail, air, or on foot. Any combination of security force vigilance, individ-
ual Soviet error, or accident could cause such an operation to quickly
unravel and compromise Soviet national intentions.

Large-scale infiltration affer the outbreak of hostilities would face
similar and perhaps more serious risks. A moderate level of infiltration
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in the narrow gap between surprise invasion by conventional forces and
organized resistance to the invasion offers the greatest promise for success.
An associated problem in the utilization of large numbers of spetsnaz over
wide geographic areas is that of synchronization: It would be a herculean
task to coordinate the simultaneous employment of more than a fraction
of Soviet SOF with the actions of conventional forces, while still maintain-
ing the element of surprise.

Once on the ground, it is debatable just how well Soviet SOF can oper-
ate in a fluid and very lethal environment. An important factor in success-
ful SO is the ability to adjust rapidly to unforeseen circumstances and con-
tinue the mission. Soviet battlefield doctrine generally does not stress
flexibility at the tactical level. Indeed, totalitarian societies such as the
Soviet Union perhaps do not foster the kind of individualistic risk-taking
that permits soldiers to seize the initiative even when at variance with prior
commands from a higher authority that does not have as accurate a picture
of the battlefield. Furthermore, the Soviets will likely face the same
difficulties in radio communications as are often experienced by their
Western counterparts, resulting in less-than-ideal command, control, and
intelligence reporting on the battlefield.

Even supposing that a special forces element reaches its objective, its
success is far from guaranteed. A lone guard who does what he is trained
to do, or the “concerned citizen” who dutifully reports something out of
the ordinary to an alert police force, can destroy what would otherwise
be a decisive advantage on the side of the attacker.

Conclusion

Rather than accept the alarmists’ perspective, military planners should
exercise moderation. To panic and pull troops off the line during perceived
spetsnaz emergencies will aid long-term Soviet goals more than enhance
security. A streamlined and effective Indications and Warning (I & W) sys-
tem, backing up a quick, flexible, integrated, and redundant command,
control, communications, and intelligence (C3I) apparatus, and alert per-
sonnel trained in common tasks and practicing aggressive patrolling and
other actions to minimize the element of surprise, are the most effective
bulwark against SO, Soviet or otherwise.

The outcome of the rear battle will be ruled by the quality, as well
as quantity, of Western response. Comprehensive pre-hostility intelligence
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preparation of the battlefield (IPB), integrating realistic threat appraisals,
is a basic necessity. Relying on the IPB effort, an operational plan is
required which advances the goals of observing and reporting all move-
ment, and denying the threat a place to hide, set up a mission support
site (MSS) or the like. Such a plan should employ professional rear-area
security forces reinforced as needed by homeguards of the young, old,
and frail. Massive popular participation in watching, reporting, guarding,
and defending closely linked to light, rapidly-deployable mobile hunter
forces will present an effective bulwark against the threat. It will be
sufficient if the first waves of SOF are exhausted by this less than Olym-
pian opposition, as neither the pool of qualified Soviet personnel nor train-
ing time will permit their replacement. Planners should, however, expect
some losses to SO, including a few of spectacular proportions, in spite
of defensive preparations.*

A clearing of the air as regards the Soviet special operations capabili-
ties is in order. There needs to be a “defining of the level of ignorance”
with regard to fact and source by sorting out the true facts from the pseudo-
facts which have gained acceptance by successive uncritical repetition.
The Soviet special operations data base needs to be expanded through
greater exploitation of open Soviet sources. The facts should then be
matched against those essential questions about Soviet spetsnaz capabili-
ties that must be accurately answered for effective countermeasures to be
developed. The gap between what we do in fact know about spezsnaz and
what we need to know should then frame subsequent research and debate.
It is at that point that the myth of spetsnaz will be cut down to size.
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CHAPTER 2
Western Misperceptions

Robert D. Smith

A calculated appreciation of Soviet special operations forces (SOF, com-
monly referred to as spetsnaz) is nearly impossible in light of Soviet
secrecy, deception and disinformation, and Western mythology, analytical
mirror-imaging, media speculation and oversimplification. Nonetheless,
this chapter describes some of the basic structural flaws in Western percep-
tions of Soviet SOF and proposes corrective action.

In the media and in private among some analysts of military affairs
Soviet SOF have an almost mystical aura, though there is disagreement
among the experts. Pundits of military affairs disagree on which Soviet
organizations control SOF, different priorities are assigned to SOF mis-
sions, and there is considerable disagreement on what Soviet SOF actually
are. Such forces and operations are rarely discussed within the context
of the Soviet strategic operation or even within the context of spetsnaz’s
own organizational capabilities or requirements. Although the U.S. intelli-
gence community has a more realistic view of Soviet SOF capabilities,
the open press with its misleading or misunderstood reporting and gener-
ally shallow analysis have provided the public with few facts, but much
in the way of fiction, speculation, hyperbole, and oversimplification.

Examples of widely-held and oft-repeated misperceptions, myths and
distortions about spetsnaz having no factual basis include:

—The Russian term spetsnaz is the linguistic equivalent of “special
forces” in the sense of Western commando forces;
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—Soviet SOF routinely conduct cross-border training and reconnais-
sance missions in Alaska;

—Female spetsnaz have been permanently stationed outside key
NATO military installations;

—Up to twenty thousand spetsnaz soldiers disguised as truck drivers
and seamen are roaming Europe collecting intelligence;

—Spetsnaz caches containing inflatable boats, chemical protective
masks, food, and radios have been discovered in Alaska and
Canada;

—An officer of the Alaska Army National Guard “Eskimo Scouts” was
murdered by spetsnaz intruders;

—The body of a spetsnaz SCUBA diver once washed up on an Alaska
beach; and

— Spetsnaz comprise a substantial portion of the Combined Olympics
Team of the Soviet Union.

Outright refutation of these legends is impossible: there is just too lit-
tle authoritative information available. Consequently, the issue devolves
into reinterpretation of the “evidence.” The nature of press coverage of
Soviet SOF has compounded the challenge by regularly failing to disclose
such basic details as names of sources (the ubiquitous “highly placed gov-
ernment official” is often the best the reader gets), dates or locations.'
Prejudices among Western opinion leaders, policy-makers and pseudo-
experts that favor worst-case Soviet threats also tend to foster perceptions
of spetsnaz omnipotence.

Some in the West believe it analytically naive to downplay spetsnaz
capabilities, and warn that the “prudent military planner” must be pre-
pared to counter any potential Soviet SOF capability. The prudent military
planner, one must assume, has the assets to counter all 211 Soviet
divisions® and the full spectrum of spetsnaz capabilities. Such a planner
does not exist in NATO or anywhere else threatened by the Soviets. To
properly assess the threat, one must define what spetsnaz units are (and
what they are not), examine their missions, and scrutinize Western report-
ing on these matters.

Identification

The term “SOF” provides an immediate basis for misunderstanding.
In the West, SOF include a variety of antiterrorist units, special police
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or internal security forces, counterinsurgency units, and other units with
unusual specialization. The Soviets, on the other hand, use the phrase
“special designation” (spetsialnogo naznacheniya) to describe several
types of formations, including special engineer formations, armored
trains, special radio-technical units, as well as experimental formations.”
Compounding Western confusion, the Soviets designate certain combat
service support units as “special troops.”

For the purposes of this chapter, spetsnaz are defined as military units
with highly specialized training, e.g., in parachuting, SCUBA and other
insertion skills, and in mission skills such as long-range communications,
reconnaissance, survival and close-quarter combat. These units are
intended to conduct autonomous operations in the enemy’s rear area
against targets of strategic or operational (as in operational art) sig-
nificance. Their missions can include reconnaissance, raiding, assassina-
tion, abduction, sabotage, and the formation and training of partisan or
insurgent forces. Generally, spetsnaz operate covertly in units smaller than
company size (less than one hundred soldiers), most often in platoon,
squad, or team strength (as few as a half-dozen soldiers).

Four Soviet organizations have the capability and charter for conduct-
ing operational/strategic operations in the enemy’s rear area. The Soviet
armed forces have three of these organizations: “Troops of Special Pur-
pose” (Voiska spetsialnogo naznacheniya, more commonly known by the
Russian acronym spetsnaz), airborne divisions, and air assault troops. The
Committee for State Security (KGB) controls a fourth organization, Direc-
torate S, Department 8 of the First Chief Directorate.* Out of the three
Soviet military organizations with SOF operations capabilities, only spets-
naz is dedicated to this mission. Airborne and air assault units are primar-
ily intended for overt operations at battalion strength or greater once they
are deployed into the enemy’s rear area.

The KGB’s Directorate S, Department 8 is responsible for covert oper-
ations from which the Soviets wish to hide their association. This direc-
torate targets civilian populations and governments to create panic, disrupt
government functions, and destroy key utilities and production facilities.
Although these forces pose a wartime threat to NATO, the depth at which
they operate make them more of a concern for counterintelligence person-
nel, police and internal security forces such as the West German Bundes-
grenzschutz, than a concern of military forces.’

Due to size and specialization, spetsnaz stands at the pinnacle of Soviet
SOF operations capability. It poses the largest, best trained, and most
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militarily significant threat to NATO rear areas and deserves the most

scrutiny.

Some Soviet organizations have predecessors that performed SOF
operations. During various wars and campaigns, the predecessors of the
KGB and the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) participated in partisan
operations. This has caused some Western scholars to erroneously project
a potential wartime SOF capability in non-spetsnaz organizations.®
Presently, the KGB maintains a military border guard force that has been
reported to be conducting “special operations” to protect Tadzhikistan from
Afghan mujahideen raids.” Such operations, more accurately described
as tactical raiding, are well within the border guards’ organizational charter,
but pose no threat to NATO or other Western nations. The MVD has a
large paramilitary force to protect internal installations, perform convoy
duties and, during war, provide rear area security, guard prisoners of war
(POWs) and maintain order.® During the 1979 invasion of Afghanistan,
the First Deputy Minister of Internal Affairs, Lt. Gen. Viktor S. Paputin’
was killed. Although some insinuate from this episode that MVD troops
could be part of the spetsnaz advance guard, this is unlikely. It is more
likely that MVD troops, if any were in Kabul (there is no evidence of such
a presence), were there to guard POWs and key installations. In an invasion
of the Soviet Union, KGB and MVD forces could threaten enemy rear oper-
ations on Soviet soil, but projecting these forces into foreign countries as
SOF is implausible. These troops do not have the mission, equipment, or
training necessary to attack enemy rear areas other than those immediately
adjacent to the Soviet Union.

Missions

Spetsnaz’s mission is to conduct “special reconnaissance” (spetsialnaya
razvedka), defined in the Soviet Encyclopedic Military Dictionary as:

(Foreign Term) A type of reconnaissance conducted with the goal of under-
mining the political, economic, and military potential and morale of a proba-
ble or actual enemy. Principal tasks: to obtain information concerning eco-
nomic and military installation; destruction or neutralization of these
installations; the organization of sabotage and diversionary-terrorist acts;
training of rebels and others. It is organized by military and civilian intelli-
gence services and conducted by the forces of agent reconnaissance and
troops of special purpose. ™
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Many spetsnaz-enamored Westerners accept this definition as dogma
on Soviet SOF missions. They ignore the caveat “foreign term,” which
could make the definition apply to Western (and not necessarily Soviet)
missions. Even when the definition does apply to the Soviets, too many
Westerners erroneously translate a doctrinal desire into a confirmed capa-
bility. The Soviets are known for making doctrinal prescriptions in lieu
of or in advance of practical application.

Despite superficial similarities between spetsnaz and some Western
SOF units, spetsnaz are quite different and can only be properly under-
stood within the context of their Soviet military environment and Soviet
military thought. A spetsnaz unit is controlled by the intelligence staff of
the Front, Fleet, or Army headquarters to which it is subordinate. A com-
mon misperception is that spetsnaz is under the direct control of the Main
Intelligence Directorate (Glavnoye Razvedyvatelnoye Upravleniye, cor
GRU) of the Soviet General Staff. As with any other Soviet unit, the
higher levels of command could task a Front or Army level spetsnaz unit
to perform a particular mission. However, the majority of spetsnaz mis-
sions are in support of the field commander to which the spetsnaz unit
is assigned."

Many Westerners also fixate on the diversionary and sabotage portions
of spetsnaz’s mission, overlooking the primary missions of target acquisi-
tion and information collection. Many authors, particularly “Viktor
Suvorov,” muddle the distinctions between these missions.

Sources

Open media discussion of spetsnaz capabilities varies from excellent
to absurd. In government, academic, and media circles, the trend is toward
complacency and reinforcement of error and away from critical analysis
and correction. Spetsnaz are routinely described in pejorative terms as
“cutthroats” who “murder” their victims and so on. The “experts” on Soviet
SOF tend to be generalists who cannot comprehend the nuances of Soviet
special operations and make objective evaluations, and few resources are
devoted to following the relatively complex and minuscule story of spets-
naz than to the larger and simpler stories relating to nuclear arms and con-
ventional general purpose forces. Overall, the treatment of spetsnaz is
shallow.

A wide variety of journalists, military officers, civil servants, govern-
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ment contractors, academics, and Soviet defectors contribute articles on
spetsnaz. Each writes with his own latent agenda and assumptions and
exhibits common logical fallacies or assumptions. For example, alleged
sightings by local natives of unidentified divers, swimmers, boats, ships,
airplanes, and so on are often reported along the northwest coast of
Alaska. Ignoring less glamorous but more plausible explanations for such
sightings (e.g., activities of poachers,” bootleggers, drug runners,
fishermen on unauthorized shore leave, and so on), and in the absence
of objectively verifiable supporting evidence, members of the media have
attributed such events to Soviet SOF" despite repeated official post-
inquiry denials.

For example, Lt. Gen. Herbert R. Temple, Jr., Chief of the National
Guard Bureau, visited Alaska in February 1988 and flatly denied there
was any evidence of actual Soviet intrusions into Alaskan territory."
This denial is echoed by Maj. Gen. John W. Schaeffer, Adjutant General
of the Alaska National Guard. Major General Schaeffer has also stated
that, to his knowledge, his Eskimo Scouts “have never found [Soviet]
caches of any kind. Period.” He also flatly denies that any Scout has been
killed by intruding spetsnaz, and states that M. K. Pilgrim and Neil C.
Livingstone, in an article alleging such a murder and other spetsnaz activi-
ties in Alaska,” “took some liberties to come to some conclusions, that
we do not have the information to back up.”® Nonetheless, uncritical
reporting has turned local myths into accepted truths that contaminate
Western data and skew perceptions of Soviet SOF.

Many writers have built “Soviet invasion” stories out of unusual but
otherwise benign events. The spetsnaz invasion of remote northwest
Alaska is currently in vogue.” The press highlights “discoveries” of an
occasional raft, civilian decontamination Kit, batteries and “transmitters”
of Soviet origin among jetsam and flotsam on Alaska beaches as “evi-
dence” of Soviet spetsnaz incursions. Such analyses are shallow and trans-
parent. Given that a fundamental rule of covert operations is to leave no
trace behind, the existence of this garbage suggests sources other than
military reconnaissance. Yet, in favor of sensationalism (and sales) over
accuracy, many reporters have skirted the obvious fact that local ocean
currents regularly propel garbage from the Soviet Union (and many other
nations) onto U.S. shores. Ominous interpretations are added to the gar-
bage to make “news”: Commercial sonobuoys become nefarious “Soviet
transmitters.” A distressed inflatable raft that washed up on the beach,
buried in the sand during a storm, and subsequently uncovered by shifting
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sands becomes a “spetsnaz cache” A battery salvaged from a sonobuoy
by a local citizen and subsequently discarded at the end of a dirt runway
becomes evidence of a covert SOF airlanding.

In fact, journalists generally provide the most inaccurate reports on
spetsnaz activities. Even the prestige press can blunder. The Wall Street
Journal® reported that between eight thousand and twenty thousand
spetsnaz soldiers are roaming throughout Western Europe collecting intel-
ligence while posing as truck drivers and seamen, and that 10 percent of
this force is composed of East Germans. These figures are a preposterous
53 to 133 percent of total estimated spetsnaz strength, including forces in
Afghanistan.” Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of spetsnaz sol-
diers are drafted Soviet nationals. The Russians do not induct East Ger-
mans into the Soviet Army.

The media have been lazy and gullible in their treatment of the spets-
naz story. One of the best illustrations of press failings in this regard is
their overreliance on a GRU defector who, under the pseudonym “Viktor
Suvorov,” has written a series of controversial “insider” books and articles
on Soviet conventional forces,® military intelligence,” and spetsnaz.”
The problem with Suvorov is that while his personal remembrances are
somewhat accurate (although Dimitri Simes* has called one of his
books “the functional equivalent of consumer fraud”), he lacks general
credibility because of a tendency to make all events fit into his rather sinis-
ter view of Soviet aims. He is the only author writing on spetsnaz who
claims firsthand knowledge of their operations from a Soviet perspective,
who received spetsnaz training and evaluated a spetsnaz unit, but was
never actually a spetsnaz officer. His “authoritative” books are largely
anecdotes, philosophical monologues, and diatribes that do not attribute
facts appearing in open-source Soviet publications. As Lawrence
Goodrich of The Christian Science Monitor puts it, “there is no need for
the paranoia that a literal acceptance of Suvorov’s anecdotally supported
analysis would engender.”* If those who liberally quote his thoughts
would stop and think, they would readily see the inadequacies of his
writings.

The confluence of speculation, misinterpretation, threat-hyping, and
uncritical acceptance of spetsnaz myths occasionally yields threat
scenarios of intense emotional impact that depict a naive Western alliance
at the mercy of a handful of spetsnaz supermen.” These scenarios
usually speculate that the irrepressibly evil Soviets are plotting to conduct
blitzkrieg against NATO. According to the Soviet plan, large numbers of
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spetsnaz surreptitiously enter western Europe prior to hostilities, assassi-
nate European leaders, interfere with European mobilization and destroy
NATOs ability to launch a nuclear strike or conduct a credible defense.

These scenarios juxtapose monolithic Soviet aggressiveness and
spetsnaz omnipotence with NATO incompetence in an emotional appeal
to the reader’s personal fear of inadequate peacetime security practices.
They generally overlook:

1. The size of the target set that the spetsnaz force must attack (e.g., to
“destroy” NATO command and control) is massive.

2. Spetsnaz formations have very large numbers of eighteen- to twenty-
year-old two-year draftees who generally lack credible foreign lan-
guage skills or high levels of technical proficiency and who would be
conspicuous in prewar Western nations.

3. In times of severe East-West tension, customs police and border guards
would increase vigilance.

4. So many of these teams would be killed, captured, or forced to evade
prior to their targeting windows that it is quite possible the Soviets
would be unable to inflict significant damage with their SOF.

5. The early capture of these spetsnaz soldiers could key their intended
Western victims to when, where, and how the Soviets would attack,
and would galvanize Western defenses with a clear and present danger.

6. Soviet political leaders trying to avoid war will likely not permit prema-
ture border crossings by spetsnaz, and will withhold such authority
until the last minute.

Prescription for the Future

The problem with the way the “experts” have treated the issue of Soviet
SOF comes down to intellectual inadequacy. With scant exception,
reasonable standards of scientific, intellectual, or intelligence analysis
have not been applied. Insufficient attention is paid to bona fide historical
data and too much weight has been given to the wrong kind of evidence.
Rumor has been rationalized into fact and given enhanced credibility
through uncritical repetition. Pundits who prefer to play it safe and authors
searching for sensation have chosen to err on the side of expanding the
threat and scaring the public.

Overestimation of spetsnaz capabilities can divert public attention and
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funds away from larger and more significant defense issues. There is also
the long-term risk that cynicism will set in and cause one to ignore or
disbelieve when real evidence of spetsnaz activities presents itself. Spets-
naz reconnaissance and special operations are a real danger to the West
and should not be ignored, but Western reaction must be tempered.

The problem will probably never go away. Nonetheless, it can be
minimized by heightened consciousness among the public, the media, and
the self-professed experts. The public must demand solid, objective analy-
sis from the experts and accurate and verifiable media reporting on this
issue. It is reasonable, after all, to seek corroborating evidence before
retelling a story that is ludicrous, or at least suspect, on its face. All who
write on the subject must be aware of the independent variables that will
affect their treatment of the subject, and be cautious not to echo rumors
and unfounded opinions in order to have enough spectacular news to war-
rant publication. Authors who wildly speculate and hype the threat should
be challenged at every opportunity to either prove their assertions or pub-
licly retract them. Those who deliberately pander falsehood should have
their intellectual dishonesty publicly exposed and be driven from the pub-
lic forum. The alternative is continued unpreparedness to meet the chal-
lenges of Soviet SOF.
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CHAPTER 3
Historical Precedents

Dr. John J. Dziak

Specialized military/security units have been a common feature of the
Soviet system from its inception. Beginning with the Latvian riflemen,
followed shortly by VChKa combat detachments, the Communist Party
has always seen fit to maintain discrete units of politically reliable troops
to carry out sensitive assignments that, for a variety of reasons, it chose
not to entrust to regular military formations. To this day, special troop
units associated with the intelligence and security services of the USSR
occupy a unique position relative to the Party. Such an association is a
constant of Soviet history.

On 20 December 1917 (NS), within weeks of its seizure of power, the
Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom) issued the protocol creating
the All-Russian Extraordinary Commission to Combat Counterrevolution
and Sabotage,' a secret police that has since become an export com-
modity for repressive revolutionary regimes throughout the world. It
quickly became known by its acronym, VChKa or Cheka. Among the ini-
tial tasks set out for the Cheka was:

Organization to comprise an information department; an organizational
department to organize the struggle with counterrevolution throughout Rus-
sia; and a fighting department to conduct operational action [emphasis
added).’

29
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In June 1918, Feliks Edmundovich Dzerzhinskiy gave an interview to
the Moscow correspondent of Maxim Gorky’s newpaper, Novava zhizn’
(New Life), in which the head of the Cheka stated:

We represent in ourselves organized terror — this must be said very clearly—
such terror is now very necessary in the conditions we are living through
in a time of revolution.

Our task is the struggle with the enemies of Soviet power. We are ter-
rorizir;g the enemies of Soviet power in order to strangle crimes in their
germ.

This last item espoused “preemptive counterintelligence.” Later
refined by Stalin, it gave state security the precedent for targeting those
who had the potential for opposition and set the tone for future operations
undertaken by the special designation forces of state security and select
elements of the military.

Thus, the birth of the idea and need for specialized, elite Soviet units
coincided with the creation of an extra-legal security service designed to
protect and promote the monopoly position of the Communist Party and
its claims to exclusive power. From the start, then, Soviet special opera-
tions units bore a character unlike the later special forces of Western
parliamentary democracies. Soviet special forces missions, offshoots of
the broader purpose of state security, would result in organizational con-
figurations and operational experiences alien to Western practice. If we
were to look for analogues to this Soviet tradition, the SS of Nazi Ger-
many, with its sundry special units fulfilling Party missions, would be
more appropriate both politically and operationally. The rest of this chap-
ter chronicles these unique roots and precedents of today’s KGB and GRU
special purpose forces.

Chekist Special Operations

At first, the paramount mission of Soviet special operations units was
the preservation of the minority Bolshevik faction’s monopoly of political
power. Though the major fronts of the Civil War were secured by the Red
Army by fall 1920, the requirement for Cheka “extraordinary measures”
did not abate, despite internal Party pressures from some quarters to limit
the scope of the Cheka’s authority. There also were persistent rebellious
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movements among the peasantry and various national minorities, which
picked up strength in the winter of 1920-21. These were abetted by the
demobilization of the Red Army, itself a peasant conscript force, which
pumped large numbers of men back into the restive countryside. The Party
had little choice in this decision in view of the raging famine and a thor-
oughly wrecked economy; in some respects internal ferment in 1921 was
far more threatening to the survival of Bolshevism than the Whites, Poles,
and foreign armies had been collectively.

The tendency to form elite units from broader categories of existing
specialized forces was evident as early as mid-1919, when a separate struc-
ture of Party troops called “Detachments of Special Purposes” (Chasti
Osobogo Naznacheniya or ChON) were created following a Central Com-
mittee resolution.® Various categories of elite Cheka troops had been
created even earlier in the Civil War. With their comrades in ChON
detachments they were engaged in doing what they were created for—
fighting insurrections from whatever quarter these emerged. By 1921 there
were approximately 137,000 Cheka troops along with 94,000 Frontier
troops under Cheka control.”> Such special Cheka and ChON troops
played a prominent role in crushing the Kronstadt uprising in March 1921,
when the rebels were subdued as viciously as any losing White Army in
the Civil War. Selected Party cadres, Red Army units, and special Cheka
forces, with blocking units of Cheka machine gunners at their backs to
discourage retreat or desertion, made several unsuccessful assaults across
the ice before the rebels were smashed. Survivors were either shot outright
or perished later in northern camps. Several thousand escaped to Finland.
Many of these, in response to a Bolshevik offer of amnesty, returned to
Russia only to be shipped off to Cheka camps and death.®

Special units formed by the Cheka during the Civil War were later
institutionalized as standing units subordinate to state security under its
various titles (Cheka, GPU, OGPU, GUGB, NKVD, etc.). Thus, by the
time the Party embarked on its “second revolution” in the late 1920s—early
1930s with collectivization and industrialization, there were several cate-
gories of specialized troops subordinate to state security, comprising Fron-
tier Troops, Internal Troops, and specialized state security formations
such as the OGPU’s Dzerzhinskiy Division.

With the passing of the more serious internal threats to Party rule fol-
lowing the Bolshevik victory in the Civil War, the Party’s use of these
forces took a different direction. During collectivization, the expropria-
tion of the kulaks (landed peasantry) was beyond the ability of party
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activists. Similarly, an operation of such high political sensitivity could
not be exclusively entrusted to the Red Army, whose conscript base was
drawn from the peasantry. The campaign against the kulaks was thus aug-
mented and in many cases conducted by special units such as the Dzer-
zhinskiy Division, which served as the Party’s cutting edge for the imposi-
tion of its radical programs.” Even Soviet sympathizers relayed accounts
of OGPU troops surrounding villages and firing indiscriminately into
crowds of peasants.®

In another kind of special operation, the OGPU prosecuted counter-
guerrilla operations against Moslem “Basmachi” insurgents in Soviet Cen-
tral Asia, who had been resisting Soviet rule since 1918, through the 1920s
and into the early 1930s.” A special force, the Khorezm Group, had to
be created in the Central Asian Military District as late as August 1931,
when “the situation became complicated”'® (meaning the insurgents were
defeating Soviet forces!). In addition to regular military and aviation units,
the Khorezm Group comprised special OGPU cavalry and artillery units
plus mechanized detachments of the Dzerzhinskiy Division. A Western
account claims that the 63d OGPU Division was involved in the recapture
of Krasnovodsk in June 1931, which had been taken by the rebels in the
previous month." In effect, the operation was a precursor to World War
II and contemporary combined-arms operations in which elite spetsnaz®
detachments conducted specialized actions not entrusted to the regular
military. An operational style was forged which gave such special troops
a certain primacy of mission over the Red Army, particularly when Party
control in a given region was in jeopardy.

The Cheka and its early successors also engaged in extensive penetra-
tion, provocation, deception, and other related operational counterintelli-
gence initiatives. What are now known variously as “active measures”
(aktivnyye meropriyativa), disinformation, and maskirovka (roughly
speaking, military deception in its totality) appeared in a stylized Russian
and Soviet operational vocabulary used in the integration of varied state
security operational initiatives. In the first several decades of state security
history active measures included “wet affairs.” “Wet affairs” were part of
the operational argot for assassinations, kidnappings, sabotage, and the
like, especially after the creation in 1936 of NKVD chief Nikolay I.
Yezhov’s Administration for Special Tasks, which set mobile killer teams
loose against White officers, defectors, the exiled Leon Trotsky and his
followers, and other “enemies” outside of the USSR.
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Organization for Direct Action
(Wet Affairs) in Soviet State Security13

Pre-1936 Foreign Department (INO), with tasking and oversight
from Stalin and/or his personal secretariat
1936-1941 Administration for Special Tasks, NKVD
1941-1946 Fourth Directorate (Partisans), NKVD
1946-1953 Spets Byuro No. 1, NKGB-MGB
1953-1954 Ninth Section, First Chief Directorate, MVD
1954-late 1960s Department 13, First Chief Directorate, KGB
Late 1960s- Department V, First Chief Directorate, KGB
early 1970s
Early 1970s- Department 8, Directorate S (Illegals), First Chief
Present Directorate, KGB

Indeed, the hallmark of state security special operations outside the
USSR during this time and into World War II and the postwar years was
precisely such activity. Yezhov’s killer teams in the late 1930s seemed to
roam at will in the U.S., Western Europe, and especially Spain. Such
actions carried over into the postwar years with an apparent increase in
tempo and even outlasted the death of Stalin when some of the more
notorious assassinations and kidnappings generated headlines throughout
the West. The institutional focal point for these acts, beginning with
Yezhov’s Administration for Special Tasks, consistently remained with
state security although numerous name changes of the overseeing unit
tended to mask organizational responsibility and, at times, culpability.
The line remains unbroken into the late 1980s. “Wet affairs” apparently
no longer is the operative term: “Direct action” is.

Regular Army Special Operations

As for special purpose forces in the regular Soviet military between
the Revolution and the outbreak of World War II, the record is not quite
as clear. In the heyday of the Comintern and especially after the Sixth
Comintern Congress in 1928, Moscow assumed that until the USSR was
strong enough to help propel the world revolutionary process, it would



34 INSIDE SPETSNAZ

be endangered by a capitalist encirclement determined to crush Soviet
communism in its formative stages. It was against such a political back-
ground that Soviet military theorists conceived ways of linking Soviet mili-
tary operations with insurrections by workers in capitalist countries. Such
linkages with the enemies’ rear areas were not really unique, since they
fed on the earlier experiences of the Russian Civil War. Flushed with vic-
tory over a variety of internal foes and so-called “interventionalists,” Civil
War heroes such as the future Marshal Mikhail Tukhachevskiy saw the
Red Army as an exporter of revolution, capable of aiding and abetting
insurrections in the capitalist countries as well as their restive colonies.
Indeed, following the failure of revolutions in the industrial West, Moscow
placed great emphasis on the colonies as the new and vulnerable rear of
capitalism.

A principal beneficiary of Stalin’s frenetic industrialization program
was the Soviet military, which, in addition to its concentration on tradi-
tional combat arms, conducted ambitious experiments with new military
concepts and structures, such as the world’s first airborne forces. The first
parachute detachments appeared in 1929" and by the early 1930s were
taking part in field exercises. While such forces were primarily intended
to destroy the enemy in his entire depth in conjunction with long-range
armor units, other purposes of a more clearly political nature were envi-
sioned by such leaders as Tukhachevskiy. Part of Tukhachevskiy’s concept
of the “nonstop” offensive involved the advancing Red Army linking up
with a rebellious proletariat during the process of liberation."” The main
body of airborne forces, operating in advance of the Red Army, would
employ Special Purpose battalions trained to conduct special operations
in foreign environments. Their missions, in addition to linkage with insur-
gent workers, apparently included direct action against enemy leadership
and facilities. By 1938 the Red Army had five airborne corps, four in the
western USSR and one in the Far East. Each corps had three airborne
brigades and one or two Special Purpose battalions.

How these unique forces might have been used in the kinds of opera-
tions conceived by Tukhachevskiy cannot be determined. Tukhachevskiy
and many of those responsible for the new concepts and organizational
developments in the Red Army in the late 1920s and 1930s were eliminated
during the purges of 1937-38. Imagination and initiative were not qualities
to be touted by the survivors. In the early stages of the German invasion
in 1941, the bulk of the airborne elements were destroyed fighting as infan-
try, along with most of the special purpose battalions. While an unbroken
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link between these battalions and some of the contemporary spetsnaz
forces of the USSR cannot be established, the former may at least be
viewed as a conceptual forerunner.

Spain and Finland

The experiences in Spain* and Finland immediately before World War
I1 strongly influenced Soviet partisan actions against the Germans. During
the Spanish Civil War of 1936-39 concurrent NKVD and Military Intelli-
gence (after 1943 known as the GRU) terrorist and guerrilla activities were
carried out on Stalin’s orders behind Nationalist and Republican lines.
Aleksander Orlov, who became NKVD rezident, or chief, in Spain, tells
us that the Politburo selected him for that post on the basis of his having
fought in the Russian Revolution and having knowledge of guerrilla war-
fare.”® Actual NKVD sabotage and guerrilla operations behind Nation-
alist lines were controlled by Leonid Eitingon (alias General Kotov), who
was Orlov’s assistant in Spain." Eitingon then applied that experience in
running partisan operations in the USSR during the war under Gen. Pavel
Sudoplatov. They were both imprisoned in the purge of Beria’s lieutenants
after Stalin’s death.

To head the Soviet military aid effort in support of the Republicans
Stalin dispatched Yan Berzin, the recent Chief of Military Intelligence.
Berzin was given the following tasks by Stalin: to help in the defense of
Madrid with Soviet advisors, armor, and aircraft; and to advise the Repub-
lican General Staff on operational planning. In addition, Berzin also
provided leaders/advisors to Spanish commando and guerrilla groups
operating behind Nationalist lines. One such officer was Khadzhi-Umar
Mamsurov (discussed, infra) who, in addition to helping prepare Madrid
for the Nationalist siege, was to form a stay-behind guerrilla operation
in the event of a Nationalist seizure of the city." Another officer under
Berzin and, hence, GRU subordination, was one Artur Sprogis whom
Berzin had known earlier in the USSR. Sprogis was attached as advisor
to a Republican guerrilla group in southern Spain, experience he put to
good use in World War II in the partisan movement in Byelorussia and
Latvia."” Numerous other military officers who served in Spain were not

*See chapter 4, “The Spanish Civil War
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so fortunate; they either fell at the hands of the NKVD there or, like Ber-
zin, were recalled to Moscow and disappeared in the purges.

Orlov, who until his defection in 1938 headed the NKVD presence
in Spain, has stressed how critical direct action commando/guerrilla
operations were to regular military operations in Spain.?® He character-
izes sabotage and guerrilla warfare as the “eighth line of activity of KGB
intelligence.”

Berzin necessarily had to work closely with Orlov’s and Eitingon’s
large NKVD contingent, which in turn conducted special operations that
included, among other things, spiriting Spain’s gold reserves to Russia and
liquidating Trotskyites, anarchists, and other “enemies.” The NKVD also
maintained its own network of informants among Berzin’s entourage, a
practice maintained to this day by the KGB in its penetration of the GRU
and the Soviet military in general. Berzin was recalled to Moscow in June
1937, and disappeared soon thereafter, a victim of the Great Terror. His
NKVD counterpart, Orlov, defected to the West in 1938 when he received
a summons to “confer” with a Party official on a Soviet ship in Belgium.
He knew it was time to disappear.

The Soviet experience in the Spanish Civil War is worth studying
because it highlights the main Soviet principles in planning and executing
special operations. Above all, these principles included secrecy and com-
partmentalization of small elite groups for conducting delicate political-
military operations such as the transport of the Spanish gold. Spain also
provides early evidence of the role of military intelligence (GRU) in plan-
ning and commanding special operations, the access of the GRU to regular
military personnel in carrying out its mission, and GRU involvement in
military assistance groups. Spain also illustrates the working relationships
between military intelligence and state security (NKVD), with their sepa-
rate yet parallel and sometimes redundant operations. It demonstrates the
clearly superior position of state security in terms of access to the political
leadership. And it points up the strong rivalry and hostility between the
two, a situation especially owing to the penetration of military intelligence
by state security. Though nearly five decades have passed, some of these
same principles, attitudes, and practices characterize contemporary Soviet
approaches to special operations.

Another intelligence officer from the GRU who developed guerrilla
experience in Spain was Maj. (later General) Khadzhi-Umar Mam-
surov.”> He and other GRU officers led special units fighting with the
Republican XIV Special Corps, carrying out attacks on the transportation
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and communications networks in the Nationalist rear areas. Mamsurov
later surfaced in Finland during the Winter War of 1939-1940. He brought
a special designation unit (spetsnaz) of about fifty men to the front in an
effort to capture Finnish soldiers for intelligence purposes and thus gain
a certain psychological redress for the severe defeats inflicted on the Soviet
giant by the tiny Finnish army. As with overall Soviet military perfor-
mance in this war, Mamsurov’s operation was a failure. What is significant
about this particular experience is that it was the first prewar instance other
than in Spain of an identified Soviet military entity with responsibility for
diversionary (that is, special operations) activity. Mamsurov’s unit was
subordinated to the Fifth Department (Ordel) of the GRU and was openly
referred to as the Otdel Diversii (Diversionary Department).”® Penkov-
skiy in the early 1960s revealed that the Fifth Department had been
elevated to the Fifth Directorate (diversion and sabotage) and that General
Mamsurov had risen to become one of two deputies to GRU chief Ivan
Serov.** More recent defector information shows that the Fifth Direc-
torate of the GRU still has line responsibility, through a dedicated spetsnaz
department, for controlling standing GRU spetsnaz brigades posted in the
USSR, Eastern Europe, and Afghanistan.?

World War 11

As noted earlier, Tukhachevskiy’s Special Purpose battalions and regu-
lar airborne forces were expended in infantry operations during the early
days of the German invasion in 1941. Attempts to reestablish regular air-
borne forces for special operations with GRU participation were aban-
doned because of the logistical problems in maintaining such units behind
German lines.

However, specialized state security forces (NKVD, NKGB, and
“SMERSH.” the Armed Forces Counterintelligence Directorate) were
expanded into the hundreds of thousands to ensure the loyalty of the mili-
tary, to prevent “unauthorized” retreats, and to serve as special shock units
(and even armies). As the war progressed in Moscow’s favor, they were
also intended to serve as the Party’s “action arm” for reimposing Party con-
trol in the reconquered territories and for imposing communism in newly
annexed territories and in Eastern Europe.”

. On the special operations front, the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) authorized a “Central Staff of
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the Partisan Movement” for conducting guerrilla, espionage, sabotage,
and assassination operations behind German lines. Forces involved were
drawn from the NKVD, the GRU, and GUKR-NKO, or SMERSH, the
latter headed by NKGB General Viktor Abakumov, who reported directly
to Stalin. Central political control was, therefore, an operational reality.

Moreover, the thorough permeation of partisan detachments by NKVD
and SMERSH personnel ensured that state security retained critical opera-
tional leverage, despite the military focus required by coordination between
Red Army operations and partisan activities.”’ At any rate, day-to-day
partisan operations were in the hands of state security Gen. Maj. Pavel
Sudoplatov, known as the “master of special detachments” in the German
rear areas. His deputy was Leonid Eitingon, the NKVD guerrilla warfare
overseer in Spain and the mastermind behind Trotsky’s murder.

Soviet partisan operations served as the major formative laboratory
for subsequent Soviet state security and military structures for running
or supporting postwar diversionary (including terrorist) and guerrilla
movements. Although the Central Staff of the Partisan Movement under
the Supreme High Command (Stavka) had been organized under General
P. K. Ponomarenko, Party and state security cadres were the actual con-
trolling elements. The announced purpose of the partisan movement was
the harassment of the German rear areas, but the real objective was to
reintroduce Party control in occupied territories. Many of these actions
involved deceptions and provocations to surface and eliminate real and
potential opponents to the reimposition of Soviet rule. They also involved
the neutralization and compromise of non-Soviet resistance and partisan
groups. A major means for accomplishing all this was the provocation of
terror and German counterterror with the ultimate objective of both
intimidating and infuriating the local population.?®

Organizationally, partisan operations were structured as follows:*

Central Staff of the Partisan Movement under the Supreme High
Command (also known as the Partisan Directorate). Technically, all parti-
san units not directly under the control of the NKVD-NKGB or the
GRU —essentially “civilian” partisan units—were controlled and coordi-
nated by the Partisan Directorate, itself subordinate to the Party. It was,
however, heavily staffed by the NKVD-NKGB. From 1942 to 1944 it was
directed by General P. K. Ponomarenko.

NKVD-NKGB. The following types of units have been identified as
being subordinated first to the NKVD (until 1943), and then to the NKVD
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and NKGB (after 1943). After 1943 it is difficult to sort out the exact oper-
ational subordination.

Partisan Units. These were specially organized units operating
independently or in coordination with other partisan units; they also
organized and trained additional partisan units. As the war pro-
gressed, these units operated in Eastern and Central Europe in
advance of the Red Army. Men from these units operated with com-
munist partisan detachments in German-occupied countries of north-
ern and western Europe as well.

Spetsnaz Units. The term spetsnaz (chasti spetsialnogo naz-
nacheniya) is occasionally used to designate particular NKVD-NKGB
units operating in the German rear. They appear to have been
employed mainly for independent operations although on occasion
they did work with other partisan units. They were used to eliminate
collaborators, propagandize the local population, conduct intelligence
gathering and counterintelligence operations, and generally serve as
enforcers of Party control. They also conducted operations against the
Germans.

Extermination Battalions. These units were formed in the initial
days of the war, and operated in both the German and Soviet rear
areas. Operations included actions against German agents and Ger-
man special units, Soviet deserters, dissidents, nationalists, and other
persons or groups deemed as “anti-Soviet” or not behind the war
effort. They may have come from the NKVD Osnaz™® divisions, but
this is unclear.

Special Detachments. These units spanned a wide range of size
and composition, and included such entities as radio intercept units,
agent communications units, radio disinformation teams, parachutist
“reception committees,” “hit” teams, and positive intelligence collec-
tion teams.

Hunter Units. These were designated to mop up nationalist and
other anti-Soviet activities, as well as Nazi stragglers in recently
occupied territory. These units may have been successor units to the
early extermination battalions.

Special Assault Divisions. Such units were of very large,
division-plus, size and were formed toward the end of the war to com-
bat Ukrainian nationalists and Polish, Lithuanian, Estonian, and Lat-
vian guerrillas. One of these was identified under General Kobulov’s
command (Kobulov was one of Beria’s lieutenants). Such divisions
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may have been formed from the large pool of state security Osnaz and
Border Troops divisions.

Singleton Operations. Individual special detachment members —
Party and Komsomol personnel, and politically reliable local inhabi-
tants —were used to carry out clandestine activities such as agent ser-
vicing, intelligence collection, and courier service. Additionally,
hundreds of state security officer personnel were sent into the German
rear to take over command and commissar positions in partisan units
comprising non-NKVD-NKGB personnel. This was a means of
strengthening Party control over the partisan movement. Personnel
from “uncontrolled” units frequently wound up in the Gulag when
their regions were reoccupied by the Red Army. The system brooked
no independence.

NKVD Internal Security (Osnaz Divisions). These divisions
operated mostly in the Soviet rear, but they did conduct counterinsur-
gency and counterguerrilla operations against anti-Soviet elements.
However, they contributed thousands of snipers to the regular military
and to partisan detachments.

GRU. The following units operated under military intelligence control
and drew their personnel from the ground, naval, and air forces of the
regular Soviet armed forces.

Partisan Units. These consisted of specially organized teams
inserted to operate as partisans in the same fashion as the NKVD-
NKGB partisan detachments. General Mamsurov, of Spanish and
Finnish reputation, evidently continued his diversionary activities in
this category of operations.

Special Detachments. As with state security, a variety of appar-
ently GRU-subordinated special units surface in the literature. These
often appear to be specially configured teams for intelligence collec-
tion (including prisoner snatching) against specific targets or for sur-
veillance of enemy activities in a narrowly defined geographic area.
Such teams were landed from Soviet submarines in Norway and
Poland to observe Nazi shipping in support of Soviet submarine opera-
tions from 1943 on. These were Soviet variants of “coastwatchers,”’
so to speak.

Singleton Operations. GRU activities of this type tended to mir-
ror those of state security; but they were more focussed on military
targets.
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Coordination, command, and control over these diffuse entities were
not easily accomplished. The confused Soviet response to German inva-
sion was reflected in the partisan movement. Units were slapped together
and thrown in with little regard for standardization, efficacy of mission,
redundancy, or human cost. The initial objective was to do something,
anything, to stem the German advance and prevent the Soviet system from
collapsing. Hence the need to foster the image of Party presence in
occupied areas.

Nominally, the Party exercised control over all partisan operations. In
practice, it was state security that provided the abiding presence. Feuds
between the military and state security were not uncommon and it was
to resolve these that the Central Staff of the Partisan Movement was
created. This was a move not unlike the creation of SMERSH, that is,
the joining of several organizations in a supra-institutional body (in this
case the Stavka) to rise above the fray in pursuit of broader national objec-
tives. But as with SMERSH, state security still played the prominent role.
Throughout the war state security maintained tight control over its many
partisan or related activities, even running them directly from Moscow
Center, without coordinating with its own district or regional echelons.
For instance there were cases of radio disinformation operations, based
on turned German agents, run from Moscow Center. Their broadcasts
were picked up by local NKVD radio intercept units that could not break
the ciphers, unaware that the radio traffic came from Moscow in the first
place.

As the tide of war on the Eastern front turned and the German retreat
speeded up, Moscow increased the insertion of special units in the enemy
rear. For instance, NKVD partisan units went into Czechoslovakia ahead
of the Red Army, and played a major role in precipitating the Slovak upris-
ing. When the uprising was smashed by the Germans, the Soviets had
fewer potential opponents to worry them when they foisted a communist
government on that country. Soviet-trained teams of Bulgarians and
Rumanians were inserted by submarine in both nations prior to the arrival
of the Red Army and helped to coordinate the imposition of communist
rule there. In Norway, special reconnaissance units involved in military
operations there during the war were also laying the groundwork for sub-
versive actions after the war, conducting recruitment for espionage and
covert action agents. ™

At the end of the war, Moscow was busy with securing its newly seized
territories and reestablishing Soviet rule in areas occupied by Germany.
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Violent nationalist guerrilla movements had risen throughout the Baltic
republics, the western Ukraine, and in Poland and Slovakia. Moscow
made extensive use of NKVD-NKGB hunter/extermination units and the
special counterguerrilla division of NKVD created and commanded by
Beria’s associate, General Kobulov. A former KGB officer and member
of this unit states that this division went directly from Yalta (where its
members provided security for the Yalta Conference) to western Ukraine
and western Byelorussia. Fighting continued for this division until 1947,
when the division was disbanded. However, operations against Ukrainian
guerrillas continued into the early 1950s.*

Prominent among state security officals involved in all aspects of the
partisan-counterinsurgency experience during and immediately after the
war were Merkulov (NKGB), Kobulov (NKVD), and Serov, who served
under Kobulov. Sudoplatov worked for both Merkulov and Kobulov. Serv-
ing under him was the organizer of Trotsky’s murder, Leonid Eitingon,
alias General Kotov. Sudoplatov and Eitingon had the task, under the
newly minted MGB after the war, of setting up a covert state security
diversionary infrastructure for operations against the new NATO alliance.
All of these men were arrested following the downfall of Beria,
Sudoplatov and Eitingon being fortunate enough to receive only prison
terms. Their colleagues were executed. Despite their unceremonious
exits, they were the ‘men who built the organizational and operational
framework for contemporary KGB and GRU direct-action, special opera-
tions activities. In a certain sense, the road to Afghanistan in the 1980s
led from the partisan experience during World War II, the Spanish Civil
War, and ultimately the anti-Basmachi campaigns of the 1920s-1930s.

Conclusions

The Soviets view their partisan experiences in Spain and World War
IT as highly effective unconventional adjuncts to the regular military cam-
paigns of these conflicts.® The partisan experience also had a profound
impact on subsequent Soviet planning and organization for special opera-
tions against the United States following Germany’s defeat. The Ministry
of State Security (MGB) carefully drew upon the talents of officers who
served in Sudoplatov’s and Eitingon’s “special detachments” to help build
an in-place underground infrastructure “to establish combat operations for
weakening the network of military bases of the American command in
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Europe.”* However, the bulk of this activity was probably vested in the
“executive action,” or “wet affairs,” element of the MGB’s First Chief
Directorate (Foreign Operations). That was in keeping with the powerful
personalities involved, especially Eitingon who, by all accounts, was a
Stalin favorite because of the Trotsky operation.

Little information is available relating to militarily-connected spetsnaz
elements in the immediate postwar years. While it is true that the airborne
forces were reconstituted in the Moscow area, it is not known if the new
divisions included “special designation” units under GRU or airborne
subordination. Most “direct action” operations in the postwar era seemed
to focus on KGB kidnappings and assassinations directed against defec-
tors, emigres, and anti-Soviet opponents throughout Europe. Until the late
Khrushchev and early Brezhnev period, little open evidence surfaced
indicating an increased GRU/military role in the field of special opera-
tions. But once the Soviet military began to manifest a newfound ability
to project beyond the Soviet heartland, GRU spetsnaz forces began surfac-
ing. And in Afghanistan, they came into their own.



10.
19E

12.
13.

14.

15.
16.

17.

18.

19.
20.

44

Notes

. For the actual protocol, see G. A. Belov, et al., eds., Iz istorii vserossiyskoy

chrezvychaynoy komissii 1917-1921gg. Sbornik dokumentov (Moscow:
Gospolitizdat, 1958): 78; Mervyn Matthews, ed., Soviet Government: A
Selection of Official Documents on Internal Policies (New York: Taplinger
Publishing Co., 1974): 237-238.

. S.K. Tsvigunetal., V. I. Lenin i VChK: Sbornik dokumentov (1919-1922 gg.)

(Moscow: Politizdat, 1975): 36-37.

. From the Bertram Wolfe Collection, Hoover Archives, Box 110, file 110-2,

p. 4 of Novaya zhizn:

. P.G. Sofinov, Ocherki istorii Vserossiyskoy chrezvychaynoy komissiy

(1917-1922gg.) (Moscow: Gospolitizdat, 1960): 152; See also I. G. Bewlikov,
et al., Imeni Dzerzhinskogo (Moscow: Voyenizdat, 1976): 5-36.

. MID Report from Riga, Latvia, No. 02021, 23 September 1921 (20037-

10084/5), National Archives, RGI65.

. George Leggett, The Cheka: Lenin’s Political Police (Oxford: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 1981): 328.

. Belikov, 46-50.
. Isaac Deutscher, Stalin: A Political Biography (New York: Vintage Books,

1962): 325.

. “Basmachi,” or bandits, was a Soviet term of opprobrium. The insurgents

labeled themselves “Beklar Hareketi,” or Freeman’s Movement.

Belikov, 58-61.

Martha B. Olcott, “The Basmachi or Freeman’s Revolt in Turkestan
1918-1924, Soviet Studies, July 1981, 362.

Short for spetsialnogo naznacheniya, or “special designation.”

From John J. Dziak, Chekisty: A History of the KGB (Lexington MA: Lex-
ington Books, 1988): 177.

John Erickson, The Soviet High Command (London: St. Martin’s Press,
1962): 327.

Erickson, 351.

FBI Memorandum, June 6, 1954, SAC New York to Director, FBI, Ref.
Aleksandr Orlov’s evaluation of Walter Krivitsky’s In Stalin’s Secret Service.
Senate Committee on the Judiciary, The Legacy of Alexander Orlov, 93rd
Cong., Ist sess. (Washington DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1973):
25, 70, 75.

Polina Mamsurov, “Boyevoye zadaniye,” in S. M. Aleksandrovsky, et al., My
— Internatsionalisty (Moscow: Politizdat, 1975): 54-55.

Voyennyy Entsiklopedicheskiy Slovar’ (Moscow: Voyenizdat, 1983): 700.
Aleksandr Orlov, Handbook of Intelligence and Guerrilla Warfare (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1963): 164-183.




21.
p2)
23.
24.
235,
26.

27.

28.

29.

30.
31.

32.
33.

34.

Dr. John J. Dziak 45

Orlov, 38.

Mamsurov, 46-58.

Interview with Ismail Akhmedov, former GRU officer, June 1985.

Oleg Penkovskiy, The Penkovskiy Papers, trans. Peter Deriabin (Garden City,
NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1965): 69-70.

Viktor Suvorov, Inside Soviet Military Intelligence (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Co., Inc., 1984): 136-140.

The bulk of the material on World War II is drawn from John J. Dziak,
Chekisty, chapter 6.

Kurt DeWitt, “The Role of Partisans in Soviet Intelligence,” War Documenta-
tion Project, Research Study No. 6, Vol. 1 (Maxwell AFB AL: Air Research
and Development Command, 1954): passim.

An excellent analysis of these aspects of partisan war is found in Walter Goer-
litz, Der zweite Weltkrieg, 1939-1945 (Stuttgart: Steingrubon-Verlag, 1952):
57-71.

This section is drawn from the following works: P. A. Aleksandrov, et al.,
eds., Partiya voglave narodnoy borby v tylu vraga, 1941-1944 (Moscow:
Izdatel’stvo “Mysl’,” 1976); 1. G. Belikov, et al., Imeni Dzerzhinskogo (Mos-
cow: Voyenizdat, 1976); A. Emelyanov, Sovietskiye podvodnye lodki v Velikoi
otechestvennoi Voine (Moscow: Voyenizdat, 1981); V. Endzheyak and A.
Kuznetsov, Osobaya partizansko-diversionnaya (Kiev: Politizdat Ukrainiy,
1977); A. L. Manayenkov, et al., eds., Partizanskie formirovaniya Belorussii
v gody Velikoy Otechestvonnoy, 1941-1944 (Minsk: Izdatel’stvo “Belarus,”
1983); A. Fyodorov, The Underground R. C. Carries On. 2 vols. (Moscow:
Foreign Language Publishing House, 1949-1950); Abwehr (Ostfront),
Organisation und Aufgaben des sowjetischen Geheimdienstes im Operations-
gebeit der Ostfront, 1944 (Abwehr manual from German archives, declas-
sified 15 August 1946); DeWitt, The Role of Partisans; N. F. Yudin, Pervaya
partizanskaya (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo “Moskoviskiy Rabochiy,” 1983); Ray-
mond L. Garthoff, Sovier Military Doctrine (Glencoe IL: The Free Press,
1953): 391-4009.

Short for osobogo naznacheniya, or “special designation.”

See, Robert C. Suggs, “Soviet Subs in Scandinavia: 1930 to 1945, Proceed-
ings of the United States Naval Institute, March 1986, 100-106.
Discussion with Ilya Dzirkvelov, June 1986.

Pospelov, et al., The Great Patriotic War of the Soviet Union, 1941-45
(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1974): 459.

Nikolai Khokhlov, In the Name of Conscience (New York: McKay, 1959):
127. Khokhlov served under Sudoplatov in World War II and subsequently
moved into MGB “wet affairs” activities in Western Europe.






-

CHAPTER 4
The Spanish Civil War

Owen A. Lock

In the summer of 1936 a great civil war engulfed Spain, pitting Generalis-
simo Francisco Franco and his Falange Nationalist rebels against the dem-
ocratic left-wing Republican government. Foreign intervention immedi-
ately cast an international complexion on the war, which ultimately served
as a precursor to World War II. Mussolini’s Italian infantry and Hitler’s
German airmen and tankers aided the Nationalists. Stalin’s Soviet officers
and technicians, reinforced and aided by the Communist movement’s
“international brigades,” took up the Loyalist Republican cause.

A brutal fratricide, the war was punctuated by gross atrocities such as
the 1937 destruction by aerial bombardment from German and Italian air-
craft of the Basque town of Guernica. The war also introduced the world
to the German concept of blitzkrieg (lightning war), the use of massed
armor as the spearpoint in combined arms offensives. Less well known,
but of immense relevance to the course of the war and to later conflicts,
is the manner in which the conflict served as a laboratory in the develop-
ment and validation of Soviet state security and military special operations
concepts and spetsnaz (commando forces) to conduct such operations.
While to some it may seem anachronistic to apply the term spetsnaz to
Republican units in the Spanish Civil War, that is the Soviet usage.'

The Soviet special operations effort in Spain was an advanced program
of covert and clandestine direct action sabotage, partisan (guerrilla) war-
fare, and razvedka (intelligence operations) that foreshadowed subse-
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quent Soviet special operations during World War II, the Czechoslovakia
and Afghanistan interventions, and other conflicts. The Soviets dispatched
many of their most experienced special operations personnel to Spain to
make the program work. Moreover, key Soviet spetsnaz in Spain who also
survived Stalin’s purges went on to play crucial roles in the ongoing evolu-
tion of Soviet special operations capabilities. Several amassed more than
thirty years’ service in special operations, an impressive indicator of
Soviet special operations institutional memory and experience.

As events unfolded in the summer of 1936, the Soviets accurately pre-
dicted that special operations and other forms of unconventional warfare
would play an important role in the fight for Spain. As early as 20 July
1936, the Soviet Politburo decided that experience in guerrilla warfare
would be a prerequisite for the position of senior state security (KGB)
advisor to the embattled Republican government.? The Politburo’s early
emphasis on the importance of guerrilla warfare in Spain apparently was
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not, however, merely to aid the Spanish Republic to prosecute the war.
According to KGB Gen. Alexander Orlov, one of his assignments as KGB
chief (rezident) in Spain was to provide for a revolt by the workers, “should
that tactic seem necessary,” i.e., to prepare for the possibility of seizing
control of the Republic, presumably with the intent of creating a Soviet-
model client state. By October 1936, just weeks after the KGB chief’s
arrival in Spain, Soviet advisors began urging the Republicans to form
spetsnaz units to support friendly guerrilla bands with weapons and
training.

At first the Republicans were reluctant to parcel out slim resources
to what they viewed as small and unimportant units. Eventually, probably
by late November 1936, the Republicans gave in to Soviet pressure and
provided some assets, though the Soviets may not have waited for formal
permission to begin setting up such units. As Anna Kornilovna Starinov,
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the translator of the first otriad spetsialnogo naznacheniya (special pur-
pose or spetsnaz detachment) formed in late 1936 stated:

There weren't even quarters; the staffs of the Republican Army didn't
believe in the effectiveness of partisan warfare. We had to waste a lot of
effort before getting and preparing cadres for these new and little known
affairs.*

Despite the initial resistance, the Soviets successfully encouraged the
Republican Army to form spetsnaz groups and conduct offensive special
operations within months after the war broke out. Within the first year,
separate multinational spetsnaz detachments comprising hundreds of com-
mandos were operating in the Valencia-Catalonia, Andalusia, Estrema-
dura, and Madrid regions. Although nominally Republican Army units,
these detachments were de facto Soviet spetsnaz formations. Organiza-
tion, training, and deployment followed the Soviet model and the guidance
or direction of resident Soviet advisors. Moreover, most of the key per-
sonnel in these detachments were active-duty Soviet military or KGB
personnel, Soviet citizens or emigres, the offspring of one or more Soviet
parents, or non-Soviet Communists of the Moscow school. The Soviets
exercised indirect operational control of at least three detachments through
their advisors and agents, while the fourth was directly controlled by the
KGB and had a Soviet commander. By the fall of 1937, these detachments
had been expanded and consolidated under a new headquarters, the “14th
Special Corps.”

Command and Control

Existing information implies very confused Soviet lines of communi-
cation between KGB headquarters, the staff of the 14th (after it was
formed), and the individual spetsnaz detachments. Personnel turbulence
in the Soviet military attache’s office and in the independent military mis-
sion, and in the KGB mission, competition between the KGB and military
intelligence (GRU), and the backdrop of Stalin’s purges, created a near-
constant state of uncertainty.

From about October 1936 through late 1937, the Soviet military
attache to the Republican government was Vladimir Yefimovich Gorev.’
As a military attache and part of the Soviet diplomatic mission to the
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Republic of Spain, although nominally subordinate to the Soviet ambas-
sador, Gorev would normally have received his instructions from GRU
headquarters in Moscow. Gorev was an experienced military advisor (he
spent several years in China) and agent handler (he was Whittaker Cham-
bers’ first control). After the Republican government abandoned besieged
Madrid for Valencia on 6 November 1936, most of the Soviet advisors
also relocated to Valencia. However, by 15 November, Gorev had returned
to Madrid to direct its defense and orchestrate much of the military activity
of the Republican forces.®

From March 1924 until April 1935, the GRU was headed by an experi-
enced underground worker and former high-ranking KGB military coun-
terintelligence officer named Peter Kyuzis, who is best known as “Yan
Karlovich Berzin.” In April 1935 Berzin was reassigned to a staff position
(probably chief of staff) under the commander of the Soviet Red Banner
Far Eastern Army (OKDVA). After the Spanish Civil War began in July
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1936, Berzin was given the cover name “General Grishin” and appointed
head of the Soviet military mission to Spain. He first took up residence
in Madrid, then (in early November) followed the Republican govern-
ment’s stampede to Valencia. Berzin had at least one spetsnaz unit under
his personal control, advised by Artur Karlovich Sprogis, an experienced
operations officer who had commanded a Soviet border guard detach-
ment.” In addition, he may have controlled the detachment led by Mam-
surov, discussed infra.

After Berzin’s recall to the Soviet Union in late May or early June
1937, Gen. Grigoriy Mikhailovich Shtern (Stern) became chief of the mili-
tary mission. Early in 1938, Shtern was replaced by his deputy, Gen.
Kuzma Maksimovich Kachanov.® On or about 6 February 1939, Kacha-
nov crossed into France with the bulk of the Soviet advisors, as the Repub-
lican effort finally collapsed.’

In addition to his personal staff and the “legal” military-intelligence
organization in Spain (Gorev’s staff), Berzin also enjoyed the assistance
of a powerful KGB presence from the very beginning. Its chief, Alexander
Orlov, arrived in September 1936 to advise the Republican government
on matters of intelligence, counterintelligence and guerrilla warfare, "
while at the same time seeing to the disposition of arms shipments from
the Soviet Union and ensuring that Soviet advisors neither annoyed the
Spanish nor strayed." The chief of spetsnaz forces in Spain, however,
was Leonid Andreyevich Eitingon, a senior KGB officer who had other
duties as well (chiefly espionage). Eitingon operated in Spain under the
cover name “General Kotov” (and possibly “General Ivon”) and reported
to Orlov.”

The Formation of Spetsnaz

Orlov’s first deputy (executive officer), Eitingon, was charged with
immediate supervision of commando operations during the war.” As
Orlov put it:

The experience gained by the Soviet guerrilla troops in the [1920] Russo-
Polish War became the cornerstone of Soviet guerrilla science of the future.
Sixteen years later, in 1936, during the Spanish Civil War, the former com-
mander of the Soviet guerrilla troops in the Russo-Polish War was sent by
the Russian Politburo to Spain, where he organized and directed for the
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Republican government of Spain guerrilla detachments which operated in
the rear of Franco’s forces. "

Orlov’s Senate testimony makes clearer that he was “the former com-
mander of the Soviet guerrilla troops in the Russo-Polish war,” sent to
Spain. Eitingon also brought experience in espionage accumulated in
Manchuria, Turkey and Greece," which he broadened during the Span-
ish Civil War by running agents in and out of France.'” Somewhere
between Eitingon and the individual spetsnaz detachments falling under
his sway were Lev Ozolin (cover named “Kraft”) in Barcelona," and
Grigoriy Sergeyevich Syroezhkin, a highly-decorated long-time KGB
officer who specialized in paramilitary counterintelligence operations.

Eitingon began by organizing two schools, one near Madrid and
another in Benimamet, near Valencia. According to Orlov, each of
these “saboteur schools” trained about two hundred men. Later, four more
schools were organized, one near Barcelona having as many as six hun-
dred students. Those selected for commando duty were:

Trained principally in various kinds of demolition work, high-grade marks-
manship, elementary guerrilla tactics (raids and ambushes), map reading,
living off the land, and long marches with loads up to 25 pounds.* On
graduation, each trainee had to be able to plan and execute the demolition
(on contact or by remote control) of various types of bridges, railway tracks,
and power lines, and to mine roads."

Given that Republican Spain was reeling, the program of instruction
could have taken less than one week. After the formation of the Republic’s
14th Special Corps the training period lasted six to eight weeks. By com-
parison, the World War II partisan curriculum established on the Western
Front in July 1941 by a Soviet veteran spetsnaz advisor from Spain, Col.
Ilya Grigorevich Starinov, just three weeks after the Germans invaded their
Soviet allies, at first lasted three to five days. The course taught mining
and demolition, topography, intelligence/scouting operations, partisan tac-
tics, marksmanship and weapons maintenance, field sanitation, and other
subjects. Subsequently the duration of the course was extended to as long
as ten days.”

*Orlov may have meant kilograms: About fifty-five pounds would be a good load for
such commandos.
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Levant-Catalonia

Shortly after the Republican government moved to Valencia in early
November 1936, I. G. Starinov was assigned as a trainer/advisor to the very
first formal spetsnaz detachment of the Spanish Civil War.* Starinov was
briefed by Berzin, who found much need for improvement in the organiza-
tion of Republican forces: The Spanish Army had neither clear structure
nor unity of command, and consisted of separate detachments that were
subordinate to various parties and committees.”> Among other failings,
many of the line units did not conduct reconnaissance.”

Initially, Starinov was assigned to train five men who seemed dedi-
cated to the Republic but unsuited to the physical demands of guerrilla
warfare. The five selectees had thought they were to be used as agents
behind the lines and were very upset at learning what was in store for
them. After Starinov complained of the men’s condition to his immediate
Soviet superior,* a “General Ivon,” and the matter was taken up with the
general secretary of the Communist Party of Spain, twelve combat veter-
ans headed by a thirty-eight-year-old cavalry officer, Capt. Domingo
Ungria, were assigned to the unit. Subsequently, the detachment was
provided with a truck, five automobiles, and a house at Benimamet in the
suburbs of Valencia which, inter alia, was used as a sabotage school and
center to develop tactics and techniques of partisan warfare.*

By December 1936 the detachment had eighteen effectives, and a test
mission against Teruel (one hundred kilometers from Valencia) was run
in the latter half of that month using twelve men, Starinov and his female
interpreter, and six men held in reserve. As a reflection of the state of com-
mand in the Spanish Republic at the time, the local commander could offer
neither guides nor intelligence on what enemy forces might be in the
area.” As well, he thought the twelve spetsnaz could destroy all tele-
phone and telegraph lines within an area fifteen to twenty kilometers north
of Teruel, capture a “tongue,” as well as interrupt road and railway trans-
port between Teruel and Calatayud!

The detachment carried knives, pistols, and one light machine gun,
and had their dynamite in rucksacks. The terrain was hilly and the men
were not accustomed to moving at night. They reached the main highway
at 0300 hours. The group was there divided in half, one team to mine
telephone poles and a highway bridge and the other to mine nearby rail-
road tracks. The demolitions went off as planned, and the group returned
to friendly lines by dawn.?’
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Ungria’s group conducted several more operations behind enemy lines
along the Teruel front before being sent to Albacete, headquarters of the
International Brigade, on the southern front in January 1937. There the
detachment filled out to about one hundred personnel, picking up about
twenty Interbrigadists, including Poles, Yugoslavs, Bulgarians, Czechs,
Slovaks, Germans, Austrians, Italians, Finns, Frenchmen, and an Ameri-
can named “Aleks” (possibly Alex Kunslich or Cunslich, a major and one
of the only three Americans in the 14th, who was subsequently captured
by Franco’s forces and shot).

To minimize the risks of being fired on by friendly forces, as well as
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by enemy forces, when crossing the lines between the armies, by the mid-
dle of February 1937 Ungria’s detachment was organizing clandestine
bases behind Franco’s lines. Supplies and munitions (primarily explo-
sives) could be stored in quantity at these bases and personnel could rest
between missions. The first of these bases was in an abandoned olive grove
and olive oil processing plant about twelve kilometers northwest of Ada-
muz. From there, about fifty partisans conducted ambushes and raids
behind enemy lines. Security around the base was closely observed, and
a reserve base was prepared in case the first was compromised.®

Between January and April 1937, Ungria’s spetsnaz groups were tasked
with destroying railway and automobile tunnels, organizing the disruption
of military formations, demolition of enemy road transport, incapacitation
of enemy aircraft, and destruction of the enemy’s means of production.
Separate groups moved sympathizers prepared to aid in the destruction
of important military objectives behind enemy lines.’® On one night in
late February 1937, three groups of about ten men each staged from the
Adamuz base with the mission of derailing a train and destroying two
small but high railroad bridges on the road to Cordoba.

In late February or early March 1937, Ungrias forces successfully
ambushed a train carrying a large number of Italian troops. For that
action, Ungria was called to report personally to Chief of the Republican
General Staff Vicente Rojo, the unit was upgraded to a “special battalion,”
and Ungria became “Jefe del batalion especial.”™

The new battalion was provided with a battalion staff, whose chief was
a Yugoslav (Serb) major named Ilich. The battalion was probably also
provided with a new senior advisor, Khadzhi-Umar Dzhiorovich Mam-
surov. In late April 1937 the spetsnaz bases in Jaen, Villanueva de Cor-
doba, and the clandestine one in Adamuz* were visited by Gay
Lazarevich Tumanyan and Mamsurov. Tumanyan departed for Moscow
several weeks later, on 2 May 1937, but Mamsurov remained as senior
advisor to the 14th until late summer 1937.%

According to Starinov, in the spring of 1937 the new special battalion
had three bases on Republican soil: Jaen, Villanueva de Cordoba, and
Valencia (Benimamet) * At this time, Benimamet housed the training facil-

*[. G. Starinov does not mention Vasilevskiy’s detachment in Las Vegas, either because
he did not know of it, because it was not considered part of the special battalion, or because
of security considerations.
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ities for all new spetsnaz as well as the main workshops for the assembly
of mines, grenades, and other devices. Mines and grenades were also
assembled, and new types developed, at the workshop in Jaen.** By
April 1937 Ungria had also created a spetsnaz cavalry platoon at Vil-
lanueva de Cordoba.™

An interesting aside to the story of the Ungria detachment is the rela-
tionship between Mamsurov and writer Ernest Hemingway, then working
in Spain. According to Mrs. Mamsurov, her husband met with Hemingway
for three days in a row during 1937, from about 1800 hours until after
midnight, describing diversionary groups in Estremadura and the people
in them, without naming individuals. Soviet sources claim this to be the
information Hemingway used as the basis for commando operations por-
trayed so well in For Whom the Bell Tolls. Although most Soviet Bloc
commentators treat this as an attempt to use a sympathetic newsman to
sway world opinion in favor of the Republican struggle, Lev Petrovich
Vasilevskiy, former commander of the Madrid spetsnaz detachment, was
critical:

One of the comrades acting parallel to us but not subordinate to Grigoriy
Syroezhkin, also led a group [on missions] in the rear of Franco’s forces
and said something of it to [Ernest] Hemingway, to whom he had been
introduced by Mikhail Koltsov and Ilya Ehrenberg, who were then in Spain.
Later, in his memoirs, Ehrenberg wrote that this Soviet comrade served
as Hemingway’s model for the main hero of his novel, For Whom the Bell
Tolls. Grigoriy [Syroezhkin] not only did not approve of such conversations
with journalists, he categorically forbade anything to be said about our
marches in the enemy’s rear.’®

The Central Front

In February or March 1937, about the time Ungria’s unit was being
upgraded to a “special battalion,” Vasilevskiy arrived in Spain and was
recruited by Senior Advisor Syroezhkin to command a spetsnaz unit sta-
tioned in the Las Vegas area, near Madrid. Probably in early March 1937,
Vasilevskiy was accompanied by Syroezhkin to the detachment’s head-
quarters, two dilapidated houses. The unit then had about 150 men (grow-
ing to 160 by July), largely Andalusian farm laborers, three or more Soviet
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advisors, and a Soviet commander (Vasilevskiy). At some time it acquired
a Spanish commissar named Galarsa Peregrin. Of the known spetsnaz
units formed during the Spanish Civil War this detachment was unique
for having a Soviet officer as its commander.

The remainder of the detachment’s personnel was “Internationalist”:
Bulgarians, Germans, Frenchmen, Englishmen, Americans, Canadians,
and three Latvians. “All were Communists who had left their homelands,”
Vasilevskiy says, “via the underground.”® One advisor who had pre-
ceded Vasilevskiy to the unit was Aleksandr Rabtsevich, who was “already
experienced in partisan and underground operations by the time of the
Russo-Polish War of 1920.” Other advisors who were associated with
Vasilevskiy’s unit were Kirill Orlovskiy,*® Capt. Stepan Glushko,** and
Pavel Boyarskiy.*

According to Vasilevskiy, in early 1937 the Republican command had
already improved somewhat from the state described by Berzin in late 1936,
but it still exercised no direct supervision of the Soviet spetsnaz advisors:

At that time [February-March 1937], the situation in Spain on the Republi-
can side was reminiscent of that [in the Soviet Union] at the beginning of
1918. A regular army had been formed. Instead of uncoordinated detach-
ments and columns, brigades and divisions already existed, but their com-
manders were frequently not subordinated to the high command, and were
still following the dictates of political leaders [rather than those of their
higher headquarters]. Because of this circumstance, the influence of the
anarchists was increased. Staffs composed by the regular army were under-
manned and did not take full advantage of their rights. Thus our diversion-
ary detachment in Madrid was only formally subordinate to General Miaja,
the commander of the Central, or Madrid, Front: neither the general nor
his staff gave us assignments, being satisfied with the data we obtained from
the enemy [on our own initiative]. Consequently we had complete freedom
of action in the choice of direction and time of dispatch of our groups to
the enemy’s rear. Thus, it fell to me to choose the direction of my first march
[with my group].*

Andalusia

During the difficult days of November or December 1936, Artur
Sprogis was assigned by Yan Berzin to accompany Mamsurov to Madrid to
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Figure 5. Chain of command for Soviet spetsnaz advisors in the Madrid detach-
ment, March 1937.

strengthen the hard-pressed city’s defenses. But before Sprogis and Mam-
surov could depart, Sprogis was hastily reassigned to advise guerrillas
defending Malaga, in the south of Spain. Berzin asked I. G. Starinov to
explain to Sprogis how to improvise explosives and detonators from com-
monly available materials, which suggests that Sprogis may have been
weak in this area. Sent with a radioman and a translator (probably Regina
Tsitron),* Sprogis advised a guerrilla band under the command of Jose
Munoz Gomez that mined roads and bridges along the approaches to
Malaga from Granada, destroying five bridges from 25 January to 4
February 1937.
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After Malaga’s fall in early February 1937, Sprogis and a unit of the
guerrillas he had helped to train served as a mobile commando group
directly subordinate to Berzin, the chief Soviet military advisor, fighting
across the Sierra Nevadas and the Andalusian Mountains, and north of
Granada.** Sprogis’s unit was also responsible for the destruction of a
number of trains, and he is said to have undertaken extremely important
assignments during the Nationalists’ general attack on Madrid, when the
Seville-Toledo road had been cut and the Italian Expeditionary Corps was
thrown at Guadalajara.

In May 1937, fearing that Franco’s forces were massing for a possible
attack along that section of the Madrid front through which passed the
railway to Guadalajara, Berzin ordered reconnaissance forces on the
Madrid front, presumably the newly formed spetsnaz detachment com-
manded by Vasilevskiy, to capture a live prisoner for interrogation. After
a week’s fruitless wait, Berzin assigned Sprogis’s unit to the task, which
was successfully carried out with a five-man team deployed at night sev-
eral kilometers across enemy lines. This was the last assignment Sprogis
personally received from Berzin before the latter’s departure for the Soviet
Union in late May or very early June 1937.* In addition to Sprogis’s
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group, Nikolay Prokopyuk worked with a spetsnaz detachment in Andalu-
sia, but little is known of it except that Prokopyuk was a welcome, if tight-
lipped, visitor at Vasilevskiy’s headquarters in Las Vegas. *¢

Estremadura

In early 1937, sometime before the end of April, Khadzhi Mamsurov
led a group operating behind Franco’s lines* in Estremadura.* Little is
reliably known about its size, its operations, or what happened to the unit
after Mamsurov became senior advisor to Domingo Ungria, commander
of the Special Battalion, in April 1937 (see, infra).

Creation of the 14th Special Corps

In the fall of 1937 all Spanish Republican units that fought behind
enemy lines were incorporated into the 14th Special Corps (also known
in some sources as the “14th Partisan Corps,” “14th Spetscorps,” and possi-
bly “Special 14th Corps, Partisan”). In Mrs. Starinov’s account, the 14th
was established by the high command of the Republican Army in the fall
of 1937 as an umbrella organization to unite “all forces acting in the rear
of the enemy,”* probably a month or two after Mamsurov’s recall to the
Soviet Union.* Korenevskiy and Sgibnev, however, laid the creation of

the 14th at Berzin’s feet:

The centralization and planned utilization of partisan forces [within a single
command] was Berzins idea, and as strikes in the enemy’s rear became
more powerful because of it, the coordination [of the activity] of regular
units with the soldiers of “the little war” became possible. Remember how
Hemingway in his novel For Whom the Bell Tolls has General Goltz order
the partisan Robert Jordan not only to blow up a bridge but to do it “at
exactly the indicated hour based on the time designated for the attack [by
the regular infantry].”*!

Berzin had rotated back to the Soviet Union in late May or early June,
where he was reinstalled as head of the GRU, so Sprogis’s detachment
could have been made available to the 14th.5? If Mrs. Starinov’s state-
ment that the 14th was established in the fall of 1937 is correct, then the
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first senior advisor to the 14th was Soviet Army Kombrig (Brigadier
General) Khristofor Intovich Salnyn. In March or April 1938, Salnyn was
recalled to the Soviet Union, arriving in April. He was purged not long
thereafter.”> Salnyn was replaced by Nikolay Kirillovich Patrakhaltsev,
who was followed in May or June 1938 by Vasily Avramovich Troyan.>*

In March 1938, when Troyan arrived in the headquarters of the 14th
at Pins del Valles (in Catalonia, near Barcelona), he found the 14th was
commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Ungria. The chief of staff was proba-
bly still Major Ilich. The headquarters itself consisted of two buildings,
one called “Casa Roja” (for the color of its bricks) or “Chapayev” (after
a military commander who fell during the Russian Civil War), and a two-
story gray building.” Casa Roja was used by Interbrigadists (possibly
officers only)* and Soviet advisors resting after missions, while the
other building housed teams resting after missions, the Soviet senior advi-
sor, and possibly the 14th’s staff.”’

At its height, the 14th consisted of four divisions, each of which had
three or four “brigades” (akin to Soviet detachments) of 150 to 200 men.
One division was stationed in Catalonia (northeast Spain), and Patrakhalt-
sev assigned Troyan to a detachment on the right flank of the Catalonian
front, near Tremp.** Not much else is known about that particular divi-
sion, except that one of its detachments had a waystation in a small villa
in the town of Malgrat.” The 14th’s three other divisions were dis-
tributed throughout the central zone, assigned to Andalusia, Estremadura,
and the central front. They had the bulk of the Soviet advisors then present
in the 14th: Andrey Emil'ev, Aleksandr Kononenko, and Grigoriy
Kharitonenko (possibly a cover name for Grigoriy Syroezhkin).%

By the second half of July 1938, the 14th was preparing for the Ebro
offensive, which began 25 July.® The night before the attack, Ungria,
Troyan, and his interpreter were at the headquarters of one of the par-
ticipating corps, coordinating spetsnaz support and seeing to the proper
distribution of intelligence gathered by the 14th. During the Ebro cam-
paign, the Republican Army commander Juan Modesto and the com-
manders of the two corps—especially Enrique Lister—made frequent
requests for the 14th to carry out diversionary activities behind Franco’s
lines:

Numerous groups, detachments, and even whole brigades were dispatched
to [the enemy’s rear]. They carried out diversionary activities on railways
and roads, attacked staffs, depots, and other military objectives, [and] cut
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Figure 7. Soviet personnel associated with the 14th Special Corps in March 1938,

communications. As a result, parts of rail lines, particularly that running
between Saragosa and Lerida, were paralyzed. Using contact-detonated
and delayed-action mines, the partisans derailed trains and made roads
impassable. Mines were placed around sharp bends along roads. Diversion-
ary activities carried out in the mountains were particularly successful:
cars, trucks, busses, etc. not destroyed by the explosion itself were never-
theless hurled into space by its force.52
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Describing the heated activity of the 14th during the Ebro campaign,
Troyan notes:

From the beginning of the Ebro operation all work of the commander of
the 14th Special Corps and me, as senior advisor, was turned to the brigades
and detachments. We worked out an original shuttle schedule: some groups
and detachments left on assignment, others returned. We gained experience
in preparing personnel and in the conduct of military operations, neverthe-
less there were difficulties.

By November 1938, the Republican forces had retreated across the
Ebro and the Segre, taking up defensive positions in Catalonia. What
occupied the 14th between November 1938 and January 1939 is not known.
But on 24 January Troyan was ordered to Barcelona, which expected an
imminent attack from Franco’s forces. Troyan and Major Ilich arrived in
Barcelona that evening and found that all services had already been evacu-
ated except for a small group of advisors led by General Kachanov.®

After reporting to the staff of General Kachanov, Troyan and Ilich went
to the 14th’s headquarters at Pins del Valles, where documents were
destroyed and the sole detachment remaining at the site (about 180 men)
was readied for the retreat to Gerona.®® On 25 January, Troyan, the
Soviet advisor group, and the Catalonian spetsnaz detachment began to
retreat northeast along the road from Barcelona to Figueras. Though the
advisors’ flight was slowed by refugees, it was aided for three days by the
apparent lack of pursuit by Franco’s forces.

By early February, the Soviets had reached Gerona. On 5 February
they were briefed by General Kachanov to wear civilian clothes and have
their foreign passports the next morning for the crossover into France
through the railway tunnel at Port Bou. As a last mission, Troyan’s brigade
was tasked to destroy the large quantities of munitions and supplies at the
Port Bou railroad station while Franco’s forces occupied the town and bat-
tles raged in the streets. Perhaps because of the surprise appearance of
Franco’s forces in Gerona and the consequent fighting, the route from
Gerona to Port Bou took three days to traverse.®

When Port Bou was finally reached, the Soviets found that the hun-
dreds of tons of munitions and supplies stored there could not be destroyed
because of the large numbers of nearby refugees. Instead, during the night
of 8 February, two special divisions (that from Pins del Valles, nine men
of Vasilevskiy’s unit, and, possibly, that from Tremp)®’ guarded the pas-
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Figure 8. The 14th Special Corps in June 1938.

sage of the Soviet advisors and remains of the Republican forces as they
passed through the tunnel and into history.®

Post-War Activities

After evading capture by Franco’s forces, many commandos of the 14th
fled to France and were interned there. Of those who managed to escape
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Advisor Dates
Eitingon, L. A. September 1936 to February 8 or 9, 1939
Syroezhkin, G. S. Late 1936 to December 1938

Mamsurov, Kh.-U. Dzh. April 1937 to late summer 1937

Salnyn, K. I. Late summer 1937 to March 1938
Patrakhaltsev, N. K. March 1938 to June 1938
Troyan V. A. June 1938 to February 9, 1938

Vaupshasov, S. A. January 1939 to March 1939

Figure 9. Senior Soviet advisors to the 14th Special Corps and its predecessors.

Franco, many took part in guerrilla activities “in a number of countries,
particularly Yugoslavia, Italy and Poland,” against the Germans after
World War II began in 1939. In mid-1942 the 14th is said to have reformed
under the leadership of Antonio Buitrago to fight the Germans on French
territory. Buitrago, however, was fatally wounded shortly thereafter and
command was assumed by Jesus Rios.®

During World War II, more than three hundred Spanish veterans of
the 14th served under Col. I. G. Starinov in the Operational Training Cen-
ter of the Western Front and in the Sth Separate Spetsnaz Engineer Brigade
of the Soviet Army. Still other veterans served in Allied organizations such
as the American Office of Strategic Services (OSS).

Conclusion

The Soviets throw away nothing that works. Although the Republican
cause lost Spain, the Soviets gained much experience in the war that stood
the Soviet Union in good stead for many years afterward. Although they
were not neophytes as they went into the conflict, the Soviets were able
to experiment with and validate (or invalidate) their concepts of special
operations and partisan warfare. At the same time, the Soviets displayed
behavior that is instructive to those who study the pattern of Soviet opera-
tions then and now.




Owen A. Lock 67

Then, as now, political reliability is the sine qua non of Soviet special
operations. With very few exceptions, all of the personnel associated with
the Soviet special operations program in Spain were committed Com-
munists with intense loyalty to the Soviet Union. The extensive use of
Communist foreign nationals (“interbrigadists”) of intense ideological
commitment further illustrates this point.

As is also the case today, the KGB had overall control of those special
operations external to the Soviet Union, short of general war conditions.
KGB control assured all undertakings supported the strategic political
goals of the Soviet Politburo, and that all players were intimidated or
otherwise insulated against political “contamination.” Overall KGB control
also favored a degree of unity of command of Soviet assets in Spain and
a good measure of operational security (OPSEC).

Comparatively senior and highly skilled staff officers were directly
involved in spetsnaz activities in Spain and most spetsnaz missions were
operational, as is contemporary Soviet practice: deep reconnaissance,
direct-action sabotage, prisoner snatching, and provocations. OPSEC
within the detachments was also fairly good, with the possible notable
exception of Mamsurov’s discourses with Hemingway, despite the mix of
people from diverse cultures and backgrounds. As a result, the spetsnaz
normally enjoyed the element of surprise and were able to undertake
operational missions such as airbase demolition raids with an economy
of force.

Despite their best efforts, the Soviet side lost in Spain as it is now
doing fifty years later in Afghanistan. In Spain, as in Afghanistan, how-
ever, it is naive to conclude that spetsnaz were an irrelevancy. Though the
strategic correlation of forces ultimately swung decisively in favor of the
Nationalists, the operational intelligence gathered by the spetsnaz and the
punishment they inflicted on the Nationalists gave the Republicans much
more breathing room, and a longer life, than they would otherwise have
enjoyed.
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