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            “Of all the branches of men in the forces there is none which shows more devotion and faces grimmer perils than the submariners.”

            —WINSTON CHURCHILL

        

    International Acclaim for A Time to Die
“An emotion-packed and ultimately heart-breaking story that also sheds light on the Soviet military’s decline. Moore provides a vivid account of the last desperate attempts to open the hatch. . . . Fast-paced.”
—Washington Post
“What is striking is the human tragedy: the bravery of the crew, the effect of the tragedy on those ashore, the dramatic and doomed rescue attempts, and the chilling fate of the 23 survivors of the initial explosion. . . . Harrowingly detailed.”
—Times (London)
“Remarkable for its subject matter and style . . . Written in the tight, lean style that exemplifies excellent journalism . . . Expertly narrated, and the story’s excitement and drama persist through straightforward and unadorned language.”
—Associated Press
“A bleak but thrilling history of the greatest naval bungle of our time.”
—Sunday Times (South Africa)
“A harrowing account . . . a gripping read, written in the style of a thriller, which serves as a fitting memorial to the lost sailors and as an indictment of Russia’s military and political leaders. The book crackles with the authority of two years’ solid research.”
—New  Zealand Herald
“Combining forensic evidence with the laws of physics, Moore masterfully re-creates the doomed sailors’ final hours. . . . Readers might find themselves ignoring what they already know about the outcome and hoping against hope that some of the trapped sailors will be found alive.”
—BookPage
“[Moore] has made good use of his experience as a journalist and his contacts to write a gripping account that reads in parts like a well-researched thriller.”
—Times Literary Supplement (London)
“Moore [tells] a compelling story, making vivid the experiences of the submariners, their families, and the many men—Russian, Norwegian, and British, military and civilian—who strove to save them. His description is clear and excruciating; the possibility of life inside the hull is palpable in these pages.”
—Evening Standard (London)
“A fast-paced, absorbing account . . . A fine job of reporting—and a good read for Tom Clancy fans and students of contemporary world politics alike.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“Gripping.”
—Tampa Tribune
“Maybe the most amazing feat involving the Kursk is that Moore has been able to put the whole story together . . . clinical in its detachment and poignant in its humanity.”
—Rocky Mountain News
“The horrific fate of the 23 men who initially survived the blast is at the heart of the Kursk and of Robert Moore’s superb account of it. . . . Compellingly told.”
—Maclean’s (Canada)
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Prologue
SATURDAY, AUGUST 12, 2000
 Aboard the USS Memphis in the Southern Barents Sea

CAPTAIN MARK BREOR LISTENED closely to the flow of reports coming from the sonar and radio rooms. In the claustrophobic confines of the ship’s attack center, the exchange of information was delivered in clipped and precise tones. Drawn, pale faces stared intently at the sensors and computer screens. After nearly two months of demanding duty in the Barents Sea, the tension was running high. The younger crew members were being taken to the very limits of their training, and beyond. Although the veterans’ nerves were steadier, they also felt the pressure of knowing there was no scope for a single error or misjudgment.
Breor focused on the ever-shifting tactical picture on the surface. Keeping up with the movements of the Russian ships and submarines was like playing a high-stakes game of three-dimensional chess. The warships were never static, and the movement of each had to be meticulously plotted. He was determined to keep the USS Memphis at periscope depth for as long as he dared. There might be moments when he had to go deep to avoid detection, but very little information can be gleaned without a periscope or mast out of the water.
Gliding just sixty feet below the ocean surface, the submarine was intercepting Russian naval communications. The mission represented the perfect marriage of the sailor and the spy—navigating the submarine through hostile waters to collect high-grade naval intelligence. Despite all the technology contained within the hull of the Memphis, there is something very demanding, very human about driving a submarine into the shallow Barents Sea. Tactics and cunning, and a little artistry, are just as important as all the electronics.
Summer operations are complex missions, as oceanographic conditions constantly change. The Arctic Ocean, broiling and angry for the rest of the year, is calm. For a submarine on covert patrol, that brings hazards—benign seas combined with long hours of daylight mean a periscope can be more easily spotted by Russian lookouts. But Western submarine commanders like Breor have been taught how to use the summer months to their advantage. One of the tricks is to find where the Arctic ice is melting into the open sea. The fresh water flowing into the ocean creates different layers of salinity and temperature, confusing Russian sonar operators and providing Western submarines with an ideal hiding place.
Like the other officers on board, Breor viewed the Northern Run off the Kola Peninsula as the toughest and most exhilarating military patrol in the world. Nothing rivaled the challenge of a clandestine operation off Russia’s Arctic coast. A single navigational blunder or tactical miscalculation could lead to collision or detection, either of which could provoke an international incident. But if all went well, the Memphis would leave no footprints on this invisible frontline, and the Russians would never even glimpse the sub’s electronic shadow, despite her length of 362 feet and displacement of 7,000 tons.
For five decades, the frigid waters of the Barents Sea have played silent witness to the most classified espionage campaign in naval history. A generation of British and American submariners have monitored and tracked Russian ships as they left their lairs on the desolate Kola Peninsula and headed out on patrol. Over time, a bonanza of intelligence has been gathered on the capabilities and vulnerabilities of Russian submarines. The icy Barents Sea is still the red-hot center of operations in the lingering Cold War, the closest experience to combat for these American sailors.
On this long summer mission, Captain Breor was living up to his reputation as a commander who stayed calm under pressure. After eight adrenaline-driven weeks on patrol, he had never once shouted at a crew member, let alone lost his temper. The younger officers watched him closely and admired what they saw. He was going places in the U.S. Navy, no question about it. Twenty years earlier, he had won the Citadel Sword as the outstanding student in his naval course, and as captain of the Memphis he had just clinched the prestigious Battle Efficiency award for the performance of the submarine. But accolades don’t count on a patrol like this, and a career can be lost in a moment’s complacency. The lives of 130 American seamen, and the fate of a $2 billion boat, depended on Breor and his executive officer making the right judgments every hour of every day.
Two months earlier, in the second week of June, just before the Memphis slipped out of her home port of New London, Connecticut, the top-secret operational orders for the patrol had been hand-delivered by a courier from the Atlantic Fleet commander. Ever since, the document had been locked in Breor’s personal safe. The key mission priority was detecting and monitoring the movement of the Russian nuclear ballistic-missile submarines—the giant boats known in U.S. Navy slang as “boomers.” They can be tracked by their flow noise, the sound of eddies of waters sliding unevenly off the tiling of the hulls, disturbing the surrounding ocean. The sound waves from the cavitation of the propellers and the vibrations of machinery on the subs also betray them.
Tracking these ballistic-missile boats—or SSBNs, as they are properly classified—is of huge importance to the U.S. Navy. They comprise Russia’s “strategic reserve”—Moscow’s guarantee that in the event of a nuclear exchange it retains the retaliatory capability to destroy the United States. Should an all-out war erupt, targeting and destroying Russia’s ballistic nuclear submarines would be the only way of saving the United States from annihilation.
Breor’s mission orders did not stop there. Other objectives were carefully “stacked” by priority. In addition to keeping watch for a Russian boomer moving out on patrol, the Memphis was ordered to monitor the regular summer exercise in the Barents by the Northern Fleet. By the standard of recent years, the maneuvers this summer were on an impressive scale—with dozens of surface warships and, according to the sonar operators, at least four submarines.
The Memphis crew was feeling lucky. This was the submarine’s second Arctic patrol in two years. The first had lasted three tension-filled months, from April to June 1999—the “best deployment ever,” the officers agreed. And now they were up in the Barents again, in the high summer of 2000, watching the Northern Fleet with every piece of equipment that Navy intelligence could think of: acoustic sensors, an experimental fiber-optic periscope, and a state-of-the-art sonar that worked at greater range than ever before.
The Memphis is not only an attack submarine—she’s an experimental platform for a range of these advanced technologies. In 1989, she was withdrawn from fleet service and modified before being reassigned to Submarine Development Squadron Twelve— DEVRON 12, as it’s called—which specializes in improving submarine tactics. On this mission, a brand-new navigational system was also being tested that allowed the submarine to be maneuvered by measuring tiny differences in gravity along the ocean floor. The prototype technology was proving a major success, moving the U.S. submarine fleet a generation ahead of that being used by their Russian counterparts.
Throughout the patrol, Breor had kept his crew in a state of vigilance called “augmented watch section,” often used while operating in the sensitive waters off Russia’s northwest coast. Additional watch officers and enlisted specialists are placed on duty in the command center and in the sonar and radio rooms. The only state of alert higher is “battle stations,” which mobilizes the entire crew.
Traveling at an ultra-stealthy three knots, the Los Angeles–class nuclear attack submarine was in her element. The diving officer stared intently at the consoles to gauge the submarine’s angle and depth. At all costs, he wanted to avoid broaching, when the boat moves unexpectedly upward and breaks the surface—a disaster for the mission but one that can be easily caused by changing water temperatures or a lapse in concentration.
The forward part of the Memphis was crowded with intelligence “spooks.” Some of these analysts and linguists were in the radio room recording intercepted communications; others were in the sonar room, seeking to track and decipher any acoustic anomalies.
This Northern Run, as the submariners call these spy missions in Arctic waters, had been scheduled to last six weeks but had been extended by another fourteen days. The USS Toledo, another Los Angeles-–class boat, which was taking over sentry duty in the Barents Sea, had been delayed and was due to arrive on station by August 13. The Memphis was now on her final day’s patrol. Tomorrow, Breor would give the order to withdraw to the northwest, and the Memphis would travel along a pre-designated corridor of sea around the North Cape, before heading due south down the Norwegian coast. The crewmembers were already excited, anticipating the long passage home. Tired minds were turning to thoughts of family reunions on the piers of the New London submarine base.
For the last several days, the Memphis’s radio and sonar rooms had been handling a huge amount of data. The communications traffic of the Russian naval exercise reached a peak as the warships and submarines performed their complex dance. For the last forty-eight hours, the Memphis’s sensors had been picking up and recording the sounds of numerous Russian missile launches and torpedo firings.
Four separate Russian submarines had been identified by their acoustic signatures and by their radio traffic: the giant Delta IV ballistic-missile sub the Karelia, the attack boats the Boriso-Glebsk and the Daniil Moskovsky, and finally the formidable Oscar II multipurpose missile attack submarine the Kursk. Above them, and to the northeast, was the flagship of the Fleet, the battle cruiser the  Peter the Great.
Late that Saturday morning, the Russians seemed to be going through the final steps of the exercise, with their submarines launching their practice torpedoes. As the Memphis’s specialists covertly eavesdropped on these operations, nothing forewarned Breor of the startling sounds he was about to overhear. No intercepts or sonar plots suggested anything was amiss.
At precisely 11:28 A.M., a powerful shock wave rang through the hull of the Memphis. Even from a distance of sixty-five nautical miles, it was audible to those without earphones. Submarine sensors flared wildly, and sonar operators immediately reported the news to the command team in the attack center, unable to suppress the surprise in their voices. Then, just as Breor called for more information and a “classification,” the Memphis was rocked by a second, even more powerful explosion.
What the hell had just happened?
Breor at first assumed the explosion was part of the naval exercise, probably a massive depth charge or the detonation of a SS-N-16 Stallion missile on an underwater target. Nothing in his technical training or command experience led him to question this belief. The spooks on board are partly there to make educated guesses about intelligence-gathering opportunities—to  anticipate what is about to happen. But this time, they had heard nothing to prepare the Memphis for the giant blasts. There had been no intercepted communications suggesting test explosions on this scale were imminent.
For Breor, the event quickly coalesced into two related and equally pressing questions: Was the Memphis in immediate danger? Had her covert mission been compromised?
Signaling news of the mystery underwater blasts to his Fleet commanders was out of the question. Shooting high-frequency data into the Arctic sky and up to the military communications satellite overhead would only alert the Russians to the presence of an American spy sub. The absolute rule of Barents Sea patrols is to be invisible to the enemy and to do nothing that betrays your presence.
Breor would break strict radio silence only if he judged that matters of overwhelming national security were at stake. If he overheard the countdown to an act of war, such as the preparation for the launch of a nuclear missile, or if his submarine was under torpedo attack, he would send an emergency signal. Otherwise, jeopardizing your covert status or embarrassing your political masters back home is the ultimate submariner’s sin. In any case, Breor knew that other U.S. detection systems would pick up the detonations.
The sonar operators aboard the Memphis replayed the sounds of the mystery blasts again and again, passing them through a low-frequency analyzer, trying to tease out any clues as to their source. Even after twelve long hours, the specialists were confused about what they had recorded.
Then late in the evening of August 12, just before Breor began the submarine’s scheduled withdrawal to make way for the Toledo, the spooks in the radio room alerted him to a dramatic rise in Russian radio traffic to and from the exercise area.
All around the Barents Sea, on frequencies that were reserved for emergencies, naval communications circuits were bursting into life. Shore stations and surface warships transmitted a frenzied cacophony of signals. The Russian linguists in the Memphis’s radio room listened, almost overwhelmed by the volume, and quickly translated any messages that were not encrypted.
From the volume and content of the communications alone, Breor realized he was no longer watching over a routine naval exercise. Something extraordinary had happened out there, an event so sudden and troubling that it appeared to be generating a kind of panic among the seasoned Northern Fleet commanders.

1
I: 6 A.M., THURSDAY, AUGUST 10
Vidyaevo Garrison 

IN A GENTLE CURVE of the hills, surrounded by pine and birch trees, and sandwiched between pristine lakes and the Arctic Sea, the brutal architecture of a Russian garrison town comes into view with first light. Dawn does no favors for Vidyaevo. Gray concrete apartment blocks squat in the valley, crumbling with neglect, and the roads leading to the central square are blistered and cracked. People live in this lonely corner of the Kola Peninsula only because someone has ordered them to do so. The only civilians allowed are the families of the sailors and naval officers, along with a few hundred local workers needed to support and supply the base. They are provided with documents and special passes to get through the security barricades and the perimeter fence. All other outsiders are strictly forbidden.
There are no bars or cafés, no cinemas or sports clubs in Vidyaevo. There is not even a church or a school. This secret, desolate outpost lies within the Arctic Circle, eighty miles northwest of Murmansk. Moscow sits a thousand miles to the south, and the nearest communities are all other submarine bases. The teenagers of Vidyaevo are sent off to the cities to live with relatives; the elderly have sought sanctuary where the geography and the climate are kinder. Only submariners, their wives, and those children too young to be sent elsewhere remain. Those who live in the town say it is a community without a soul. Vidyaevo has 18,000 residents, but no one calls it home.
During the long, brutal winter, the Arctic wind scythes through the town. There are naval ports along this coast where ropes are strung out along the roadsides to allow pedestrians to stay upright in the icy gales. In the humorous slang of the Northern Fleet, the sub base of Gremikha is also called “Flying Dogs,” since the town’s pets have been known to be blown through the air in the fierce wind. The locals wisely stay indoors or cling to the roadside ropes.
Founded in 1968, Vidyaevo is one of a string of such military towns that the Russian Navy built on the Kola Peninsula during the height of the Cold War. For decades, maps of the region showed no markings at all for the submarine bases. Careful scrutiny of Soviet-era charts reveals just a mass of inlets and fjords and an enigmatic coastline. Only some of the larger towns are marked with mysterious names that hint at military settlements: Base-35, Severomorsk-7, Shipyard-35, Murmansk-60. The official thinking was that if someone had to look at a map or ask directions, he had no business going there in the first place. For much of its short history, Vidyaevo did not officially exist.
The town was named after Fyodor Vidyaev, an impoverished trawlerman from the Volga region who became a legend during the Second World War as a fearless submarine captain. On April 8, 1942, his boat was severely damaged by a German destroyer, and Vidyaev attempted to limp home on the surface. With no power, he ordered the crew to stitch together a sail, tying it between the deck and the raised periscope. Unable to reach land, just as the crew was preparing to scuttle the submarine, they were rescued by another Soviet ship. After further combat patrols, each of them notching up successes against German shipping, in the summer of 1943 Vidyaev’s Shch-422 submarine was lost with all hands. In the skilled words of Stalin’s propagandists, Vidyaev made for a potent legend: the young fisherman from the south whose cunning and courage swung the battle in the Arctic against the Nazis.
A solitary road leads to the Vidyaevo base, winding through the low contours of the Kola Peninsula. The only signs of life along the route are the dwarf birch trees, frozen for much of the year, their growth stunted by the weight of snow and ice upon them. That they grow at all in this climate is an extraordinary achievement. The stark beauty of the land seems enhanced by knowledge of the destructive military power and nuclear weaponry that lie at the end of the road. For security reasons, no overhead lights and no markings delineate the route—there’s just a strip of asphalt snaking through the woods. Reflective patches nailed to roadside trees at chest height assist drivers down the potholed route.
Most nights, an eerie silence falls over the base, although down at the docks the steady hum of pier-side generators is punctuated by the pacing of guards trying to stay warm. They protect the submarines around the clock against theft or espionage. In the town at night, the only noise is the occasional bark of a wild dog searching for scraps of food.
Shortly after dawn on August 10, that silence was broken as the base burst into life. In apartments and barracks, sailors quickly dressed and packed one spare set of clothes in their canvas bags. Minutes later, the young men emerged, striding out down the streets, shaking off the early-morning cold. Several buses and trucks arrived to take them down to the docks.
Twenty-four-year-old Sergei Tylik was among those early risers. Like many naval officers, his dislike of life on the base was outweighed by the sense of achievement he felt whenever he headed out to sea. As far as he was concerned, he traveled between two different worlds. There was the shame of living in a dilapidated and primitive base no one cared about, and then there was the pride of working on one of Russia’s premier nuclear-powered submarines. The officers used to joke about why they liked the strenuous work aboard the Kursk so much: Why do we want to be on patrol? Because it means we’re no longer ashore.
The son of a submariner, Sergei had spent all his life on the Kola Peninsula. Serving in the Northern Fleet was like joining the family business. As a boy, he had loved to listen to officers gathered at his home talk of their adventures at sea. When his father was due to return from long voyages, Sergei’s mother would take him down to the pier to wait for the first glimpse of the submarine. His earliest memories were of standing at the docks, wrapped up against the wind, eagerly scanning the horizon.
Sergei said a brief goodbye to his wife, Natasha, and to Lisa, their nine-month-old baby. A lingering farewell was reserved for longer voyages; this was a quick exercise, less than a week, and the submarine would not even leave home waters.
Moored to Pier Number Eight, lying low and menacing in the water, loomed the principal source of Sergei’s pride. Russia couldn’t offer much these days to inspire a young man with enthusiasm, but this submarine was different. With her huge double hulls and massive steel bulkheads dividing her into a series of sealed compartments, the Kursk was described by her designers as unsinkable.
She was the seventh of a class of boats that the Russian Navy designates as an Antey 949A-type and NATO calls an “Oscar II.” Whatever you call these subs, they are easily the largest class of attack submarine ever built. Oscar IIs are designed to play a very specific role in combat: to hunt down and destroy American aircraft carriers and their battle groups. Their main weapon is the SS-N-19 Shipwreck, a supersonic anti-ship cruise missile designed to fly so fast and low that it can penetrate even the best Western naval air defenses.
Few other ships have been built amid as much turmoil as the  Kursk was. During the three years of her construction, the nation she was designed to defend had self-destructed. She was planned under Communism, approved during Mikhail Gorbachev’s era of reforms, and her keel was laid down under Boris Yeltsin. In the end, she was commissioned and launched into not the Soviet Navy but the Northern Fleet of the Russian Federation.
The construction of the Kursk began in the summer of 1992, on the slips of a White Sea shipyard in Severodvinsk, near Arkhangel. A canvas roof shielded the project from American satellite reconnaissance. Her design dated back to the late 1970s, when the Soviet Union hoped that a new class of giant attack submarine would guarantee victory in any future naval battle. She was a formidable machine the height of a four-story building and longer than two football fields. Submerged, she displaced 23,000 tons. Engineering on this scale was more than just impressive—it seemed outright audacious that anyone could design and build a submarine of this size.
The Kursk’s most distinctive feature was her double hull. The outer hydrodynamic hull was made from a high-quality material known as “austenitic steel,” with a high-nickel, high-chrome content. Just a third of an inch thick, it was not only strongly resistant to corrosion but had a lower magnetic signature, making it more difficult to track through the water. The inner pressure hull was much thicker, about two inches of high-alloy steel, providing the boat with impressive strength and structural stability. Sitting amid some of the most resource-rich territories in the world, the engineers felt little need to economize on the quality of their steel. The double hulls, with a space of over six and a half feet between them, greatly improved the Kursk’s ability to survive a collision or torpedo attack.
Her internal design showed considerable flair and attention to detail as well. Compared with the earlier generation of claustrophobic and noisy Soviet submarines, the Kursk was fitted with extraordinary luxuries, including a relaxation area where the sailors could read or listen to music, a small aquarium, and a sauna.
One cool day in March 1995, a quiet ceremony was held in the docks of Vidyaevo. An Orthodox priest, Father Ioann, walked down the ranks of the sailors lining the pier. To each of them, he handed a small icon of St. Nicholas, the patron saint of sailors. In the new Russia, where Communist faith had collapsed and religion was filling the void, even a nuclear submarine needed to be baptized.
Father Ioann solemnly sprinkled holy water over the bow while an assistant murmured prayers and burned incense in a small cup. Finally, after being given a tour of the submarine, the priest handed to the Fleet command a twelfth-century icon of Our Lady of Kursk. With reverence and pride, the medieval treasure was placed near the command center to act as the submarine’s protector, guaranteeing safe voyages in defense of the Russian motherland.
II: 8 A.M., THURSDAY, AUGUST 10
 Vidyaevo Naval Docks

ANYONE WATCHING FROM THE PIER would have noticed the men’s high spirits as the officers and sailors clambered up the gangway and down the ladders and hatches of the submarine that bright August morning. A five-day voyage was the optimum length: sufficient to break up the monotony of life on the base, but not too long to be away from their families. They were dressed in their summer uniforms of black trousers, cream-colored shirt, and black tie and jacket.
Stooping through the bulkhead doors and quickly making their way along the maze of passageways, the sailors descended the narrow ladders that led into the bowels of the three-decked submarine. Once at their bunks, they quickly changed out of their uniforms into blue working overalls, which were worn for the duration of the voyage by all the men, sailors, officers, and the captain alike.
Once the crew members reported to their posts, and just before the hatches were sealed, they strapped around their waists the small, red emergency canisters that contained a mix of oxygen and helium, to be used if a fire or accident threatened their air supply.
One of the young officers making his way toward the aft of the submarine that morning was Dmitri Kolesnikov, a tall, broad man with a loping walk whose uniform always seemed a size too small. His rust-red hair and large six-foot-four-inch frame stood out in a crowd. Among the most popular officers on board, his good-natured character was forged by an adventurous boyhood in St. Petersburg and an insatiable appetite for stories about the sea. As he grew up, he took every opportunity to explore the city’s canals and waterways. By the time he was a teenager, he dreamed of following in his father’s footsteps and becoming an atomshik, as the elite nuclear submariners are known.
Kolesnikov had served on the Kursk for five years, joining the crew shortly after the submarine began operational patrols. He had been due to leave the Navy at the beginning of the year, but had decided to extend his naval career. His main reason to stay on with the Northern Fleet was to improve his pension rights; in March he had married Olga, a teacher from St. Petersburg, and the financial benefits of service mattered for the first time.
Another figure squeezing along the passageways, clutching his briefcase and heading toward his private cabin in the third compartment, was the  Kursk’s commanding officer, Captain (1st Rank) Gennady Lyachin. At forty-five a little older than most submarine commanders, he was a highly regarded officer, although his relationship with his own naval headquarters was mixed. He had once been formally reprimanded for being rude to a visiting officer from Moscow, and he had been promoted slowly. His career had been saved by a spectacularly successful patrol in 1999, when Lyachin took the Kursk to the Mediterranean during the war in Yugoslavia to spy on the American Sixth Fleet. For the first time in nearly a decade, a Russian submarine had prowled around NATO’s southern ports. After so many years of virtual confinement to their own bases due to severe budget cutbacks, the Northern Fleet was elated. The Kursk was at sea for three months, and, according to talk in the officers clubs, Lyachin had spent much of that time skillfully evading the best Western attempts to detect his submarine.
After the mission, Lyachin was summoned to Moscow and congratulated by Russia’s military leaders. His name was put forward for the greatest honor that can be bestowed, the title Hero of Russia. The Kursk’s Mediterranean voyage was of no great intelligence value, but it had served as an important boost for the morale of the Northern Fleet. Moscow wanted to send out a message to the Russian armed forces that the years of decline and retreat were over, and the Kursk mission served that purpose perfectly.
Lyachin was comfortable in command, capable but not charismatic. Plenty of rumors circulated around Vidyaevo about him. Some people suggested that he drank too much, while others whispered of his wife’s friendship with a local doctor. Kinder people knew better than to pry, for everyone has a secret in a place like Vidyaevo. There would always be malicious gossip—it was the price of living in a secretive and claustrophobic naval base. To those who worked under him, Lyachin was a demanding and exacting captain but also a man who cared for his sailors and their families. He made a point of writing to the parents of every young sailor who joined the Kursk, assuring them that he would keep an eye on the progress and safety of their son. In the world of the Russian military, where abuse is common, this gesture won him lasting gratitude among the crew and their families. “There is none of the usual bullying that new recruits face in the military,” wrote one of the submarine’s cooks, Oleg Yevdokimov, in a letter to his mother, telling her cheerfully of his recent transfer to the Kursk.
Facing constant staff shortages, Captain Lyachin tried his best to build a strong crew and keep them together as a team, cajoling his most talented young officers to stay with the submarine as well as poaching the best specialists from other ships. Fate played its own part in deciding who sailed on the Kursk that day. The Voronezh and the Kursk were sister submarines in Vidyaevo, even sharing the same pier, and when one was preparing to go to sea, a last-minute transfer of staff from one ship to the other was common. Andrei Polyansky normally served on the Voronezh, but that morning he boarded the Kursk as a replacement engineer. Other  Kursk crewmembers avoided the voyage in the days just before departure: Nikolai Miziak was granted compassionate leave to look after his dying mother; Oleg Sukharev had fallen ill.
The Kursk crew came from many different parts of Russia. Some hailed from the traditional maritime cities along the Baltic and the Crimea, others from inland towns and villages scattered across the steppes. They had first met at submarine training colleges in St. Petersburg or Sebastopol, and they had forged close friendships, personal bonds that transcended all other loyalties.
Among those serving in the aft compartments, alongside Kolesnikov, were Sergei Lybushkin and Rashid Ariapov. All aged twenty-eight and sharing the rank of captain-lieutenant, the three men were inseparable. They had known one another since cadet school, and after graduating they had requested that they serve together. At first, the friends were sent to different bases on the Kola Peninsula, but they had badgered their commanders until the Fleet assigned them to the same base. By sheer good fortune, they ended up in the same submarine.
The Kursk crew was linked not just by friendship but also by a complex mix of emotions. They were patriotic and believed in the need to defend the Russian nation, but they also shared a brewing anger and frustration. Many saw their principal day-to-day enemy as not the West but their own corrupt military bureaucracy, and several members of the Kursk crew loyally served in the submarine even while they took legal action against the Northern Fleet. Andrei Rudakov, the Kursk’s senior communications officer, was pursuing a case in Vidyaevo’s military tribunal, demanding that the submarine crew be paid their salaries on time. For several years, he had also been attempting to sue the Navy for lost pay during the mid-1990s. Unable to afford a lawyer, he had studied military law in the evenings so that he could handle the case himself and provide assistance to his crew-mates. Far from being discouraged by senior officers, Rudakov was surprised to receive the open support of commanders on the base, including Gennady Lyachin.
The issue of pay was one that worried commanders as much as their crews. After returning from one recent patrol, the Kursk sailors had gone to the Salaries Office in Vidyaevo to pick up their checks and been told that the wages owed them could not be paid—there was no money left in the bank. Lyachin was determined that would not happen again. So, as the sailors gathered on the pier on August 10, he ordered a midshipman to stay ashore, charged with the task of collecting the crew’s salaries on payday, before the Navy had time to divert the money to other uses. The least his men deserved when they returned was a salary.
The pitiful wages did not reflect the sacrifices the men made. The commander of a nuclear submarine in the Northern Fleet was earning the same money as a tram driver in Moscow. Captain-Lieutenant Dmitri Kolesnikov earned a salary of 2,700 rubles a month, the equivalent of just over $1,000 a year. He received a token increase when at sea, and had been granted a bonus of just $100 for his three-month mission to the Mediterranean in 1999.
His father’s generation of submariners was sustained by Communist faith and a set of privileges that gave their profession meaning and respect. Now both the ideology and the rewards had vanished, and the young naval officers were motivated primarily by loyalty to one another.
Many had signed up—like sailors all over the world—to improve their education, and to escape the crushing boredom of life in the provinces. These young men wanted to strike out on their own, to see something of Russia beyond the grim monotony of hometown life.
The Navy was a path to opportunity. It might offer a harsh life— living in a bleak military base in the Arctic Circle and serving in the claustrophobia of a submarine—but compared with where these young men had grown up, in communities blighted by alcoholism and economic decay, the Northern Fleet represented freedom.
III: 10.00 A.M., THURSDAY, AUGUST 10
 Ara-Guba Bay

THE KURSK WAS GENTLY maneuvered away from Vidyaevo’s Pier Number Eight by two weatherbeaten tugs. The bay was tranquil, bathed in a watery sun, and with a gentle breeze blowing from the north. A small swell slapped across the tiles on the steel hull, barely noticeable.
She was one of a dozen submarines in the Seventh Division that came under the command of the First Flotilla. The division commander was away on holiday that week, and his deputy, Captain Oleg Yakubin, commander of another submarine, was on duty. Yakubin had glimpsed the final preparations for departure as he worked from his office overlooking the dock. In one glimpse, he had noticed the mooring lines being thrown back onto the pier. The next time he looked out of his window, the pier was empty, and out in the bay, edging toward the open sea, the Kursk stood, ink-black against the sea, her upper rudder rising from the water like the tail of a whale.
Once out of the Ara-Guba Bay and past the little settlement of Port Vladimir, founded by traders at the end of the nineteenth century, Captain Lyachin ordered the Kursk to dive to periscope depth and head due east to join the final phase of the Fleet exercise. He must have been greatly relieved to be under way, for the preceding days had been plagued with maddening bureaucratic tangles. When Lyachin had docked the submarine at the loading pier in the nearby port of Zapadnaya Litsa to take on the practice torpedoes, they were not ready. When the torpedoes finally arrived, the crane needed to load them was broken. After hours of delays, another crane was finally used, and the Kursk took on both the torpedoes and a full complement of twenty-four Shipwreck cruise missiles, each gingerly lowered into the tubes on either side of her double hulls. Although the Kursk was only participating in an exercise, she still took on her warload of weapons. She was one of an elite group of submarines kept ready at all times for combat operations.
The “weapons fit” of a submarine—the exact configuration of missiles and torpedoes carried on a particular deployment—is regarded as an important military secret. The Kursk’s official “table of arms” for that day showed that when she set sail, in addition to the Shipwrecks she was carrying eighteen torpedoes, including a mix of SS-N-15 Starfish missiles, fired through the smaller 533mm torpedo tubes, and heavier SS-N-16 Stallion missiles, launched through the 650mm tubes. Two of the regular torpedoes had been converted for training purposes, fitted with flotation devices and dummy warheads.
Lyachin knew that the Kursk would not be alone under the waves. Three other Russian submarines were part of the exercise, and he also suspected that there would be another unidentified boat, a British or American submarine on patrol, keeping an eye on the exercise. With a further thirty warships and auxiliary vessels taking part, watched over by a couple of Western surface spy ships, the shallow Barents Sea would be unusually crowded.
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I: AUGUST 2000
 Northern Fleet Headquarters, Severomorsk

SUMMER WAR GAMES IN THE Barents Sea date back as far as any officer can remember. Even in the darkest years, during the mid-1990s, when fuel was in critically short supply, the Fleet command managed to choreograph small exercises.
The year 2000 was going to be different. Plans were in place for maneuvers on a scale not seen since the collapse of the Soviet Union a decade earlier. The Northern Fleet admirals were eager to impress the newly elected Russian president, Vladimir Putin, who had come to power promising to boost the prestige and morale of the military. Even better, Putin had grown up in St. Petersburg, the birthplace of the Russian Fleet, and it was widely hoped he would seek to restore naval pride. Several sycophantic gestures were made by the admirals in an attempt to curry favor with the young president, including firing a ballistic nuclear missile from a submarine to “celebrate” his election.
There was also an operational reason for a more extensive exercise. Training was essential in advance of a deployment of Russian warships to the Mediterranean later in the year, projected as the boldest Russian naval activity since the end of the Cold War. The imminent exercise to prepare for this deployment would involve low-level air strikes against surface ships, missile firings from warships, and a third phase that would test the tactical skills of submarine commanders. The training would culminate with the submarines executing ambushes and launching torpedo attacks. The  Peter the Great, the Northern Fleet’s cruiser and flagship, would steam through the exercise area and act as the main target.
The leadership of the Northern Fleet in the summer of 2000 was in the hands of just two men, both larger-than-life submariners widely respected by their own sailors and officers. They were not naval bureaucrats from Moscow. They had earned their position and rank the hard way, excelling on long voyages and on dangerous missions.
Admiral Viacheslav Popov is a craggy-faced, chain-smoking commander who likes to remind people that if the durations of all his submarine patrols are added together, he has spent a total of eight years under the sea. Almost all his time has been with the Northern Fleet. His only other naval experience was a few months in 1996 as the third-ranking officer of the Baltic command. He laughs at the memory of being called back to the Kola Peninsula after that brief assignment. “I arrived back in Murmansk. It was minus eighteen degrees Celsius; there was an Arctic blizzard; the wind was ferocious. I knew I had arrived home.” Those who know him best say that there are two parts to his love affair with the navy: the Northern Fleet and the submarine flotillas.
Popov occupies a unique status within the Russian military, not only because of the length of his service as a submarine commander but also because he is part of a legendary naval family. Both his younger brothers are also senior submarine officers. Captain Alexei Popov serves under his older brother at the staff headquarters of the Northern Fleet, and Vladimir Popov, the youngest of the three, commands a naval training college on the Black Sea.
Admiral Popov’s staff officers say that he cannot be bribed—a remarkable tribute in the new Russia. Popov is proud, emotional, and patriotic. He wears the Order of the Red Star and the Order of the Motherland prominently. He also insists on bringing along to naval parades his six-year-old grandson, Slava, wearing his own little uniform. But the sentimental side of Popov does not disguise his deep dismay at the state of his beloved Fleet or the suppressed fury that the American and British navies have turned his home waters into their intelligence playground. For Popov, the extent of Western submarine espionage around the Kola Peninsula is a constant reminder of Russia’s naval decline.
His deputy is Vice Admiral Mikhail Motsak, a former commander of attack submarines, who won the title Hero of Russia for a famed patrol under the North Pole. As the Northern Fleet’s chief of staff, Motsak had direct responsibility for planning the summer exercise. Privately, some senior naval staff officers grumbled that the maneuvers were a charade. Moscow liked to pretend that the Fleet was a major naval presence, when in reality it barely had the resources to act as a coastal defense force. Only the nuclear submarines possessed global importance, and that was because the ballistic missiles could reach their targets without the boats leaving the Barents Sea. The idea of projecting power into foreign oceans struck those who knew the Fleet best as hopelessly overambitious, a fantasy drawn from the world of Potemkin, where everything was dressed up to impress a new tsar.
Charade or not, that August’s naval exercise featured a clever twist, a tribute to Russian cunning and to the abilities of Admiral Popov. The plan, known to only a handful of the most senior Russian naval planners and strategists, was to use the exercise as a smoke-screen. Under the disguise of the war games, one of the Northern Fleet missile submarines—a boomer, fully armed with her nuclear missiles—would attempt to sneak out of her home port and slip under the summer ice, undetected by the Americans. Russian admirals use the pristine Arctic world as a place to hide their submarines from American surveillance.
The plan had Popov’s fingerprints all over it. He made his name as a commander of ballistic-missile submarines who prided himself on an ability to outfox the Americans. He believed that the American spy submarines would be drawn to the exercise like bees to honey. If the Americans fell for the trick and decided to monitor the missile and torpedo firings, that would leave a crucial gap in their surveillance of the route up to the icepack. The routine August naval maneuvers were important in their own right, but of much greater strategic significance was this
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