
 

 

friendly, albeit spasmodic relationship with France but she remained outside the 
military structure of NATO and was unprepared to sacrifice her independence for 
the common good. During my time as Defence Secretary, I had many meetings with 
my French counterpart but France has relatively little to offer to the defence of the 
United Kingdom against the huge contribution of the United States. In NATO we 
established warm and personal friendships to some extent based on the ease of 
communication in a common language which of course did not exist with France. 
Getting down to specific areas of co-operation it was at its strongest in shared 
intelligence and a unique, almost combined function, of the two countries’ 
intelligence structures.
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The military relationship was also strong but on shared responsibilities on the 

Central Front of Germany it was probably no closer to the United States than it was 
to the German forces. British Corps in Germany reported to a German General. In 
the Atlantic the United States Navy and the Royal Navy were extremely close and 
the strategy for the defence of the East Atlantic was shares; the Royal Navy in the 
East Atlantic coming under the ultimate command of an American Admiral, 
SACLANT, in Norfolk, Virginia. 

 
Then of course the British independent nuclear force was designed using US 

technology. Although the nuclear warheads were designed and built in Britain, the 
delivery mechanism was American. The introduction of Trident (D5) took place 
during my time as Defence Secretary and the British and US Navies jointly planned 
the Trident submarines, which were built in Britain but also depended on close 
planning with our US counterparts. Years of joint working meant that Ministers, 
senior civil servants and the relevant naval planners became close personally. 

 
This background meant that at the outbreak of the Falklands War the relevant 

Ministers, military personnel and senior civil servants were able to communicate 
with people that they already knew. The war created conflicts of interest within the 
American Administration. Having to choose between America’s principal European 
ally and the United States’ interest in Latin America posed serious dilemmas for 
President Regan and the State Department but the Pentagon, Secretary of Defence 
and the US Navy gave every available assistance from the outset. 

 
The relationship is not however a balanced one. The British feel themselves 

entitled to consultation and assistance whilst the Americans do not always consult 
with us and are unwilling to forgo their independence of action. Incidents such as 
the invasion of Grenada demonstrate that the United States feels no overriding 
obligation to an important but nonetheless small regional European power. The 
British would be unwise to rely on American support in any crisis that confronts 
them but in the last resort we have to recognise that it is only the United States that 
has the power to defend us if the need ever arose again. The memory of Suez is still 
quite fresh among my generation and in any discussion of the future it should never 
be forgotten. The Special Relationship does exist in some intangible way but Great 
Britain cannot depend on it as the racial composition and culture of the United States 
grow ever more apart from its principal European ally.


