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takes a more serious turn as the world changed after 9/11. 
Nonetheless, thanks to some farsighted planning, excellent 
training, and timely acquisition of new ships, namely the 
Kingston Class, the Naval Reserve was ready to assume its 
new role in coastal defence. Hugues Létourneau recounts the 
history of the navy in Quebec, and the ongoing difficulties 
for both Quebecers and the Navy in developing a comfort 
level with each other.  

In the epilogue, Fraser McKee summarizes how Hose 
proved to be correct: “… a people’s navy could be done,” 
and it has continued so for over 100 years. McKee empha-
sizes the point that the Naval Reserve and the Naval Officer’s 
Association of Canada (NOAC) have always been and con-
tinue to be the strongest advocates and defenders of Canada’s 

naval traditions. Finally, the appendices by Carl Gagnon 
pertaining to the vessels of the Naval Reserve, and Gimblett’s 
and Colin Stewart’s history of the Naval Reserve Divisions 
are valuable additions to the book. 

Doctors Gimblett and Hadley have done an admirable job 
in putting together this book, a worthy companion to the 
Centennial Story, and a book that should be on everyone’s list 
that has an interest Canada’s history and her navy.
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Cold War Mysteries: Two New Books

W
e are finally hitting 
our stride with the 
next phase of Cold 
War history, this 
time with authors 

who have been permitted limited access 
to internal classified material that 
remains unavailable to other researchers. 
Normally, this would be a problematic 
situation, and, during the Cold War 
itself, subject to substantial suspicion, 
depending upon one’s ideological bent. 
Now, with a generation of students in 
institutions of higher learning that, for 
the most part, have no real understand-
ing nor interest in the incredibly com-
plex machinations of ‘a war without 
battles,’ those carefully protected and 
jealously guarded secrets are virtually 
irrelevant, except to those of us who 
retain academic interest. The ideological 

battle is long over, and those who continue to fight it are like 
the Japanese soldiers holding out on Pacific islands into the 
1970s. 

These two books are important contributions to Cold War 
history. Espionage and other covert operations were a hall-
mark of the war, indeed, central to it in many ways. The 
technical nature of thermonuclear weapons-armed adversar-
ies, and the ability or potential to virtually end life on Earth 
in a matter of hours, meant that an intense collection effort 
was a critical part of maintaining a stable deterrent system. It 
was not just a matter of keeping ahead of an adversary tech-
nologically - it was also critical to mask one’s own deficien-
cies on all fronts, and to be able to exploit the enemy’s weak 
spots. The difficulties in dealing with an aggressive and vio-
lent totalitarian state like the Soviet Union led the West in 
particular to engage in creative and even provocative behavior 

to gain the information it needed, in 
order to present the best possible deter-
rent posture. 

Richard J. Aldrich’s tour de force 
GCHQ: The Uncensored Story of 
Britain’s Most Secret Agency is (finally) 
the British equivalent of James 
Bamford’s The Puzzle Palace. Aldrich 
‘pries the lid off’ several British SIGINT 
(and other espionage) mysteries, and 
thoroughly situates them in relation to 
American activities. Aerial penetration 
operations, better known as “Ferret 
Flights,” were a mainstay of intelligence 
collection in the 1950s, and GCHQ 
depicts just how dangerous they were, 
with RAF aircraft from secret squadrons 
getting shot down or shot up in and 
around Berlin and the Baltic Sea. 
Another important section is a detailed 
discussion of Royal Navy-GCHQ coop-
eration involving submarine operations, 
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including the voyage of Her Majesty’s Submarine (HMS) 
Turpin and her sister SIGINT collectors, and their encounters 
with the Soviet navy. Aldrich also sheds light on the disap-
pearance of Lieutenant-Commander 
(ret’d) Lionel “Buster” Crabb, OBE, 
GM, a legendary former Royal Navy 
frogman and war hero who mysteri-
ously went missing while conducting 
a hull reconnaissance of the Soviet 
cruiser Ordzhonikidze in 1956. 

Equally important is GCHQ’s 
weaving of various British spy scan-
dals into the narrative, and Aldrich’s 
discussion of the Venona Project and 
its importance in the Cold War, out-
side of the until-now strictly 
American context that exists in the 
literature. If there is a down side, 
Aldrich focuses more upon the 
US-UK relationship, to the detri-
ment of Canada’s participation and 
cooperation with Britain in the 
SIGINT special relationship that 
existed between the English-
speaking countries. That said, 
Canadian SIGINT personnel were 
aboard some British submarines during their operations. It 
is interesting to see how much GCHQ was involved with 
global monitoring of friend and foe during de-colonization 
in the 1950s and 1960s - and how there were security inci-
dents in GCHQ facilities involving lesbian SIGINT opera-
tors that paralleled Canada’s problems at Canadian Forces 
Station (CFS) Shelburne. Equally enlightening is the sec-
tion examining British SIGINT facilities in Iran and Turkey 
in the 1970s targeting Soviet missile testing, along with the 
role of SIGINT in the Falklands War of 1982.

Norman Polmar and Michael White have produced the 
thus-far definitive account of how the CIA, working with 
Howard Hughes, raised part of a sunken Soviet ballistic mis-
sile submarine from a depth of nearly two miles. Project 
AZORIAN: The CIA and the Raising of the K-129, is an 
astounding book about an astounding technical collection 
operation. Mistakenly called Project JENNIFER in previous 
accounts, this multi-million dollar effort involved a US Air 
Force acoustic nuclear detonation tracking system, a US Navy 
submarine specially modified to hover underwater and to take 
underwater photos, and the CIA-manned, Hughes-built 
Glomar Explorer, a ship equipped with a mechanical claw 
designed to recover the “target object” containing the remain-
ing nuclear missile, the control room, and the forward section 
of the stricken submarine. 

In 1974, the Glomar Explorer successfully snagged the 
forward portion of ballistic missile submarine K-129 and 
brought part of it to the surface, then transferred this into 

the purpose-built hull of the Glomar 
Explorer. Unfortunately, the missile 
fell out of its tube and was lost. The 
subsequent exploitation of the 
wreckage resulted in the discovery 
of several sets of remains, which 
were then buried at sea in what 
approximated a Soviet Navy memo-
rial ceremony. The rest of the sub-
marine, portions of which were 
radioactive, made their way, interest-
ingly, to Area 51 in Nevada for 
burial after exploitation. 

Polmar and White’s depiction of 
events is fully illustrated. This 
includes haunting photo mosaics of 
the K129 wreckage taken by USS 
Halibut, using a then-revolutionary 
(in 1968) camera sled system, and a 
full explanation of how the Glomar 
Explorer functioned. What is less 
clear is the decision process that 
funded and authorized this huge proj-

ect, which was, in some ways, as technically challenging as 
sending a man to the moon. The cost-benefit analysis of 
Project AZORIAN is not addressed well in the book. It is dif-
ficult to conclude that the primary objectives of the mission 
were accomplished, especially the loss of the missile and its 
nuclear warhead. Exploitation of that system, which had been 
superseded in 1967 by the missiles carried by the Soviet 
Yankee-Class ballistic missile submarines, would have ‘filled 
in some blanks’ with respect to the 1958-1961period. It would 
not, however, have provided much useful information on the 
Soviet nuclear arsenal circa 1969-1974.

As a Cold War historian, I strongly recommend both 
works. They are both well-written, they are accessible to an 
audience not au fait with the Cold War, and they both serve to 
undermine decades of speculation. This is particularly true 
with respect to Project AZORIAN, where Polmar takes great 
pains to challenge theories advanced in the past three years as 
to the relationship between the loss of K-129 and the loss of 
the American submarine USS Scorpion. Bravo Zulu to all 
three authors. 

Sean M. Maloney, PhD, is a well-established military historian and author. 

He is also an Associate Professor of History at the Royal Military College 

of Canada.


