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"the leadership of the party and the soviet
government have abandoned the principles
of the revolution. there is no freedom, nor
justice."
by sebastien roblin
here's what you need to remember: moscow
covered up the incident by staging naval
exercises the next day. the bomber pilots
were reprimanded for the friendly fire
incidents and logistical confusion. the
storozhevoy’s crew were detained for
months, but in the end, only a handful of
officers were tried. of those, just two
convicted—lt. shein, who received eight years
in prison, and sablin. convicted for treason,
he was executed on august 3, 1976, and
buried in an unmarked grave.
on the evening of november 8, 1976, captain
anatoly potulny, commander of the soviet antisubmarine frigate storozhevoy (“the sentry”)
was informed that several of his officers were
drunk below deck in the forward sonar
compartment. this was reported by the ship’s
charismatic political officer, captain valery
sablin, responsible for maintaining crew
morale and loyalty. potulny went below deck
but saw nothing amiss—then he heard the
click of the hatch locking above him.
“sorry, i could not do otherwise,” sablin told
him as the captain pounded on the hatch.
“once we arrive at our destination, you will
be allowed to choose your destiny.”
the 37-year old commissar had always stood
apart for his exceptional idealism. while a
cadet, he had even written nikita khrushchev
offering pointed advice on leninist reforms.
now he was critical of premier leonid
brezhnev, who during the ‘era of stagnation’
focused spending on military projects and
walked back political reforms. sablin was
upset by the privilege and corruption of the
soviet bureaucratic elite in a supposedly
classless society.
the commissar told his aid, twenty-year-old
lieutenant alexander shein, to take up guard,
handing him a pistol. then sablin convened
the ship’s sixteens officers and revealed his
plan: to sail the storozhevoy from its quay in
riga, lithuania to leningrad 500 miles
northeast. the frigate would berth at kronstadt
island—the site of past naval mutinies that
had inspired russian revolutions in 1905 and
1917. (the former was commemorated in
sergei eisenstein’s battleship potemkin,
which sablin played in the background.) there
he would broadcast his call for a new leninist
revolution.
the ship's officers voted whether to support
sablin by casting black and white checker
pieces in a cup—resulting in a tie. however,
most of the ship's crew took sablin's side and
locked the dissenting officers in their cabins.
sablin then gave a speech:
"the leadership of the party and the soviet
government have abandoned the principles
of the revolution. there is no freedom, nor
justice. the only way out is a new communist
revolution… it is assumed that the current
state apparatus will be cleared away, and
some of its institutions broken up and cast
into the dustbin of history. will these issues
be addressed through the dictatorship of the
proletariat class? necessarily! only through
the greatest national vigilance is there a path
to a society of happiness! "
sablin envisioned the storozhevoy’s
politically independent crew daily
broadcasting calls for reform across the
nation, while furnished with necessary
supplies and immunity from prosecution.
the seamen cheered their support. however,
one of sablin’s supposed supporters, lt.
firsov, snuck off the storozhevoy and alerted
the incredulous guards of a nearby
submarine.
sablin had planned on leaving with the fleet
the following morning before peeling away
north. realizing his plot risked exposure,
sablin slipped the frigate out at midnight with
radar and running lights deactivated, braving
the treacherous shoals of the daugava river.
the soviets strike back
to get to leningrad, sablin first had to cruise
north into the baltic sea—towards sweden. as
the soviet baltic fleet slowly grasped what
was happening, it assumed the storozhevoy
was defecting to the scandinavian nation.
after all, this had happened before in 1961,
when lithuanian captain jonas plaskus
surrendered his submarine tender at gotland
island.
however, the 18-month-old storozhevoy was
one of the navy’s advanced burevestnikclass frigates (nato codename krivak i). it was
designed to hunt u.s. submarines from up to
fifty miles away using short-range rbu-6000
rockets and far-reaching ss-n-14 metel
(“snowstorm”) missiles. it would be a
disaster for the sophisticated sub-hunter to
fall into western hands.
a vice admiral futilely begged sablin on the
radio to turn around, promising forgiveness.
finally, premier brezhnev was woken from his
sleep at 4:00 am with the bad news. he
authorized using lethal force to prevent a
humiliating defection.
eleven fast attack boats were dispatched
from riga and liepiejaie, latvia to chase the
rogue frigate. meanwhile, soviet navy il-38
turboprop patrol planes and tu-16 badger jet
bombers began scouring the seas. they were
joined by soviet air force’s 668th bomber
regiment’s yak-28i and-28l ‘brewers,'
hulking twin-engine jets with transparent
glass noses allowing a crewmember to aim
its four unguided bombs.
however, visibility was poor, and the silentrunning storozhevoy was hard to locate in the
open gulf of riga. but at 6:00 am, storzhevoy
herself encountered dense fog, causing
sablin to activate his radar to avoid collisions
with commercial traffic. furthermore, as she
was passing the irbe strait, she was spotted
by a lighthouse.
yak-28s vectored to irbe spotted a ship and
lobbed fab-250 bombs that raked her hull
with shrapnel—but that vessel was actually a
soviet freighter bound for finland.
then around 8:00 am, tu-16s closed around
the storozhevoy's radar emissions. the huge
jet bombers were armed with radar-guided
ksr-5 ‘kingfish' cruise missiles programmed
to hone in on the first target acquired. but the
frigate was now in the international waters of
the baltic sea, and the pilots refused to fire,
either unwilling to risk hitting a neutral ship or
possibly unwilling to fire on fellow soviets.
swedish radar operators observed the
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frenetic soviet air and naval activity and
listened in on their radio traffic.
finally, all thirty-six yak-28s of the 668th were
scrambled to join the hunt—narrowly avoiding
a fatal collision on the runway. meanwhile,
two missile boats under captain bobrikov
closed within the fifty-mile attack range of
their p-15 termit anti-ship missiles.
however, the yaks struck first. one silvery jet
pocked the port side of the storozhevoy with
twenty-three-millimeter cannon shells. the
frigate boasted two rapid-fire three-inch dualpurpose guns on the stern and sa-n-4 osa
anti-aircraft missiles but did not fire back,
either lacking loaded ammunition or under
orders from sablin not to return fire.
the jets began making repeated bombing
runs, causing water to geyser over the frigate
from near misses. but one fab-250 smacked
into the stern of the ship, blasting off the rear
deck cover and jamming the steering gear.
taking on water, storozhevoy began circling
before coming to a halt only fifty nautical
miles from swedish waters.
meanwhile, three crew members broke
captain putolny out of the sonar
compartment. taking a pistol, he stormed
onto the bridge and shot sablin in the leg. at
10:32 am he desperately messaged: “the
ship is stopped. i have taken control.”
the yaks aborted their attack runs, but not
before one group mistakenly attacked soviet
pursuit ships and was fired upon in return,
without effect. naval infantry then boarded
the storozhevoy and arrested her crew.
moscow covered up the incident by staging
naval exercises the next day. the bomber
pilots were reprimanded for the friendly fire
incidents and logistical confusion. the
storozhevoy’s crew were detained for
months, but in the end, only a handful of
officers were tried. of those, just two
convicted—lt. shein, who received eight years
in prison, and sablin. convicted for treason,
he was executed on august 3, 1976, and
buried in an unmarked grave. in 1994, he
was posthumously re-sentenced to ten years
for disobeying orders.
years after sablin’s failed plan, u.s. historian
gregory young pieced together accounts of
the mutiny in a thesis later read by an
insurance salesman named tom clancy.
inspired by the story and that of a previous
soviet defector, jonas plaskus, clancy went
on to write hunt for the red october. but unlike
the novel’s disillusioned submarine captain
marko ramius, valery sablin risked all not to
defect, but in a quixotic attempt to reform the
soviet system he passionately believed in.
sébastien roblin holds a master’s degree in
conflict resolution from georgetown university
and served as a university instructor for the
peace corps in china. he has also worked in
education, editing, and refugee resettlement
in france and the united states. he currently
writes on security and military history for war
is boring.
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