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1985: Deadly Northern Lights - Historical Notes 
by Fabrizio Vianello and Anthony Morphet 
The intent of this article is to give a deeper historical framework to the events represented in 1985: Deadly Northern Lights.  

Commanders of both sides could find here additional information about their available forces, the starting strategic situation, and the reason 
for several design choices.  

The US Navy Strategic Plan 
As stated in the Designers’ Notes, the US Navy general plan for a war in Europe was based on three different phases: 

1. Ensure North Atlantic Lanes safety by reducing Soviet Air and Submarine threat 

2. Stabilize the situation in Norway 

3. Counterattack in Norway and strike Soviet bases in Kola peninsula 

The details of this course of action are in the “Global Maritime Elements for U.S. National Strategy, 1985”, signed by Admiral James D. 
Watkins. The document addressed some harsh critics received by the previous 1984 version, defined by some as “Brochuresmanship”, a 
“PR job – not a strategy”, or simply “not executable”. 

Watkins’ plan has been one of the main sources during the development of 1985: Deadly Northern Lights. The main difference is in the length 
of the “Transition to War” phase, during which NATO forces start to mobilize and move out: probably up to one week for Watkins, a couple 
of days at best in the 1985 universe. 

A summary of the three phases in the original plan can be found here below, and the full document can be downloaded at 
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/usnwc-newport-papers/33/. 

PHASE I: Deterrence or Transition to War – Movement of USN / USMC Forces 

 

Right from Phase I, we can see how this plan inspired the allocation of the USN assets in Deadly Northern Lights: 

• Two CV Battlegroups are expected to be immediately available to USLANTCOM (CVBG-66 America and CVBG-59 Forrestal in 
1985:DNL). 

• A third CV Battlegroup is expected to be available shortly thereafter (CVBG-69 Eisenhower in 1985:DNL). 

• A fourth CV Battlegroup in the US East Coast is not assigned, as it’s probably in the middle of its standard refit cycle. 

• A USMC MAB/MAU formation moves to reinforce Norway (4MAB in 1985:DNL). 

• Attack submarines are dispatched into the Soviet “Boomer Bastion” in the Barents Sea. In 1985, most of the Soviet and USN nuclear 
attack submarines are not directly represented but built in the “GIUK Gap Battle” table. 

The plan has also some idiosyncrasies typical of the US Cold War mindset…as Senator McCarthy would have probably called it, “The Great 
Communist Plan to Take Over the World”. 

First of all, one CV and one Surface Action Group are kept in reserve in the Caribbean. As the planned SLOC (Sea Lines of Communication) 
do not include the Caribbean Sea, there are two possible uses for them: Against Cuba, and against the Soviet Nuclear Ballistic Submarines 
(SSBN) in the Gulf. As a Carrier Battlegroup is not an optimal ASW asset, the only remaining use is against Cuba. In my opinion, the possibility 
of Fidel Castro joining Soviet Union in a Third World War, risking the destruction of his country and his physical elimination, was a big fat 
zero.  

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/usnwc-newport-papers/33/
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Also, “Special Warfare Groups” and patrol boats are assigned to Central America, probably to ensure control of Panama channel and 
neutralize the pro-communist government in Nicaragua. The channel is undoubtedly a strategic point, but the assigned forces are a bit of an 
overkill and could be better used elsewhere: Iceland and US East Coast protection are two examples. 

Another interesting point of the plan is the statement that “some 18 to 24 percent of the units mentioned would probably be unavailable in the 
early months of the war due to conversions and overhauls in progress”. We took this quite to the letter, and in 1985:DNL, approximately ¼ of 
the existing vessels are unavailable due to refit / overhaul process. 

PHASE II: Seize the Initiative – Anti-Air Warfare 

 

In Phase II, USN Carrier Battlegroups and AFNORTH air assets are used to create a Sea / Air kill zone as far forward as possible, with the 
objectives to counter the Soviet attacks on the NATO SLOCs, attrite the Soviet forces, and ultimately pave the way for Phase III. Watkins 
also states that “The destruction of the Soviet submarine fleet, as far forward as possible is fundamental to our eventual success.”. 

Again, considerable air and naval assets are still committed (wasted?) in the Caribbean / Central America area, but at least the last CVBG is 
apparently going to change its area of operations and move into the North Atlantic, possibly after having destroyed every communist aircraft, 
ship and cigar in Cuba. 

PHASE III: Carry the Fight to the Enemy - Strike OPS/ASUW 

 

In Phase III, after the Soviet threat to the SLOCs has been neutralized or at least decisively reduced, the whole CVBG force moves to the 
offensive against the Soviet air and naval bases in Murmansk, Sevastopol and Vladivostok areas. 
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Interestingly, the description of Phase III states that “Of the 13 deployable FY-85 CVBGs, two are assumed to be in overhaul at the beginning 
of the conflict. The strategy assumes that these two carriers would be available during Phase III.”. This gives us an idea of the expected 
length of the conflict according to US Navy, probably months. 

Another point worth mentioning is the strike against Sevastopol, that would require the two assigned CVBGs to enter the Black Sea and face 
the probably mostly intact Soviet aeronaval forces there. Maybe a little overconfident. 

The USMC Prepositioning in Norway – It’s Complicated 
As already stated in the Designers’ Notes, the historical neutral stance of Norway influenced its commitment to NATO: despite being a full-
fledged member of the alliance, no foreign troops were allowed inside Norwegian national territory except in specifically approved 
circumstances (for example, combined military manoeuvres). 

This had a long-term impact on the evolution of the plans and infrastructures to reinforce Norway in a possible war against Warsaw Pact. 

The Threat 
During the 1970s, the Soviet air and naval assets in the Kola peninsula underwent a substantial expansion and modernization, bringing the 
immediately available Soviet attack forces against Norway to a new a level. At that point, AFNORTH began questioning its capability to 
reinforce the country rapidly enough in case of war. 

To counter this threat, in 1977 the Norwegian government started talks with its allies for pre-positioning heavy equipment in Norway. A first 
joint American – Norwegian team study group recommended that the equipment for a US Marine Amphibious Brigade (MAB) and its aircraft 
assets be prepositioned near one of the main air bases in North Norway. 

The Soviet reaction to this plan was strong and quite brutal in diplomatic terms, as the Soviet ambassador warned the chief of Norway’s ruling 
party that “We would know how to react, how to make trouble for you.” 

The Compromise 
The Soviet threats worked, and in 1980 the Norwegian government 
temporarily suspended the talks with its NATO allies. Several months 
later, a new Norwegian study was approved: The equipment for the 
MAB would be placed near Trondheim, several hundred miles further 
South compared to the original recommendation. 

The Norwegian government also insisted that no equipment for the 
nuclear capable A-6 Intruder should be prepositioned. As RAND 
Corporation pointed out in a related document , “If war had started, 
the Norwegian objections would probably disappear and the Marines 
may attempt to deploy these aircraft, although the absence of 
prepositioned equipment for them would make this more difficult.” 

The 1986 Northern Wedding 
In 1985, the construction of six caves and two storage facilities / air 
stations finally started in the Trondheim region, using NATO 
infrastructure funds. The first test of the new infrastructure occurred during the NATO Northern Wedding ’86 exercise, directly involving the 
4th Marines Amphibious Brigade. 

So, in July 1985 there was no operational POMCUS site for USMC in Norway, but the ongoing works allowed to consider the nearby airbases 
of Ørland and Stjørdal as operational for US air squadrons in the 1985:DNL scenarios. 

For additional information, see: 
Don’t Rock the Boat, RAND Corporation (1991) 
Prepositioning Program Handbook, 2nd Edition, USMC (2009) 

British Contribution 
In 1985 the Commander of all NATO forces in the Northern Region was a British General based in Oslo, Norway. His subordinate commands 
are shown below. 

As in many things NATO this was a relic of WW2 where the British Army had provided the overarching support to all the Scandinavian Free 
Forces that fought and then in 1945 and the following years provided the troops that saw the removal of the Germans from Scandinavia. 
However, the results of the continuing internal political debates within Norway and Denmark on the stationing of foreign powers on their lands 
saw all those forces less the personnel in the HQ withdrawn in the 1950s.  

In addition during WW2, the Royal Navy with several Commonwealth and Allied navies and air forces under command were responsible for 
the seas from the Western Atlantic to the Kola Peninsula. The British retained that responsibility under NATO. Given this historic British 
interest and the numerous British NATO commanders what role did they play in the lands of the Northern Lights?  

  

  

USMC POMCUS Site near Trondheim 
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On Land 
As stated, the two Scandinavian land powers and Iceland refused to allow the permanent stationing of land forces in their countries. However 
both were keen throughout the period, to a greater or lesser degree, to ensure that in the case of USSR or WP aggression specific, named 
reserves were earmarked to reinforce them. The bulk of those forces were initially provided by the British and that was still the case in 1985, 
although the potential American contribution was rising. Therefore on land the British provide two strong brigade sized formations. Dealing 
with each in turn: 

The Royal Marines 

The UK Labour Government’s 1960s decision to withdraw from East of Suez saw the Royal Marines withdrawn from 
all postings outside the UK bar NP 8901 in the Falklands by the late 1970s.  

In the 1974 Defence review, their primary role was confirmed as the key reinforcement unit for Northern Norway. 
HQ 3 Commando Brigade, two out of three Commandos and numerous supporting arms from SF to artillery and 
engineers formed the core of the UK/NL Landing Force, assigned by NATO for use in Northern Norway. 

In 1981 the Defence review was due to remove almost all of the Amphibious landing capability. This decision was 
reversed by the action in the Falklands Islands in 1982 and in 1985 the LF is 

still at full strength with a capacity to assault enemy held shores either by amphibious landings or using 
RN transport helicopters to land forces behind the enemy shore defences.  

This alongside US 4 MEB is the primary land unit for the reinforcement of Norway. Unfortunately it 
always starts the game in the UK and Holland. Judicious use of the naval transports and the merchant 
fleet available and the ability to perform early sailing will mean that the brigade can arrive in Norway 
on Turn 1 or 2. It may well find itself in a race with the USSR but it should have a good chance of 
getting there first. Thereafter it will need to be resupplied and reinforced; a prime task for the navies. 

The United Kingdom Mobile Force 

The withdrawal from Empire and more importantly the 1974 defence review had reduced the 
UK Strategic reserve from a full division with associated dedicated air support to almost nothing. 
However the Falklands and the commitment to maintain force levels in NATO meant that in 
1982 1st Infantry Brigade and an associated Logistic Support Group were established as the 
United Kingdom Mobile Force (UKMF) and committed to NATO flanks.  

By 1985 this commitment had shrunk to reinforcement of AFNORTH with the most likely mission 
to support COMBALTAP. Within his AOR the prime option was foreseen as Schleswig Holstein 
and Jutland but with a subsidiary option in Zealand. This Brigade was the biggest brigade in the 
British Army consisting of 4 infantry battalions all still truck borne in 85, a recce regiment with 
50+ tracked recce vehicles, an MBT squadron, 2 regiments of guns and 2 battalions of 
engineers, along with helicopters and AD assets. The LSG carried 30 days of combat supplies.  

All up there were some 13,500 troops in the UKMF. This is a very powerful defensive force but with limited offensive capability. Once again, 
this force is in the UK and you have to transport it. Historically it belongs in the Schleswig Holstein box, but you are not bound by that it could 
go to Iceland or a favourite tactic is to put it into Zealand. However as it is in the UK, it has to be transported to wherever it is to fight. 

At Sea  
The head of the Royal Navy was a principal NATO Commander, 
alongside SACEUR and SACLANT. His title was CINC Channel 
or CINCHAN and principally he was responsible for UK and 
European home waters allowing the convoys from the US 
carrying reinforcements and stores to dock unmolested.  

In addition, the UK CinC Fleet was responsible for the defence of 
the Western Atlantic. In the early days of NATO naval power 
Strike Force Atlantic had 2 Carrier Strike Groups, one of which 
was found from the USN and the second from the RN. 
Unfortunately the UK decision to abandon fixed wing carrier Ops 
finally confirmed in the review of 1974 changed that. NATO 
Atlantic policy was plunged into disarray for several years. 

By 1985, the situation was recovering with a new US Navy 
doctrine under Lehman putting up to four CVBG in the North 
Atlantic and the post Falklands reversing of the proposed RN cuts. 

Therefore in 1985 the Royal Navy’s prime roles were as follows: 

Deployment of UKMF and 3 Cdo Bde  

The first task of the RN in all scenarios is to carry and escort the UK and other’s land forces to their 
destinations – Norway and Denmark? Or wherever you as commander want. 

ASW support to Strike Force Atlantic  

In reality by 1985 Carrier Strike Force 2 had morphed into two ASW carrier groups each set up around 
an Invincible class small CV. They cleared the oceans in front of the US CVBG in order to free them 
from the responsibility of Sub hunting. In the game this is played either with the RN on the map keeping 
the USSR away from any CVBG in tactical boxes providing air support in Norway. Alternatively they are 
placed in the GI-UK gap box representing their commitment to Striking Fleets main assets. 



6 

CINCCHAN and WESTLANT – Convoys  

The third RN and allied naval task is to ensure that the various convoys either cross Atlantic with troops and stores or 
can sail from the UK to deployed forces without interference and that permanent convoy routes are established and 
maintained. 

This is a key element of the game and is once again represented by committing forces to either the map or the various 
strategic boxes. 

 

Anti - Submarine Ops  

This is generally extrapolated to the GI-UK box but there are on map requirements in and around Norway and the 
Norwegians will need help. 

Finally in the Air - UKAIR 
The UK AD Zone was designed to keep the USSR and WP bombers away from the UK mainland and its host of 
infrastructure facilities used by the US and NATO, as well as the UK. These ranged from the DEW line and ICBM tracking 
stations to the SOSUS evaluation HQ. as far as the ports and bomber bases for the 8th and 12th Air Forces. 

After the UK’s major reorganisations of 1974 amidst all the doom and gloom a promise to increase the UK air 
commitment to NATO was made. As a result of that a fourth Major Subordinate Command of SACEUR was created 
called UKAIR. UKAIR was essentially RAF STRIKE COMMAND and the AOinC was double hatted as were many of his 
staff. In 1985 STRIKE Command commanded three RAF groups and HQ UKAIR brought these together, essentially 
under NATO control albeit still under an almost entirely British HQ based in the UK.  

In 1985 the Groups and tasks were as follows: 

No 1 Group 

1 Group consisted of all the RAF enablers including the fixed wing and rotary transport fleets and the 
tanker fleet. It also contained the reserve of UK nuclear armed bombers that were released to SACEUR 
control. Furthermore the UK Air contributions to the Flanks including the Jaguar Force, the UK based 
Harrier Force and finally the training fleet of HAWK which was given to 11 Group on transition to war. 

These can contribute to any theatre and are readily useable in the game in either the strategic boxes or 
forwards deployed on to the map. 

No 11 (Air Defence) Group 

11 Group consisted of fighters and the bulk of the SAM systems defending the UK. In 1985 most of the aircraft 
were various marks of Phantom II with the first of the F3 Tornado squadrons coming on line. In addition the 
Group still had a wing of English Electric Lightnings and the entire Hawk fleet could be converted to a second 
line AD Fighter. The Phantoms generally patrolled well out from the UK mainland with tanker support. 

This is represented by allocating them to the map where in range or to one of the strategic boxes. The 
Lightnings and Hawks are assumed to be dealing with those bombers that leak through!!!!  

No 18 (Maritime) Group   

This group has the UK’s MPA fleet which is assumed to be on permanent ASuW and ASW patrol and as such is folded into the detection 
table results. 

The rest including the UK’s Buccaneer Naval Strike aircraft can be used right across the map.   

Strategic Reserves 

5 Airborne Brigade 

5 Airborne Brigade is the final UK Strategic reserve. It can be committed in DNL but at a cost as it leaves the 
UK cupboard bare.  

In the end it is a classic parachute brigade with little armour, not brilliant ATGW capability but there are enough 
aircraft to lift it to its destination and maintain it once it is there. 

The Soviet Strategy 

Attack is the Best Defense 
According to most military analysts (including RAND and USN), in the event of a war against NATO the Soviet strategy in the Northern 
Theatre would have focused on three objectives: 

• Defending the homeland from attacks by extending the air defense perimeter to prevent or block a US strategic bombers or missile 
attack. 

• Protecting the Soviet ballistic missile submarines (SSBN) operating inside the “Boomer Bastion” in the Arctic and Barents Sea, and 
ensure their availability as a first-strike or retaliatory nuclear force. 

• Interdicting NATO’s Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC) in the North Atlantic, to disrupt the flow of reinforcements between 
CONUS and Western Europe. 

The first two points appear as primarily defensive, but the strategy as a whole would have forced the Soviet to adopt an offensive posture for 
the following reasons: 

• To defend the aeronaval bases in the Kola peninsula, the Soviet forces must neutralize or capture NATO’s airfields in Northern 
Norway, and eliminate NATO’s ability to recapture them. 

• To defend the Boomer Bastion, the Soviet navy must move into the Norwegian Sea and eliminate the NATO naval presence there. 

• To interdict the NATO SLOCs in the North Atlantic, the Soviet air force must secure air bases in Central and possibly Southern 
Norway as well, to increase the operational radius and efficiency of its strike packages. 
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OK for the Big Picture – But Now What? 
The operational details of this plan can only be guessed, but most sources agreed on the possible options: A multi-divisional land offensive 
in the Nordland regions of Norway, supported by amphibious assaults as far south as Bodø and by airmobile and airborne assaults in several 
key air and naval bases in North Norway. 

The evaluation about the probability of success and the timing of these operations differs, as the exact targets that would have been selected 
by the Soviets. 

 

Possible Scenarios for a Soviet Attack in Norway 

And What About Finland and Sweden? 
The uncertainty about Soviet plans increases when considering the possible violation of Finnish and Swedish neutrality, as both options has 
very strong pros and cons as already stated in the original Designers’ Notes. 

Let’s examine the PRO side: 

• Violating the Finnish neutrality would allow a broader attack front in Northern Norway. 

• Access to Finnish air space would allow shorter flight paths for air missions taking off from the Kola peninsula and targeting North 
Norway. 

• Resistance in Northern Finland would be probably weak, as most of the Finnish forces are concentrated in the Southern regions. 

• Access to Sweden’s air space would allow significantly shorter flight paths for air missions taking off from Soviet Union and targeting 
any area in Norway. 

• Control of one or more Swedish airfields could allow the Soviet air force to operate at maximum efficiency in the whole war theatre. 

On the other hand, the CON side has some heavy points too: 

• Northern Finland has one of the worst terrains for moving mechanized units. 

• An attack against Finland only could trigger a strong Swedish reaction. 

• Sweden’s armed forces would considerably strengthen the already dangerous NATO arsenal. 

The Bear Can Swim? 
Finally, the opinion of Western military analysts about the Soviet amphibious doctrine and capability diverged. 

According to a study conducted at SHAPE, the Soviet doctrine envisioned a limited role for amphibious assaults, probably due to a correct 
evaluation of the limited capabilities of the Soviet fleet: Amphibious forces would have been used mostly tactically, to outflank defenses by 
landing up to 50 km in the rear areas, and only in some cases operationally, to seize critical areas up to 200 km behind the front and hold 
them until the arrival of friendly troops. 

Other analysts observed that the Soviet Northern Fleet conducted increasingly ambitious amphibious exercises in the early ‘80s, suggesting 
that a major operation in Northern Norway was a possibility. 

For additional information, see: 
Norway and the Northern Front: Wartime Prospects, Robert F. Kernan (1989) 
Soviet Strategy and NATO’s Northern Flank, Strategic Studies Institute (1978) 
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