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 The Most Dangerous    
 Moment 

This was not only the most dangerous 
moment of the Cold War. It was the most 

dangerous moment in human history. 
Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. on the 

‘Arkhipov Incident’

DESPITE THEIR WELL-CURATED 
image in the West as obedient minions 
ready to invite Armageddon at the drop of a 
Kruschevian shoe, at least twice during the 
Nuclear Age a single, individual Russian 
soldier risked defying strict military 
protocol—and in doing so, very likely 
averted a global catastrophe.
    On October 27, 1962, at the height of the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, a group of eleven 
U.S. destroyers enforcing a blockade of 
Cuba intercepted a Soviet submarine in 
international waters offshore of the island. 
Intending to force the sub to surface, a U.S. 
Navy captain ordered his crew to begin 
dropping explosive depth charges nearby. 

    What the Americans didn’t know was that 
the submarine was carrying a tactical nuclear 
weapon—a nuclear-tipped torpedo—and the 
sub’s crew had full authority to fire it. 
    Tensions were high, and the captain of the 
submarine, Valentin Savitsky, had every 
reason to think that war had started and that 
they were being attacked by the Americans. 
Too deep to monitor U.S. radio traffic and 
out of contact with Moscow, the enraged 
captain shouted, “We’re going to blast them 
now! We will die, but we will sink them all! 

… We will not disgrace our navy!”    
   Political Officer Ivan Maslennikov agreed, 
and under normal conditions that alone 
would have been sufficient authority to fire. 
But on this particular mission—alone 
among the submarines in the flotilla—a 
third officer happened to be present. As 
second in command, Commodore Vasily 

Arkhipov’s consent was also required. He 

refused, and a heated argument broke out.



   The submarine’s battery was depleted and 
its oxygen supply running low, conditions 
hardly amenable to rational decision-
making, and an intelligence officer on board 
recalled, “We thought, that’s it: The end.” 
But despite everything, Arkhipov prevailed: 
The submarine surfaced, contacted Moscow, 
and eventually returned to Russia.
    At the time, and for the first and only 
time in history, the U.S. Strategic Air 
Command alert level was at DEFCON 2—
the second highest readiness level. Upon 
learning of the standoff years later, White 
House officials present at the time 
confirmed that had the nuclear torpedo 
destroyed an American ship, it would have 
prompted an automatic nuclear response, 
and very likely escalation into a full-scale 
nuclear war with Russia. The director of the 
National Security Archive stated bluntly, 
“The lesson from this is that a guy called 
Vasili Arkhipov saved the world.”
    A second close call happened two decades 
later during the height of the Cold War. 
Just after midnight on September 26, 1983, 
satellites in the early-warning system of the 
Soviet Air Defense Forces reported the 
launch of multiple U.S. Air Force ICBMs 
from underground bases in North Dakota. 
    The officer on duty at the defense 
network command center outside Moscow
—Lieutenant Colonel Stanislav Petrov—
had strict instructions to notify the Kremlin 
immediately in such an event, as ailing 
Soviet leader Yuri Andropov would have at 
most 15 minutes to order a retaliatory strike.
    At the time, Soviet nuclear forces were on 
hair trigger alert, with tensions ratcheted up 
to unprecedented levels by President Ronald 
Reagan’s bellicose rhetoric toward the 
Russians, the imminent installation by the 
U.S. of first strike-capable tactical nuclear 
missiles in Europe, and the shooting down 
of a civilian Korean airliner over restricted 
Soviet airspace just three weeks prior.

    The Soviet Union's radar was incapable 
of verifying an attack from incoming 
missiles located beyond the horizon, but 
Petrov had no reason to assume it was a 
false alarm. Nonetheless, something caused 
him to hesitate. The system was new and 
had malfunctioned on a previous occasion; 
furthermore, his civilian training led him to 
suspect that a U.S. first strike attack would 
involve hundreds of missiles, rather than 
just the handful detected. Despite risking 
being charged with treason, he waited until 
the danger had passed to report the incident.
    A investigation later determined that the 
Russian satellites had been fooled by sun-
light reflecting off clouds over the U.S., but 
Petrov noted that as professional soldiers, 
all of his colleagues would have followed 
protocol had they been on his shift, reporting 
an attack and triggering a retaliatory nuclear 
strike which would almost certainly have 
led to a full-scale war. The same U.S. official 
quoted after the Arkhipov incident stated his 
belief that this was “the closest our country 
has ever come to accidental nuclear war.”
    Both Petrov and Arkhipov received little 
gratitude for their bravery. Reprimanded for 
surfacing during the attack, the submarine’s 
crew was, in fact, disgraced, and Arkhipov’s 
heroic actions were kept secret until well 
after he died in relative obscurity in 1988. 
    Petrov was relentlessly interrogated, and
—feeling he had been made a scapegoat for 
faulty Soviet technology—later suffered a 
nervous breakdown. After the Cold War 
ended he finally received some recognition 
for his actions, before passing away in 2012.
    A humble man, Petrov claimed he was 
just doing his job, and never considered 
himself a hero. In fact, not even his wife 
knew anything about the incident until it 
was reported in the West decades later. 
“So what did you do?” he recalled her asking. 
“Nothing,” he said. “I did nothing.”…The 
world can be grateful he did just that. ◾


