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THE COLD WAR “SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP” REVISITED

Cold War “Special Relationship”Alex Danchev Alex Danchev

This article focuses on one of the most potent ideas in world politics: the
idea of an Anglo-American “special relationship.” It examines the use
and abuse of this relationship, as cultural referent, rhetorical construct,
and political imperative, during the long Cold War. It inspects the roots
of specialness—the core conditions—in terms of belief and experience as
well as need and opportunity. It warns of the hubris inherent in the pre-
sumption of specialness on the Churchillian model, a frame of reference
(and a set of strategic contingencies) time-expired even before the expira-
tion of the Cold War itself.

The Anglo–American relationship is an unusually self-conscious one.
Created for a purpose, it has been invented and re-invented, imagined
and re-imagined, ever since. It has achieved mythological status. That is
an important part of its serviceability and appeal, but also contributes to
its deceiving or self-deceiving quality. The mystique of the “special
relationship” is hard to shake: it is intimately bound up with self-image
and self-interest. Stripped bare, however, the relationship was rooted
in a set of historical circumstances—a correlation of forces, as the
Soviets might have said—which no longer obtain and cannot be recon-
stituted. The idea or ideal of specialness still subsists, in somewhat
debased form. But the practice, the lived reality, is frustrating. Anglo–
America is a kind of failed state. The special relationship is not what it
was, nor what its fervent believers would like it to be. The party is over,
but the guests linger, reluctant to separate, spellbound by the storied
past.

This article began life as a presentation to a CMS-COMEXI-ITAM workshop on the
Anglo–American and the Mexican–American “special relationships,” at St Antony’s Col-
lege, Oxford, in Feb. 2004. I am grateful to the organizers, and the participants for the
stimulus of this comparative approach. The proceedings of the workshop are published, in
Spanish, in Rafael Fernández de Castro and Laurence Whitehead, Eds. Closeness and
Asymmetry: the Anglo-American and Mexican-American “Special Relationships” (Mexico
City: Porrúa, 2005).
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Winston Churchill’s coinage, “the natural Anglo-American special
relationship,” is the hot gospel of the one true faith. It was handed down
like the tablets to the prophets of the next generation, and the next, until it
reached Tony Blair, missionary, or in more prejudicial accounts, guide
dog to the blind.1 Whatever was special about the special relationship was
learned in the schoolroom of the Grand Alliance. For all those Greats men
brought up on the idea of exercising a civilizing influence on the new bar-
barians—a remarkably persistent conceit—the curriculum was appropri-
ately Greek.2 Together with the arithmetic of armoured divisions went the
rhetoric of righteous comradeship, skill in the epistolary art, panegyric,
exhortation.

Rhetorically, indeed, demobilization was extraordinarily long-post-
poned. As late as 1962, the patriarch Harold Macmillan, old hooded-eyes
himself, could base a pitch for Polaris on a manipulative appeal to a com-
mon past, at once sacrificial and paradisal, an Anglo–America pullulating
with good will, good faith, mutual obligations, and nuclear weapons.
Macmillan was a master of emotional blackmail, exceedingly hard to
deny. As Prime Minister prestidigitator he could out-Churchill Churchill.
He was more calculating, more plausible, more sly. The target for this
performance, President John F. Kennedy, was apparently stirred by his
invocation of Britain’s war dead—the blood price of preferential treat-
ment, a recurrent theme—and also by his domestic political difficulties,
artfully underscored. Macmillan closed the deal. Britain secured Polaris,
the latest in submarine-launched ballistic missiles, instead of the clunking
obsolescent Skybolt.

Kennedy may have been moved, but he was not deceived. “Looking
at it from their point of view,” he remarked to one of his kitchen cabi-
net, “which they do almost better than anybody, it might well be con-
cluded that . . . we had an obligation to provide an alternative.”3 The
obligations of the relationship have always been acutely felt, espe-
cially on the British side. In this instance Kennedy met his, over the
objections of his principal advisors. Britain’s vaunted independent
nuclear deterrent assumed its classic form and formulation. To others,
however, the status claim or threat in this formulation rang hollow
from the beginning. The French drew their own conclusions. Accord-
ing to that analysis, so far from being independent, the Polaris agree-
ment merely served to demonstrate that Britain was well and truly
vassalisé: a regrettable but irremediable condition familiar to non-
Anglo-Saxon observers for some time—perhaps twenty years—but
evidently now entering a phase most kindly described as acute (and
less kindly as abject).4

The argument of Macmillan’s appeal was, if anything, overly familiar.
It is imaginatively re-presented in Ian McEwan’s novel, The Innocent
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(1990), whose alternative title is “The Special Relationship,” the most
penetrating recent inquiry into the specialness and the seaminess of
Anglo–American relations during the glacial Cold War.

The Englishman, Leonard Marnham, and the American, Bob Glass,
are working together on Operation Stopwatch/Gold (1953–56), the tun-
nel under Berlin, a joint SIS-CIA venture, compromised from the begin-
ning (we now know) by the spying of George Blake. The work is
fraught with mutual irritation. “It’s not the Germans or the Russians
who are the problem here. It isn’t even the French. It’s the Americans.
They don’t know a thing. What’s worse, they won’t learn, they won’t
be told. It’s just how they are.” “The British. It’s hard to make those
guys . . . take anything seriously. They’re so busy being gentlemen.
They don’t do their jobs.” The go-getting Glass is exasperated by this
Anglo-amateurism:

“I really don’t understand why we let you people in on this. You’re not
serious the way we are.”

“That’s nonsense,” Leonard said.

Glass did not hear him. “This joker MacNamee [a British boffin]. He
should be at home with his train set. You know where he did his calcu-
lations for the heat output? On the back of an envelope. An envelope!
We would have had three independent teams. If they hadn’t come up
with the same result, we would have wanted to know why. How can
the guy think straight with teeth like that?”

“He’s an eminent man,” Leonard said. “He worked on radio beam
navigation and radar.”

“He makes mistakes. That’s all that matters. We should have done this
thing alone. Collaboration leads to errors, security problems, you
name it. We got our own amps [amplifiers]. What are we doing with
yours? We let you in on this for politics, for some half-assed trade-off
we’ll never know anything about.”

Leonard felt hot. He pushed his hamburger away. “We’re in on this
because we have a right. No one fought Hitler for as long as we did.
We saw the whole war through. We were Europe’s last and best
chance. We gave it everything, so we have the right to be in on every-
thing, and that includes the security of Europe. If you don’t under-
stand that, you belong on the other side.”
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Glass had raised his hand. He was laughing through his apology.
“Hey, nothing personal. . . . Leonard, don’t get me wrong. When I say
‘you,’ I’m talking about your government. I’m glad you’re here. And
it’s true, what you say. You guys were great in the war, you were for-
midable. It was your moment. And this is my point.” He placed a
hand on Leonard’s arm. “That was your moment, now this is ours.
Who else is going to face down the Russians?” Leonard looked away.5

Judging the moment is a delicate business, apparently, subject to an unsta-
ble mix of calculation and propitiation, and the exigencies of amour propre.

“History is now and England,” wrote T. S. Eliot in Four Quartets
(1944), of the coming of a second war and the making of Anglo-
America.6 The mobilizing notion of a special relationship is among other
things an exploitation of history for present purposes, practised reli-
giously (the idiom is apt) by the weaker partner: the needy British, fools
for love and Anglo–American relations; financially embarrassed, the cup-
board bare; over-compensating to stay in the game—the game of gover-
nance.7 With the exception of that communautaire curmudgeon Edward
Heath, the British Prime Minister who had perhaps the clearest vision of
an alternative European future, playing up the past has engaged all the tal-
ents. The model and creator is Winston Churchill, evangelist of the
English-speaking peoples. Winston’s epistle to the Anglo–Americans
dwelt on fraternal association, predicated on “the intimate relationships”
of the wartime alliance.8 Appeals to an Anglo–American future are all in
some measure exhortations to live up to an Anglo–American past. The
future is wish-fulfilled. The past is monumentalized, as Nietzsche says:

As long as the soul of historiography lies in the great stimuli that a man
of power derives from it, as long as the past has to be described as
worthy of imitation, as imitable and possible for a second time, it of
course incurs the danger of becoming somewhat distorted, beautified
and coming close to free poetic invention; there have been ages,
indeed, which were quite incapable of distinguishing between a monu-
mentalized past and a mythical fiction, because precisely the same
stimuli can be derived from the one world as from the other.9

Anglo–America beautifies battle honours. The special relationship has
waxed fat on war. Its traditions are military. Its legends are operations
behind the lines, wherever the lines have been drawn. Good wars are the
gold standard of boon companionship in a hostile world. Notwithstanding
some spectacular lapses, commonality of a kind on the sanction and
application of force has been intrinsic to Anglo–America, intrinsic to its
raison d’être and self-belief. Being willing and able to intervene globally,
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and to agree on (or acquiesce in) where and when: this was the foundation
of the relationship for a hot and cold half-century, 1941 to 1991, from
Adolf Hitler to Saddam Hussein.

Nor was it only the British who did the acquiescing. The strategic pri-
orities of war in the West, the security pledge in the North Atlantic
Treaty, “the reputation of the Western world” at stake in the Falklands,
“an aggressor must never be allowed to get his way” in the Gulf—in each
instance there is a case to be made that The Country was persuaded, some
would say over-persuaded, by The Colony, to poach the felicitous code-
names used by Moscow Centre.10 Tony Blair is still at it. In its own terms,
it has been skilfully done.11

The monumental potential of the relationship is one of its most remark-
able features, milked for all its worth by Churchill and his epigones, and
satirized by the humorist Stephen Potter, whose popular vade-mecum
One-Upmanship (1952) contained an insightful section on “Hands-
Across-The-Seamanship,” a spoof of the sentimental wartime rhetoric of
transatlantic comradeship and Anglo-American fellow-feeling. “We . . .
are at present formalizing this splendid instrument of general dis-ease,
gambits, counter-gambits, and the one-up-one-down atmosphere. We are
rather proud of our name for it—‘Manglo-Relations’—which has been
formed syncretically from the two terms ‘Anglo-American relations’ and
‘mangled feelings.’” Hands-Across-The-Seamanship was at the same
time subtle and not so subtle:

It is not our policy continuously to try to be one-up, as a nation, on
other nations; but it is our aim to rub in the fact that we are not try-
ing to do this, otherwise what is the point of not trying to do this?

First lessons concentrate on the necessity of always using the same
phrases, and using them again and again. No harm in the general
reader memorizing one or two of them now:

We have a lot in common.
After all, we come from the same stock.
We have a lot to learn from each other.12

“We don’t go around saying, yah boo sucks, my relationship is more
special than yours,” said a British Foreign Secretary recently, in a text-
book demonstration of the art.13 Perhaps we don’t. But that is exactly
what the British have been thinking, or protesting, for over fifty years.
Specialness is relative, and never fully achieved. At any given moment, it
is not as pliant or as potent, not as special, as one partner would wish.
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Wishfulness, one might say, is inherent in specialness. Moreover, there is
a bewildering variety of cases. Some claim specialness (Japan). Some dis-
claim specialness (Canada). Some are born special (Israel). Some have
specialness thrust upon them (Germany). If the competing claims can be
substantiated, then having a special relationship with the United States is
not the cultured and culture-specific pastime that the Anglo-Saxon aristos
have always imagined.14

However much the British and the Americans have in common, history
is a wasting asset. Even mythology will not suffice. In the cold light of the
Cold War what counted was delivery. Already in the early 1950s the
British ambassador in Washington, Oliver Franks, was reminding his
masters that “in the Anglo–American relationship British policy has to
pass the test: can the British deliver?”15 Bob Glass spelt it out for Leonard
Marnham with brutal simplicity in the pages of The Innocent. “This oper-
ation is costing the government, the US government, millions of dollars.
You guys are making a useful contribution, especially with the vertical
tunnelling. You’ve also supplied the light bulbs. But do you know some-
thing? . . . I’ll tell you. It’s all political. You think we couldn’t lay those
taps ourselves? You think we don’t have amplifiers of our own? It’s for
politics that we’re letting you in on this. We’re supposed to have a special
relationship with you guys, that’s why.”16

The pattern of that relationship remains peculiarly difficult to see
plain. It is not only the secret rites and private observances, though that
is very much the tenor of Anglo–American interaction during the high
Cold War. It is also the deliberate obfuscation. In Donald Cameron
Watt’s words, “both British and American elites, anxious that these
issues should not be openly explored, entered therefore on a conspiracy
to misrepresent their relationship.”17 Given the manifold insecurities of
the time, they were especially anxious to conceal their weaknesses and
vulnerabilities.

In the early days these were to a surprising degree mutual. A tradi-
tional reading proposes a wartime alliance disintegrating with shocking
speed as victory became progressively more certain over the course of
1944–45. On this view there was a hiatus in the relationship, or more
exactly a moratorium imposed by the United States, in whose gift it is
thought to lie. The period of the moratorium varies, but is often said to
extend about three years, from the cancellation of the Lend-Lease
Agreement in August 1945 to the decision to counter the Berlin block-
ade in June 1948. At this juncture, it is argued, the United States
relented (or came to its senses) and a rather special relationship was at
once resumed, under the pressure of external events, as witness the
Berlin airlift of 1948–49, an effective combined operation on the war-
time model.
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So much for outward appearances. In fact there was a good deal more
continuity than either party was prepared to admit. An intimate working
relationship did not cease in 1945 but simply disappeared from view. The
superstructure of specialness was torn down. The base went underground.
In the most secret sphere, collaboration continued uninterrupted on mili-
tary research and development, standardization of equipment, tactical
doctrine, operational analysis, officer training, scientific and technical
information exchange (notably in the burgeoning field of electronic com-
munications), intelligence assessments and operations, raw materials, and
the sinister promise of chemical and biological warfare. None of this
could be openly acknowledged. The very idea of a special relationship
with the British was disowned by the Americans. Deniability prevailed.
A privileged relationship was privately conceded, but from now on
Washington would regulate its character and its scope. For London this was
gall and wormwood. Regulation from Washington was unjust and
unsporting: a curious dereliction on the part of the cousins—not cricket.
“We can’t all be at the top of the tree but we are all men of responsibil-
ity,” proclaimed the ineffable Ambrose Abercrombie in Evelyn Waugh’s
“Anglo-American tragedy,” The Loved One (1948). “You never find an
Englishman among the underdogs—except in England, of course.”18

The role of first lieutenant did not comport with Anglo-Saxon sensibil-
ities. “Chief mendicant,” in Otto Clarke’s biting phrase, would not do at
all.19 Men of responsibility demanded parity of esteem. It was nothing
less than their birthright. “Church and Spy Establishment, with uncles
who sat on Tory Party committees, and a rundown estate in Norfolk . . . a
strand of the finely spun web of English influence of which we had per-
ceived ourselves the centre”; “callow Yale men in button-down shirts
who believed they could outwit the worst cut-throats in Latin America
and who always had six unbeatable arguments for doing the wrong thing”
—such men came to the game of governance as if to the manner born.20

The British, in particular, seemed to have been born in committee. In the
Anglo–American relationship the conduct of business by combined com-
mittee or joint working group is an Anglo-invention. Chester Cooper, the
CIA man attached to the Joint Intelligence Committee in London in the
mid-1950s, has left an evocative sketch of his first encounter with a breed
now almost extinct:

I learned in due course that “B” intelligence officers [members of the
JIS (B) team] do not have to be seven feet tall, but when I walked into
the meeting room on this, my first working day in London, it did seem
that height was a primary qualification for employment. As if to
emphasize the point my new colleagues rose as I made my maiden
entrance. I was passed from giraffe to giraffe. “Cooper, y’know—new
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boy.” Each stooped and shook my hand briskly. “Good show.” “Well
done.” “Poor chap.” No name was mentioned except my own. I found
myself sitting between two giants wearing identical black suits (Savile
Row), identical blue-striped ties (Eton) and identical spectacles
(National Health). The man on my right passed a paper to the one on
my left. It looked like something from the Sanskrit Vedas (I later
found out it was Greek pentameter). A chap stuck his head round the
door and bellowed, “South Africa, fourteen for three!” All groaned. (I
made a surreptitious note in the event this was code for some crisis in
Commonwealth affairs.) “Cricket test match y’know,” someone
shouted to me. All laughed. I smiled weakly.21

Britain was different. She was not to be lumped in with the rest. British
policy-makers sought a relationship that was not only privileged but
exclusive, and publicly avowed. They dreamed of full partnership: “part-
ners unequal no doubt in power but still equal in counsel,” as Attlee put it,
poignantly, in 1950. They longed to jump what they called the European
queue. “Do you really expect our chaps to share their grog with the
Turks?” asked Macmillan in his inimitable fashion, of the proposal for a
Multilateral Force in 1962.22

Making due allowance for manifold frustrations, the Anglo-American
enterprise prospered in camera. An on-going relationship depended not so
much on explicit political direction, of which there was little, as on the
strength and continuity of personal connections; on inter-service and
inter-agency calculation of the advantages to be had from making com-
mon cause; on the technical data of the day; and on the gravity and
urgency of the perceived threat in the hour of the Red Menace. The scope
of the relationship was enhanced by what Ernest May has called the pecu-
liarities of the American system in this period: “the newness of the appa-
ratus of national power, the inherent fragmentation of the governmental
apparatus as a whole, the burden of lessons drawn from recent history,
and an extraordinary openness to influence from sources outside the
nation.”23 Chief among those sources were the British, who grasped the
double opportunity of the inside track and variously handicapped rivals to
“work” Washington more diligently and more effectively than anyone
else—another recurrent theme. As Ambassador to the U.S. from 1948 to
1952, Oliver Franks had no peer. His access and influence at all levels of
the State Department was unique. This was true of the Secretary of State
himself, the consummate Dean Acheson, who soon made Franks his
famous “unorthodox proposal”:

On an experimental basis I suggested that we talk regularly, and in
complete personal confidence, about any international problems we



Cold War “Special Relationship” 587

saw arising. Neither would report or quote the other unless, thinking
that it would be useful in promoting action, he got the other’s consent
and agreement on the terms of a reporting memorandum or cable. . . .
We met alone, usually at his residence or mine, at the end of the day
before or after dinner. No one was informed even of the fact of the
meeting. We discussed situations already emerging or likely to do
so, the attitudes that various people in both countries would be
likely to take, what courses of action were possible and their mer-
its, the chief problems that could arise. If either thought his depart-
ment should be alerted to the other’s apprehensions and thoughts,
we would work out an acceptable text setting out the problem and
suggesting approaches.24

Here was a special relationship in action. Franks could be relied upon.
He kept confidences; he said what he thought; he did not insist on proto-
col. The manner of the man appealed to Acheson’s inner circle of
philosopher-kings—men like Philip Jessup, George Kennan, Paul Nitze
and Dean Rusk—who regarded Franks as one of themselves, “a useful
member of the central team of US government,” as Nitze said later, their
house friend and preceptor.25

Marshal of the RAF Lord Tedder established a somewhat similar posi-
tion with his American counterparts, as Chief of the Air Staff (1946–49),
and in an unusual but highly significant switch, Chairman of the British
Joint Services Mission in Washington (1950–51). “I saw Arthur Tedder
off last week,” wrote the ulcerous General Walter Bedell Smith, formerly
Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff and now Director of the CIA, to Tedder’s
predecessor Portal. “The old ties are very strong and, in addition, it was a
great comfort to have him close at hand. During the years of association,
the former members of SHAEF [Supreme Headquarters Allied Expedi-
tionary Force] grew to speak a polyglot Anglo-American dialect which is
completely intelligible to themselves and which provides a measure of
confidence that can hardly be beat anywhere.”26

Working relationships such as these, informal, habitual, compartmen-
tal, unattributable, certainly constituted something out of the ordinary.
They were at once domesticated and globalized. “I consult Oliver
[Franks] on problems that have nothing to do with Anglo-American rela-
tions,” Acheson confided to the trusted Sunday Times correspondent
Henry Brandon, “and if you write this, I’ll cut your throat.”27 They wove
the basic fabric of Cold War cooperation.

In 1946 the so-called Spaatz-Tedder agreement provided for the prepa-
ration of five bases in East Anglia for emergency use by the USA,
including two specially equipped with “certain physical facilities” for the
handling of atomic bombs, and for the inauguration of “training flights”
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on a rotational basis by units of the newly-formed Strategic Air Command.
Spaatz was Tedder’s opposite number. As far as can be ascertained, the
two men acted on their own initiative. They were old sparring partners;
they had cut their teeth on the organization of the combined bomber
offensive. They both understood the deficiencies of the deterrent. They
knew that they could help each other, and at the same time help them-
selves. The atomic bomb was an air force weapon then—only after 1958
did it become a naval one—and it had to be safeguarded. The SAC was
grievously unprepared for large-scale combat operations. The RAF was
overstretched and underfunded. Soviet capability was growing apace. In
many ways the predicament of the two air forces in 1946 paralleled that of
the two armies in 1942. As in the earlier period, the time was ripe for an
understanding to mature.

The Spaatz-Tedder agreement, little known and little understood,
embodied in a miscellaneous collection of elliptical memoranda, was typ-
ical of the most durable spécialités of the special relationship. That same
year, the respective heads of Air Intelligence concluded a comparable
agreement on intelligence cooperation—“world-wide exchange of photo-
graphic cover of every description . . . without financial compensation”—
presaging the celebrated UKUSA agreement of 1948, an international
division of labour in signals intelligence, embracing not only the UK and
the USA but also Australia, New Zealand and Canada, under the close
supervision of Government Communications Headquarters.28 UKUSA
was a WASP affair.

All of these agreements spoke to the global strategic orientation of the
two countries, a frame of reference neatly encapsulated by George Orwell
in a novel written, presciently, in 1948 and published in 1949:

At this moment . . . Oceania was at war with Eurasia and in alliance
with Eastasia. In no public or private utterance was it ever admitted
that the three powers had ever been grouped along different lines.
Actually, as Winston [Smith] knew, it was only four years since Oce-
ania had been at war with Eastasia and in alliance with Eurasia. But
that was only a piece of furtive knowledge which he happened to pos-
sess because his memory was not satisfactorily under control. . . .
Everything had been different then. Even the names of countries, and
their shapes on the map, had been different. Airstrip One, for
instance, had not been so called in those days: it had been called
England, or Britain, though London, he felt fairly certain, had always
been called London.29

“Airstrip One” expressed a basic truth: British assets were crucial to
American war planning and strategic capability, perhaps even to American
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survival. (It was an apocalyptic age.) The United States was supremely
powerful but sadly wanting. British territory, British connections and
British expertise supplied the lack. These assets were real enough, but
evanescent. Like the glory days of the Grand Alliance, they were not pos-
sible for a second time. In the calculus of specialness, what Britain had to
offer was subject to the iron law of diminishing returns.

The basic US Emergency War Plans of the early Cold War all assumed
that the Soviets could overrun the whole of the Eurasian landmass more
or less at will. No direct defence was possible. If the Red Army rolled,
Anglo-American occupation forces in Germany would simply abandon
the Continent when necessary. Re-entry was rightly considered to be as
problematical as in the previous war. The first of these plans seriously to
countenance an Overlord-type reinvasion of Western Europe postponed it
to the war’s third phase, D + 12 to D + 24 months (one to two years after
the outbreak of hostilities); even that was believed to be extremely
dubious on logistic grounds alone. British planners were privy to the
American designs and shared their bleak assumptions.

Partly as a corollary, the mainspring of action in all war planning was
the early use of the atomic bomb in an air offensive designed to knock out
the Soviet Union—that is to say, to cripple the vital elements of Soviet
war-making capacity. In the magic circle of the special relationship “the
bomb” was a constant obsession. Bomb culture was fundamental to
Anglo-America. Atomic secrets, atomic spies and atomic exchange drove
both sides to distraction. In this rarified field, also, the picture was never
as black and white as often painted, even during the draconian regime of
the McMahon Act (1946–58), which formally severed the main arteries of
atomic information exchange. McMahon notwithstanding, British exper-
tise, in the person of certain individual scientists, was held to be virtually
irreplaceable. At the first U.S. post-war bomb test at Bikini in the Pacific,
in 1946, the countdown and detonation order was given by the very
English Ernest Titterton, instrumentation group leader at Los Alamos as
late as 1947. William Penney played a leading part in the blast measure-
ment and subsequent analysis; his presence had been specially requested
for the purpose. Penney remained persona gratissima in Washington
throughout the period, as did the unassuming Nobel laureate James
Chadwick. It was not all jam and kippers, as Chadwick once remarked,
but it was something. The access-for-expertise relationship has yet to be
fully reconstructed.

Targeting was far from being an exact science. The 1948 war plan
called for dropping 50 atomic bombs on 20 Soviet cities in the hope of
causing the immediate paralysis of at least 50 per cent of Soviet industry.
Whether 50 per cent would be achieved, and if so whether it would be suf-
ficient, were not questions which the authors of the plan were equipped to
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answer. When the eminent strategist Bernard Brodie was invited to exam-
ine the target list, in 1950, he was astonished to find that the planners sim-
ply expected the Soviet Union to collapse as a result of the bombing.
“People kept talking about the ‘Sunday punch.’”30

Crude reliance on the Sunday punch was not only a consequence of
shortcomings in strategic thinking, or lack of precise intelligence on mili-
tary targets. It was an indication of the primitive state of the absolute
weapon. Immediately after the Second World War the only available
delivery system for the atomic bomb was the B-29 bomber, the Superfor-
tress, specially modified for the purpose. At the time of the Berlin crisis in
1948 there were no more than 30 of these atomic-capable bombers in ser-
vice, all in the 509th Bomber group at Roswell Field, New Mexico.
Combat-ready crews were at a premium. There was a stockpile of 50
bombs—no doubt the explanation for this requirement in the war plan—
as yet a relatively small arsenal. All of these bombs were the Mark III
“Fatman” type dropped on Nagasaki, weighing about 10,000 pounds, and
believed to be as unreliable as they were unwieldy. The bomb canisters
and their atomic cores were stored separately. To assemble each weapon
and load it into the aeroplane might take a skilled bomb assembly team
two days. (When the new Mark IV became available in 1949 the time was
halved, which still meant an inordinate delay. Unsophisticated weapons
of mass destruction have never been made ready in 45 minutes.) The
bomb then remained active for 48 hours. After that it had to be partially
disassembled in order to recharge the batteries powering the fusing and
monitoring systems. In 1949 there were but seven fully-trained assembly
teams in the United States.

Thus loaded, the B-29 had an effective combat radius of roughly 1600
miles. It could not reach Soviet targets from the United States and return
home. The solutions to this strategic impasse were expensive and pro-
tracted.

Flying one-way missions (deliberately planning to crash-land in enemy
territory) doubled the combat radius, but at terrible cost. Utilizing aircraft
carriers for bombers raised formidable technical problems surmounted
only in the late 1950s, to say nothing of the political repercussions of
deploying these floating fortresses in remote and perhaps hostile waters.
Increasing the range of the bomber itself by developing new variants or
new techniques also took time; in-flight refuelling is a difficult manoeu-
vre. Meanwhile, the problem remained essentially the same: the atomic
air offensive was impossible to deliver unaided. The absolute weapon was
absolutely dependent on the provision of forward air bases.

To satisfy their voracious demand for bases Washington turned inevi-
tably to London. It was not only that Britain herself could resume her
wartime role as “unsinkable aircraft carrier” for U.S. forces; almost
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everywhere the Americans went they met the mother country. Malta,
Gibraltar, Cyprus, Libya, Aden, Cairo, Suez, the Bahamas, Ceylon,
Sudan, Iraq, Jordan, the Persian Gulf—the barbicans and toll-gates of
Empire gave access to a veritable fleet of aircraft carriers all over the
world, particularly around the Soviet Union. As one veteran of covert
operations is reported to have crowed, “whenever we want to subvert any
place we find the British own an island within easy reach.”31 Some bases
were naturally more attractive than others. Washington weighed distance
from target, security of base area, available facilities, development poten-
tial, climatic conditions, diplomatic convenience and, last of all, cost. The
war plans told the result. The principal operating bases for the atomic air
offensive were to be the UK, Okinawa in the Pacific, the Cairo-Suez area
(a traditional cockpit of war, about which there were grave doubts), and at
least until 1948 the Karachi-Lahore area of what became Pakistan.

The greatest of these was the UK. The distance from London to
Moscow is a feasible 1500 miles. Alternative bases could theoretically
match this reach, but on every other consideration there was simply no
contest. In the wake of the Berlin crisis US facilities in the UK mush-
roomed at an unparalleled rate, not only for bombers, but also for fighters,
aerial reconnaissance, navigation systems, storage and stockpiling, com-
mand and control, and, of course, communications, electronic, and signals
intelligence. The much-vaunted weapons-for-bases relationship, monu-
mentally begun in 1940 with 50 superannuated destroyers, was trium-
phantly imitated in 1948 with 60 atomic bombers.32 It was prolonged for
another generation in 1963 with Polaris at Holy Loch and the Ballistic
Missile Early Warning System at Fylingdales, together with a clutch of
important intelligence facilities including the sigint station at Menwith
Hill, which began life as an outpost of the 13th US Army Security Field
Station in 1956 before being taken over and run by the mighty National
Security Agency itself (from 1966).

The purchase of Trident as a successor to Polaris in 1982, again at dis-
count prices, was widely advertised as pulling off the same trick. Despite
official protestations—“United States readiness to provide these systems
is a demonstration of the great importance which the United States
Government attach to the maintenance by the United Kingdom of an inde-
pendent nuclear deterrent capability”—the bargain was not what it
seemed.33 In terms of mod con megatonnage Trident may have been a
steal, but talk of independence was the merest persiflage. It is still in ser-
vice, though its strategic rationale was dubious even at the point of sale.
Psychologically, its significance lay in the very fact of the transaction. It
served a demonstrative purpose, not abroad but at home: existential reas-
surance, vis-à-vis the United States, and Britain’s continuing relevance in
the relationship. As to that, the arrangement is highly revealing. The UK
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has the weapon system on a kind of leasehold. Ostensibly it is British, yet
it may be used only at American pleasure (or on American sufferance). In
order to remain operational Trident is reliant upon U.S. guidance systems,
U.S. targeting information, U.S. servicing and U.S. testing, to say nothing
of highly enriched uranium, also from the U.S. In terms of independent
capability it was and is a nullity. Trident is merely a Moss Bros rent-a-
deterrent, as Denis Healey said, unforgivingly, at the time.34 The deal was
a mark, not of distinction, but of subordination. If it fulfilled certain Brit-
ish expectations, it also confirmed certain French ones. It was a symptom
of the state of the relationship in the closing years of the Cold War.

Thirty years after Korea, twenty years after Cuba, the spy had come in
from the cold. Relative calm had descended on a MAD world. Hardly
anyone other than Ronald Reagan believed in Armaggedon. Both sides
were bunkered down, as if waiting for Godot. The Manichean struggle
had shrivelled and ossified, and with it the special relationship. Interconti-
nental ballistic missiles removed the need for forward air bases. Aerial
armadas on the Curtis LeMay model seemed almost as out-dated as the
singeing of the King of Spain’s beard. The Sunday punch could be left to
Rocky Marciano. Massive retaliation remained, as a kind of dumb reflex,
but nuclear weapons had lost something of their strategic sheen; and the
fetishistic awe in which they were once held had dissipated, at least
among the possessors. In Anglo-American relations, Trident was the last
hurrah of specialism through nuclearism. In truth the atomic alliance was
over. The nuclear navies were friends, like fishermen swapping bait; they
were no longer blood brothers. The visceral connection felt by Spaatz and
Tedder and their myrmidons, the chill threat, the common destiny—all
that was gone. “England has become England to America’s Rome,”
Sidney Blumenthal observed, “an outlying country of often amusing
people best appreciated for their dramatic art of self-presentation.”35

Strands of specialness ran on, immune to time and tide, so deeply
embedded, so carefully segmented, so infernally useful were they. “The
relationship was not particularly special in my day,” reflected Henry
Kissinger in sepulchral tones. “It was normal. The British role did not
depend on the weight it could throw around but because it made itself so
useful.”36 In intelligence, especially signals intelligence, Britain had
always been useful—a good deal more useful than either party was pre-
pared to concede at the time. The unquiet American Bob Glass was wrong
about the tunnel under Berlin. “It couldn’t possibly have been done with-
out the British,” his real-life counterpart testified long afterwards. “We
simply didn’t have the technical expertise to carry out the tap.”37 Pockets
of expertise (in Araby and Arabic, perhaps), islands of influence, and still
an unrivalled network of facilities and installations “that served US
foreign policy interests” and “provide[d] valuable—in some cases
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indispensable—contributions to US security arrangements”: these
filaments of fidelity lasted longer than the Berlin Wall.38

There was one other survival: British belief—at any rate, official
belief. In London, the relationship had not been normalized. (And is still
not normalized.) Belief in something special persisted; belief in the cardi-
nal virtue of a snug relationship with Washington, above all with the
White House; belief in the Anglo–American talisman. Nonetheless, there
had been a certain shrinkage. The passage from Winston Churchill’s
incantations to Margaret Thatcher’s recitations is an indicative one. “It is
special. It just is and that is that!” said she, in characteristic mode.39

Something more than words had been lost in translation.
Beyond utility, belief is the core condition. A special relationship

might be described as a community of belief. At the beginning of the Cold
War the Anglo-American community was more vibrant than we knew.
Belief was muscular. By the end, it was more feeble than we dared think,
a shadow of its former self—barely a community at all—played out, at
last. Belief had frayed. As the wall came tumbling down, Anglo–America
subsided into a relationship less special than residual. The moment had
passed.

Belief invites unbelief, as hubris invites nemesis. Such communities
are apt to be exclusive, not to say exclusionary, which is precisely what
the British had wished so devoutly for this one. For that, there was a pen-
alty to be paid. When Charles de Gaulle was asked, late in life, what he
thought of the Anglo–American relationship, his reply was crushing.
“Existe-t-il?”40
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