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Frank Draskovic has been a coin collector since 
1949 and a professional numismatist specializing in 
world coins 1500-1950 since 1963. He acquired his 
first order in 1967 and has collected them ever since. 
Frank is the  co-author of two editions of the Standard 
Price Guide to World Crowns & Talers, the standard 
work used worldwide for silver dollar-size coins of the 
world. He has been elected to the Numismatic Literary 
Guild; is a world coin authenticator; a cataloger for 
major numismatic auction firms; an ANA member for 
45 years; and an OMSA member for 26 years. Frank 
has been President of the Southern California Orders & 
Medals Society since 1995.

Ed Haynes joined OMSA in 1966 (illegally young, at 17, 
as the late Jack Lelle always remarked) and later became 
a life member. A retired university professor of modern 
South Asian history (Ph.D. from Duke University and 
M.Phil. from Jawaharlal Nehru University), he is now 
focused on catching up on decades of research postponed 
due to heavy teaching loads, including articles for 
JOMSA. In addition to academic publications, he has 
published some 40 articles in JOMSA since his first in 
1970, has been a seminar presenter, and exhibitor at 
several of the conventions and has been awarded the 
Commendation Medal and the Literary Medal. He is the 
coauthor, with Rana Chhina, of Medals and Decorations 
of Independent India (2008). He is now focusing on the 
forthcoming From Izzat to Honour: Changing Modes 
of Representing Honor in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-
Century India and surveys of the awards of Pakistan 
and other South Asian nations, as well as several 
volumes on Arab awards. He suffers from a bad case 
of broad phaleristic interests. He was also the founder 
of the now defunct International Electronic Phaleristic 
Encyclopedia and today manages the online forum 
http://sagongs.ipbhost.com on South Asian medals.

Ralph Pickard is a published author and has been an 
OMSA member for a number of years. He has authored 
two books related to East Germany’s Ministry for State 
Security (MfS) from the Cold War; STASI Decorations 
and Memorabilia Volume I (2007) and Volume II 
(2012). He has written a number of articles associated 
with medals and award documents presented to MfS 
personnel. In addition to acquiring an extensive MfS 
collection, he has carefully studied an MfS history, from 
its origins and evolution through the end of the Cold 
War and its demise. He has highlighted how collectors 
can identify actual MfS award documents and other 
memorabilia associated to MfS employees and their 

foreign colleagues. Ralph currently lives and works in 
the Washington, D.C. region.

Gary Spencer lives in Raleigh, North Carolina with his 
wife, Kirsten, and two children, Vivian and Jackson. A 
graduate of The Citadel, Class of 1996, he began his 
career as General Manager for Borders Books. Once 
that company closed its doors, Gary finally fulfilled his 
dream, and joined the North Carolina Army National 
Guard in which he is currently serving as a Sergeant and 
gunner on an M1A1 SA Abrams tank in Delta Company, 
1/252nd Armor, 30th  Armored Brigade Combat Team. 
Full time, he works as a technician in G-1 at the North 
Carolina Joint Force Headquarters. Additionally, he is 
assisting the State Command Historian in the founding 
of the new North Carolina National Guard Museum 
tentatively set to open to the public in the fall of 2015. 
He is also a member of the Board of Directors for 
the Camp Butner Society Museum. Gary, a lifelong 
collector of United States militaria, is an ardent student 
of military history. Growing up with his grandparents, 
he was surrounded by history, from a portrait of his 
ancestor who signed the Mecklenburg Declaration 
of Independence and artifacts from his Confederate 
lineage, to captured rifles, swords and flags from his 
grandfather’s service as a Marine in World War II. His 
primary collecting interests are United States medals, 
and 30th Infantry Division items.

Harry Waterson is a retired entertainment executive 
who is active in medallic research. He recently published 
a monograph entitled The Medal-Of-The-Month Club 
Created by Felicity Buranelli with the help of a grant from 
Central States Numismatic Society, this catalogue raisonné 
won the bronze Mishler Exonumia Cataloging Award for 
2013 from the Token and Medal Society. He is a regular 
contributor to The Clarion, the tri-annual publication of 
the Pennsylvania Association of Numismatists (PAN). He 
won a 2nd place PAN Literary Award for his article “The 
Coinage of the Frasers” in 2012. He recently wrote an 
article for that journal called “The Great Horace Heist” 
about Rudyard Kipling’s input into the medal issued to 
commemorate the maiden voyage of the Queen Mary in 
1936. This article was republished by the Kipling Society 
in the June 2014 issue of the Kipling Journal. Waterson 
has been a member of SOCALOMS since 2002 and he 
greatly values his membership in that phaleristic body. 
Waterson’s abiding interest is in cataloguing the known 
works of the sculptor Julio Kilenyi. This has been a work-
in-progress for many years but he has set December 17th, 
2015 as the publication date for the catalog. Well, one has 
to have a goal! 

MEET THE AUTHORS
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There has been much written over the years about the 
history of the Soviet forces occupation of Afghanistan 
during the Cold War. However, less has been written 
from the collecting community perspective about the 
Afghanistan medals and award booklets that were earned 
by Soviet personnel during that same time period. The 
intent of this article is to shed a little light on a few of 
the Afghanistan medals that were awarded during the 
Cold War through a unique group that belonged to a 
KGB officer (Figure 1). This grouping provides strong 
indications that this officer served multiple tours and 
continued to operate in Afghanistan even after February 
1989. However, prior to illustrating more about the group 
in this article, a brief overview of the Soviet invasion and 
available history of the KGB in Afghanistan during the 
Cold War will be presented.  

Brief overview of the Soviet forces occupation of 
Afghanistan 1979 – 1989. The Soviet forces invasion 
of Afghanistan began late in December 1979 with the 

intent of stabilizing the Afghan government from the 
deterioration that was occurring throughout the region and 
especially the souring relationship with the government 
prior to December 1979. The Soviet forces’ intent was 
to seize all important Afghan government facilities and 
other important areas.1 Within days after the Soviet forces 
invasion into Afghanistan and occupation of the capital 
of Kabul, the Afghanistan President was assassinated 
and replaced with the more pro-Soviet government of  
President, Babrak Karmal, who had promised his loyalty 
earlier to the Soviet government. 2,3,4

Prior to the invasion of Afghanistan by the Soviets the 
two governments had an ongoing relationship dating back 
to the early 1920s with Soviet advisors and technicians 
active within Afghanistan and its government.5 By 1978, 
multiple treaties were signed by both governments such as 
the treaty that allowed up to 400 Soviet military advisors 
to be sent to Afghanistan.6 

THE KGB IN AFGHANISTAN
 

RALPH PICKARD

Figure 1: A display case of a KGB officer’s grouping showing his known Soviet and Afghanistan medals 
and award booklets earned during his service in the KGB.
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During this same time period of the late 1970s the 
Mujahidin had become more active in their attempts to 
overthrow the then current Afghan government.7 The 
armed resistance by the Mujahidin increased against the 
Soviet forces and newly installed Afghan government 
after the invasion from early through the mid-1980s.8

  
By 1986, the Soviet government was looking for a 
new course for the Afghan government. In May 1986, 
the it made the decision to replace President Karmal 
with Mohammad Najibullah, who held the position of 
president until 1992. In 1996, the two former presidents 
of Afghanistan had died, Najibullah was assassinated in 
Afghanistan and Karmal died of cancer in Moscow.9,10,11 

Prior to Najibullah becoming President of Afghanistan 
in 1986, he was the head of the Khadamat-e Aetla’at-e 
Dawlati (KhAD),  the State Information Service, which 
later became the Wizarat-i Amaniyyat-i Dawlati - (WAD), 
the Ministry for State Security; this organization was the 
local equivalent to the KGB.12

In the early 1980s, the Soviet advisors and senior military 
leadership realized that the Afghan soldiers did not have 
the capability to conduct their own combat operations 
without major support from Soviet forces and logistics. 
This gradually changed, however, by the mid-1980s due 
to the continued training and combined operations the 
two armed forces conducted. By the mid-to late-1980s, 
the Soviet military forces were mainly engaging the 
Mujahidin only when attacked, and further elements of 
the Soviet military had been slowly withdrawing some 
combat forces back to the Soviet Union. During the same 
period more the Afghan armed forces were playing a 
more active role in direct combat engagements against 
the Mujahidin.13 

By the late 1980s, the Soviet government had been 
conducting negotiations in order to determine the best 
courses of action for the dignified withdrawal of the 
Soviet armed forces from Afghanistan. Upon the signing 
of the Geneva accords in April 1988, the Soviet armed 
forces conducted a nearly year-long withdrawal from 
Afghanistan. By February 1989, the last of the Soviet 
armed forces had crossed the border out of Afghanistan in 
an orderly fashion.14 But the Soviets continued to support 
the Afghanistan military in being more independent in 
their fight against the Mujahidin.  Thus ended the Soviet 
military participation in Afghanistan.   

Even though Soviet ground forces were no longer in 
Afghanistan, the Soviet government continued to provide 
needed supplies. These supplies and support lasted until 

December 1991 when the Soviet Union itself ceased to 
exist. A few months later, in April 1992 the Afghanistan 
government collapsed.15 

From the early days after the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan, the relationship between the two governments 
remained close, but tense. However, an area in which their 
closeness was evident was in the creation of Afghan 
medals since 1980 and the awarding of those medals to 
both Afghan and Soviet personnel conducting operations 
to defeat the Mujahidin in the 1980s through 1991. 

KGB Involvement in Afghanistan

The KGB involvement in Afghanistan went as far back as 
the early 1950s when the Kabul Residency in Afghanistan 
was recruiting and controlling agents. An agent on the 
KGB payroll in the early 1950s was Babrak Karmal who 
later would become President of Afghanistan during the 
Soviet occupation in 1980. There were other notables 
recruited as Afghanistan agents on the KGB payroll who 
rose to senior leadership positions.16 

During the years prior to the Soviet invasion most of the 
KGB personnel worked in a more traditional Residency-
role conducting both legal and illegal spy operations in 
a permissive environment. However, when the Soviet 
armed forces invaded and occupied Afghanistan, there 
were KGB personnel and teams operating outside that 
traditional role of spying. These units were known as 
Алфа, Каскад, Гром, Омега, Вымпел and Зенит (in 
English: Alpha, Cascade, Thunder, Omega, Pendant, 
and Zenith.17 These units conducted missions such as 
assassination, sabotage, infiltration, security, intelligence 
collection and other operational activities.

To accomplish their new tasks in Afghanistan the 
KGB leadership greatly increased the numbers of their 
personnel operating in the capital and throughout parts of 
Afghanistan. KGB personnel being sent to Afghanistan 
during the early period prior to and during the invasion 
traveled by various means and used clandestine cover 
to accomplish their mission.18 For example, the KGB 
unit Zenith was involved with smuggling three senior 
Afghan leaders from Afghanistan to the Soviet Union 
in September 1979. This KGB unit operated in Kabul 
when they clandestinely smuggled out the senior leaders. 
The success of this operation (RAINBOW) resulted in 
the involved KGB personnel being congratulated and 
awarded medals.19 This unit’s functions in Afghanistan, 
especially in the Kabul area, appears to have been 
security, intelligence collection and operations.20, 21
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Another notable clandestine mission that involved direct 
combat operations for the KGB was the storming of the 
Afghan presidential palace on December 27, 1979 and 
the assassination of the President and those close to him. 
The overall operation was known as Operation STORM 
and the KGB subset was known as Operation Agat. The 
successful operation involved hundreds of KGB and 
Soviet special operations soldiers in the storming and 
taking over of the palace.22 The KGB units known to 
have been involved were Alpha, Thunder and Zenith.23

A couple of the specialized KGB special operation units, 
Pendant and Omega, operated in Afghanistan prior to and 
during the invasion, redeploying back to the Soviet Union 
at an undetermined time. These units went on to conduct 
other specialized missions in different parts of the world.24 

 
From the very early days after the invasion, the KGB 
senior leadership in Moscow created some of the above 
specialized units that were very proactive in direct combat 
operations against the Mujahidin. One such KGB unit 
was Cascade which most of the sourced material in this 
article is focused upon.

The Cascade units that began operations very early in 
1980 were active throughout the Soviet occupation. Prior 
to any Cascade personnel operating in Afghanistan, they 
received specialized urban and outdoor training. These 
units were to penetrate and destroy any actual Mujahidin 
personnel along with working very closely with the local 
population within the Afghan provinces in which they 
were conducting operations.25

Due to the very successful operations conducted by the 
Cascade units in the different Afghanistan provinces, the 
KGB created another group known as “False Bands.” 
These false bands posed as Mujahidin fighters in order to 
infiltrate, disrupt or destroy the real Mujahidin insurgents 
and to hinder their activities.26

By 1983, source reports stated that there were at least 
four Cascade units rotating in and out of Afghanistan for 
periods of six months to a year.27 Both the Cascade units 
and the False Bands heavily utilized local tribes from 
the districts and provinces they were operating within to 
accomplish their missions.  

The Afghanistan KhAD and WAD.  Very early in 1980 
the KhAD was established after the previous intelligence 
agency ceased to exist when the Afghanistan government 
was dissolved in December 1979. The new leader of the 
KhAD was Mohammad Najibullah who held this position 
until 1986 when he was named President of Afghanistan.28 

The KhAD members and their leadership were specifically 
trained by the Cascade units. Since the creation of the 
KhAD/WAD in 1980 its personnel strength including 
agents and informers had increased from roughly 5,000 
to tens of thousands by 1988.29

The KhAD missions involved using their own special 
guard force to conduct security and clearing operations, 
to work with the local populations, agent operations and 
to conduct border operations.30 By mid-1986 the KhAD 
organization changed its name to the WAD (Ministry for 
State Security) which was an upgrade for the intelligence 
organization. The WAD’s close relationship with the 
leadership and members of the KGB continued to the 
end of 1991.     

The Saur Revolution. On April 27, 1978 factions of 
the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) 
conducted a coup by storming the Presidential Palace in 
Kabul, bringing an end to the then current government. A 
new, more moderate government came into power only to 
last until December 1979 when it was also overthrown by 
the Soviet KGB and Special Operation teams and Babrak 
Karmal was installed as the new Afghanistan President.31 
The 1978 Saur Revolution was celebrated over the years 
including the tenth anniversary in 1988.32 

The Afghan state emblems shown in Figures 2 and 3 
were used on Afghan medals and flags from 1980 through 
1992.33 

Figure 2: Afghan state emblem used 
from 1980 through 1987.

Figure 3: Afghan state emblem used 
from 1987 through 1992.
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The Medals and Award Booklet Group to KGB 
Officer Lieutenant Colonel Rafik Vartazarovich 

Vartanian

Most of the sourced material in this section is from 
McDaniel and Schmitt (1997), Tisov and Shirshov 
(1999) or from the author’s observations. As much as 
possible, the presentation layout on the following pages 
is arranged according to when the awards were presented 
to Lieutenant Colonel Vartanian.  

Additionally, the overall discussion in this section is 
centered on the Afghan medals and their award booklets. 
This is not to say that the Soviet medals and their award 
booklets are any less important than the Afghan medals. 
However, when it comes to the Soviet medals and award 
booklets, there is abundant information that can be 
accessed through reference books (such as McDaniel and 
Schmitt, 1997) or from the collecting community.  Some 
of the award booklets are no longer with this grouping 
to Lieutenant Colonel Vartanian, so there are gaps as to 
when some of the medals were presented. 

The Soviet medals awarded to Colonel Vartanian (Figure 
4) and the year they were awarded:  

1. Jubilee Medal for Twenty Years of Victory in the 
Great Patriotic War 1941-1945, awarded in 1965 (with 
a named award booklet) by the Tbilisi Red Banner 
Artillery Academy.

2. Jubilee Medal for Thirty Years of Victory in the Great 
Patriotic War 1941-1945, awarded in 1975 (no award 
booklet).

3. Jubilee Medal for Forty Years of Victory in the Great 
Patriotic War 1941-1945, awarded in 1985 (no award 
booklet).

4. Medal for Veterans of the Armed Forces of the 
U.S.S.R., awarded in 1987 (with a named award 
booklet) by KGB Order of Unit 64173. 

5. Jubilee Medal for 50 Years of the Armed Forces of the 
U.S.S.R., awarded in 1968, with named award booklet, 
by the Chief of the Transcaucasus Military District KGB 
Special Section.

6. Jubilee Medal for 60 Years of the Armed Forces of 
the U.S.S.R., awarded in February and October 1978, 
with two named award booklets (to the same person) 
by Commander Unit 28760 Guards and by Commander 
Unit 64173.

7. Jubilee Medal for 70 Years of the Armed Forces of 
the U.S.S.R., awarded in 1988, with a named award 
booklet, by the Transcaucasus Military District KGB 
Special Section.

Figure 4: Soviet jubilee medals awarded to Lieutenant Colonel Vartanian.

Figure 5: The Soviet KGB 10-Year Medal for 
Irreproachable Service (left), the Afghan Tenth Jubilee 
of the Saur Revolution Medal (center) and the Afghan 

KhAD/WAD Medal (right).
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was presented to persons who supported the government 
of Afghanistan during the tenth anniversary of the Saur 
Revolution. Figures 9 and 10 represent the award booklets 
presented to Colonel Vartanian the late 1980s and early 
1990. 

Figure 8: Irreproachable Service 
Medal award booklet to Colonel 

Vartanian.

Figure 9. Afghan Tenth Jubilee of 
the Saur Revolution Medal award 
booklet awarded to Colonel Vartanian 

on April 17, 1988.

Figure 7: Obverse of the Soviet KGB 15-Year Medal for 
Irreproachable Service.

Figure 6: The reverse of the Soviet KGB 10-Year Medal for 
Irreproachable Service (right), the Afghan Tenth Jubilee of 
the Saur Revolution Medal (center) and the AfghanKhAD/

WAD Medal (left).

In 1972 and 1977 Colonel Vartanian was awarded the 
Soviet KGB 10-Year (Figures 5 and 6) and 15-Year 
(Figure 7) Medals for Irreproachable Service along with 
a KGB award booklet (Figure 8). 

The Afghan Tenth Jubilee of the Saur Revolution (Figures 
9 and 10) was established on April 27, 1988. This medal 
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There also is the Order of the Saur Revolution (not shown 
in this article) that was established December 24, 1980. 
This medal was presented to citizens, establishments, 
enterprises, organizations, military units, provinces, cities 
and foreigners.

The Afghan Ministry for State Security WAD Medal 
(Figures 5 and 6) was established in 1986 when the KhAD 
organization changed its name to WAD. The obverse of the 
medal at the bottom has the acronym WAD. This medal 
was presented to persons who worked in or with the 
employees of WAD during its existence. These security 
medals may have been first established in 1986 and later 
awarded with the new Afghan state emblem in 1987. Even 
though small, the new state emblem was placed on top 
of the sword of the medal. As stated earlier, Mohammad 
Najibullah had been the leader of the KhAD/WAD from 
1980 until 1986 when he became President of Afghanistan 
until 1992.  His close relationship with the KhAD and 
later WAD may have helped to get this medal approved, 
established and issued.  

The Soviet Order of the Red Star (Figure 11) that was 
awarded to Vartanian on May 18, 1983. It is numbered 
3737801 (Figure 12). Some achievements this order 
was awarded for were: personal courage and bravery 
in battle, combat activity that caused significant enemy 
loss, courage and bravery displayed during combat or 
on duty involving the risk of life, and strengthening the 
defensive capabilities of the government of the socialist 
brotherhood.  The award booklet that accompanied the 
order is illustrated in Figure 13.

Figure 11. Obverse of the Soviet Order of the Red Star.

Figure 12: The reverse of Colonel Vartanian’s Order 
of the Red Star numbered 3737801.

Figure 10. Afghan KhAD/WAD security award booklet that was awarded to Colonel 
Vartanian for two years of service on January 13, 1990.
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The Afghan Order of Glory (Figures 14 and 15) 
was first established on May 17, 1982 and awarded 
to citizens, establishments, enterprises, organizations, 
provinces, cities and foreign persons in one class for 
major accomplishments in the development of industry, 
agriculture, transportation, and other branches of the 
national economy; for outstanding state and social 
activity; for major successes in the development of 
national literary and artistic culture; for especially fruitful 
activity in the preparation of national cadre; for excellent 

Figure 13: Soviet Order of the Red Star award booklet awarded to Colonel Vartanian 
on May 18, 1983.

Figure 14: The obverse of the Afghan medal bar awarded to Lieutenant Colonel 
Vartanian. From left to right the Order of Glory, the Star Orders 1st and 3rd Class, the 
Medal for Bravery, and the Seventieth Jubilee of the Reestablishment of Afghanistan 

Independence Medal.

work in the state apparatus directed to the overall 
development and strengthening of the achievements of the 
Saur Revolution, for major achievements in strengthening 
the economic and cultural ties with other governments. 
The award booklet given to Colonel Vartanian is 
illustrated in Figure 16.

The Afghan Star Order was created on December 24, 1980 
in three different classes and was awarded to military 
personnel, volunteers and foreigners who performed 
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Figure 16: The award booklet for the Order of Glory awarded to Colonel 
Vartanian on November 7, 1990.

Figure 15: The reverses of the medal bar in Figure 14. From right to 
left the Order of Glory, the Star Order 1st and 3rd Class, the Medal 
for Bravery, and the Seventieth Jubilee of the Reestablishment of 

Afghanistan Independence Medal.

Figure 17: The award booklet for the Star Order 3rd class awarded to Colonel 
Vartanian on June 15, 1983 and signed by President Karmal.
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exceptional personal bravery, courage, and fearlessness in 
combat conditions, for excellent organization and conduct 
of combat operations; for causing the enemy significant 
destruction; and for exceptional activity in increasing 
the military capability of the armed forces and defensive 
capability of the PDPA.

The award booklet for Colonel Vartanian’s Star Order, 3rd 
Class is illustrated in Figure 17.  It has been stated in the 
collecting medal community that this class of medals was 
awarded in sequential order. This KGB grouping suggests 
that this may not have been the case. Additionally, the 1st 
and 3rd class medals illustrated in Figure 14 are the first 
variant awarded from 1980 to 1987. Compare the State 
emblem in Figure 2 against the two medals.  Variant 2 
medals had the state emblem as shown in Figure 3 and 
were awarded from 1987 to 1992.  

The Afghan Medal for Bravery (Figures 14 and 15) 
was created on December 24, 1980 in one class.  This 
medal was presented to military personnel, volunteers, 
and foreigners for courage, steadfastness, and bravery 
in combat against the enemies of the PDPA.  The award 
document for this medal is illustrated in Figure 18.

The Seventieth Jubilee of the Reestablishment of 
Afghanistan Independence Medal (Figures 14 and 15) 
was established in 1989 or 1990. 

The Internationalist Medal from the Grateful 
Afghanistan People (Figures 19 and 20) was awarded 
from 1988 and possibly through 1991. This medal 
was presented to military personnel who served in 

Figure 18: The award booklet for the Medal for Bravery that was awarded on 
August 8, 1989.

Figure 19: The obverse of the International 
Medal from the Grateful Afghanistan People.

Figure 20: The reverse of the International 
Medal from the Grateful Afghanistan People.
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Afghanistan.  The illustrated medal and award booklet 
was created after 1987 because of the newer state emblem 
with the Afghan flag on the medal and award booklet. 
Additionally, some of these identification booklets could 
have either Soviet or Afghan organizational unit stamps; 
however, not all booklets may have an inked stamp on 
the booklet as shown in Figure 21. 

Figure 22: The obverse of the Medal for 
Excellent Military Service.

The Medal for Excellent Military Service (Figures 22 
and 23) was established on December 24, 1980 and was 
presented to military personnel for successes achieved 
in combat and for other service accomplishments in the 

PDPA armed forces. These medals were also awarded to 
foreigners.  The award booklet (Figure 24) to Colonel 
Vartanian is dated March 14, 1990.

The Afghan Order for Bravery (Figure 25) was created 
on October 29, 1985. This medal was awarded to military 
personnel of the PDPA, PDPA Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, and military units.  The medal was awarded for 
personal bravery displayed in combat; for combat units’ 
successful accomplishments resulting in significant 
loss to or destruction of the enemy; for bravery and 
steadfastness displayed in the defense of the borders of 
the PDPA; for courage and bravery displayed during 
military and service duty in conditions involving mortal 
danger; and for heroism displayed in the defense of the 
peaceful population, as well as state and social property 

Figure 21: The award booklet for the Internationalist Medal from the Grateful 
Afghanistan People. This medal was awarded to Colonel Vartanian on December 

6, 1988.

Figure 23: The reverse of the Medal 
for Excellent Military Service.
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from enemy encroachment.  

The Order for Bravery illustrated is the 2nd variant 
awarded from 1987 to 1992. Variant 1 (not shown in this 
article) was awarded from 1985 to 1987. The difference 
between the two variants is the replacement of the old 
Afghan state emblem by the new emblem in 1987. The 
two Orders for Bravery to Colonel Vartanian were the 2nd 
variant. One of the award booklets presented to this officer 
is no longer with the group.  Even though the reverse 
of Colonel Vartanian’s two orders are serial numbered 
(Figure 26), the author has not seen serial numbers on the 
award booklets. Additionally, this award booklet (Figure 
27) (and the others) has an original ink stamp from the 
Office of the President of Afghanistan.

The Medals for Irreproachable Service in the Afghan 
National Army were awarded for 5, 10, 15, 20 and 25 
years of service in the Afghanistan National Army. These 
medals were established in 1987 and awarded until 1992. 

The criteria for Soviet personnel being awarded these 
medals may have been their direct, working relationship 
with the Afghan National Army during their tour in 
Afghanistan. Even though these medals were for the 
service members of the Afghanistan National Army, these 
two medals in Colonel Vartanian’s group are evidence that 
some Soviet personnel did receive these medals during 

Figure 24: The award booklet dated March 14, 1990.

Figure 26: The serial numbers 
on the two Orders for Bravery 
awarded to Colonel Vartanian 

(2776 at the top and 0369 at the 
bottom).

Figure 25: The obverse of the Afghan 
Order for Bravery.
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Figure 27: One of the award booklets for the Order of Bravery dated April 15, 1990.

Figure 28: Obverse of the 10-Year 
Irreproachable Service Medal in the 

Afghan National Army.

Figure 29: Reverse of the 10-Year 
Irreproachable Service Medal in the 

Afghan National Army.

Figure 30: Obverse of the 25-Year 
Irreproachable Service Medal in the 

Afghan National Army.

Figure 31: Reverse of the 25-Year 
Irreproachable Service Medal in the 

Afghan National Army.
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their tours in Afghanistan. .

The Soviet Order for Personal Courage (Figures 32 and 
33) was awarded to Colonel Vartanian on August 9, 1991. 
This variant 1 medal and its booklet were established on 
December 28, 1988 and were awarded until the end of 
1991. The order was awarded to civilians for personal 
bravery and courage displayed in saving lives, working 
through natural disasters, fighting crime or outstanding 
feats of personal courage. At this time one can only 
speculate on how this officer earned this medal either in 
the Soviet Union, in one of the Caucasus regions or even 

in Afghanistan. Only 529 of these medals were awarded 
before the Soviet Union ceased to exist.  

Lieutenant Colonel Rafik Vartazarovich Vartanian began 
his career in 1964 as a cadet at the Tbilisi Red Banner 
Artillery Academy, likely graduating in late 1967. His 
first assignment as a Lieutenant in 1968 was in the KGB 
Special Section of Transcaucasus Military District. 
During his career in the KGB, Lieutenant Colonel 
Vartanian progressed through the officer ranks and by 
1978 he had been promoted to Major. 
 
By 1983, Lieutenant Colonel Vartanian was serving in 
Afghanistan, and this may have been his first tour since 
the invasion started in December 1979. The fact that 
he received the Soviet Order of the Red Star and the 
Afghanistan Star Order, 3rd Class is a strong indication 
that he served in direct combat within one of the 

Figure 33: The reverse of the Soviet Order for 
Personal Courage serial numbered 003473.

Figure 34: The award booklet for the Soviet Order for Personal Courage awarded to 
Colonel Vartanian on August 9, 1991.

Figure 32: The obverse of the Soviet 
Order for Personal Courage.
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KGB special operation units operating in the outlying 
Afghanistan Provinces. 

The other Afghan medals Lieutenant Colonel Vartanian 
has in his group are a strong indication that he had served 
another tour in Afghanistan prior to 1987. His Afghan 
Star Order, 1st Class could have been earned during his 
second tour or earned during his 1983 tour.  

Even after 1987, Colonel Vartanian served in Afghanistan 
as a KGB special operations officer supporting or advising 
personnel of the Afghan WAD intelligence service fighting 
the Mujahidin. His actions against the Mujahidin is 
indicated by the two Afghan Orders of Bravery and 
Afghan Medal for Bravery he earned in late 1989 and 
early 1990. His support to the Afghanistan government 
and their intelligence service was unwavering even 
after the Soviet conventional forces left Afghanistan in 
February 1989 as he was awarded Afghan medals from 
1990 to 1992.  

Further, his earning the Afghan Order of Glory in 
November 1990 indicates how important his work for the 
KGB was in strengthening the bonds between the Afghan 
government and local populations in the provinces. It 
is not yet known how he earned the Soviet Order for 
Personal Courage in August 1991 shortly before the end 
of the Soviet Union in December 1991.  

Lieutenant Colonel Vartanian’s group illustrates that his 
known assignments in the KGB through at least the latter 
half of his career, especially in Afghanistan, were not the 
spy versus spy activities as portrayed  in many Cold War 
history books. Many of those history books relate to the 
KGB personnel working Residency operations in many 
different countries throughout Europe and for that matter 
other parts of the world throughout the Cold War.    

Vartanian served in the KGB from 1967 through 1991 
and attained the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. Did his 
career continue in the new Federal Security Service of the 
Russian Federation (FSB) after the KGB was dissolved? 
Or, did he retire after serving in the KGB for over 24 
years? Perhaps when the Russian Federation archives 
re-open in the future, more information may become 
available.    
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