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the cold war from the airbases in the United Kingdom without consulting the

British government? That is the question Ken Young asks and his answer is:
Yes. Young, a professor of public policy at King’s College London, has crafted an
interesting analysis of competing interests and compromised sovereignty. His study that
covers the conflict over the use of American airbases in Britain from 1946 to 1958 is well
documented in British and American archives. It is an important contribution to the
study of Anglo-American relations and to understanding strategic initiatives in the early
cold war.

Would the United States have launched an air attack on the Soviet Union during

Young demonstrates that there has been some controversy over the bases because some
Britons have believed that their government “had traded away the right to be consulted
over their use by surrendering its veto.” (1134) Young maintains that the McMahon Act of
1946, which barred the sharing of information with other nations about atomic issues,
made American policymakers and strategists unable to discuss the weapons with their
British counterparts. With or without the McMahon Act, Young argues that the
Americans felt it an issue of sovereignty that they be able to operate their bombers
without restrictions involved in consulting the British.

Young traces the unstructured way the two sides formulated the agreement to use the
bases. The agreement was originally made between British Chief of the Air Staff Lord
Tedder and his American counterpart General Carl “Tooey” Spaatz, and involved the
preparation of British facilities for American bombers. This is intriguing because it
appears that military officers without their civilian superiors made a deal committing not
only significant resources but also their nations to a strategic plan.
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The Berlin crisis put this ambiguous cooperative agreement into action in 1948. President
Harry S Truman sent three groups of conventionally armed B-29 bombers to Europe.
Because it was generally understood that only the B-29s could carry atomic weapons, this
was significant saber-rattling over the closure of access to West Berlin. “The Berlin crisis,”
Young argues, “presented an opportunity to realize American plans to secure, and later
develop, the series of forward bases in the United Kingdom that U.S. war plans required.”
(1141) While reading Young’s work, it is also useful to keep in mind that until 1948 the
United States had very few operational atomic weapons.

After the Berlin crisis passed, the British began a long struggle with the Americans to
make certain there would be consultation about the use of the airbases in a potential war
with the Soviet Union. They also began to refocus their concern on consultation over the
use of atomic weapons. At the Quebec conference in 1944, the United States, Canada,
and Britain had agreed not to use atomic weapons without the consent of the other
signatories. During talks with Clement Attlee in December 1950, Truman had verbally
confirmed just such commitments about consultation but American military and
diplomatic leaders consistently backed away from promising prior consultation. Foreign
minister Ernest Bevin was among the first to push for a written agreement on the use of
the bases, though with little success.

With the Korean War and the increased concern of a general war with the Soviet Union,
talks took on a greater urgency. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Omar N.
Bradley’s “intransigence” stood out during this time. Bradley, according to Lord Tedder,
argued that the “politicals” should not be part of the conversation. Tedder suggested that
it was the McMahon Act that was behind this resistance although the Americans
maintained that they had not quite determined what policy ought to be. During this
deadlock, the British military chiefs protested that the “United Kingdom is not an
American aircraft carrier conveniently anchored off the coast of Europe.” (1152)

Next, new foreign minister Herbert Morrison traveled to Washington in August 1951 to try
to get an agreement. As Morrison told Secretary of State Dean Acheson, “it would be a
very bad situation if the first the British knew of the use of their bases was after a bomb
had been dropped.” Acheson, as he had in the past, again tried to smooth over the
problems saying it was “inconceivable that the U.S. would get into a major war without
knowing whether it had allies or not” and he saw no difficulty in the question of prior
consultation. (1154)

Even as diplomatic talks continued so did the resistance, this time in the person of Paul
Nitze, new head of the Policy Planning Staff at the Department of State. Americans, he
said, would not make any agreement to restrict U.S. sovereignty. The British were
increasingly concerned because having the bases made them targets in event of war.
Even the Americans began to lobby for new bases in western England rather than on the
more vulnerable eastern coast. Gradually, by the late 1950s, the controversies over the
bases began to subside, partly because of the placing of Thor intermediate range nuclear
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missiles in Britain and partly because of amendments of the McMahon Act. Finally, in
the wake of the Suez Crisis, the Macmillan and Eisenhower governments reached an
agreement in 1958 that covered the position of the American bombers based in Britain,
the Thor missiles, and other strategic assets. But it was never determined for certain that
the United States needed to consult with Britain before using U.K.-based bombers.

Young importantly brings out the clashes between the British and the Americans. Yet,
there is an important and unspoken factor frequently left out of Anglo-American
historiography. This was not simply a relationship between partners. The fact is that
Britain was economically and militarily quite weak and largely defenseless without the
United States. Acheson, in particular, often tried to obscure this problem of British
weakness, which partly explains his stance. The military, however, knew the inadequacy
of their British counterparts and this may well have caused them to drive their harder
bargain.

More inclusion of Britain’s relative weakness would improve the history of Anglo-
American relations in the post-war era in general and Young’s article in particular. Young
does not specifically mention Britain’s weakness and perhaps it is just taken as a given.
Nevertheless, whether in discussions of military agreements or Britain’s ability to
maintain its position in its former colonies, the post-war Anglo-American relationship is a
story of British economic weakness. When Winston Churchill came back to the
government in 1951, he tried to recreate the close relationship of WWII through closer
partnership." But Britain’s decline had changed things. The United States had become
relatively much more powerful, economically and militarily. In research I have done in
the British archives about the Turkish straits crisis in 1947, the sharp decline in naval
power is striking. Sir David Kelly, the British ambassador in Ankara, repeatedly asked for,
almost begged for, some kind of show of force in the straits only to be told there were no
ships available. He noted, in a plaintive tone, that the Turkish newspapers had taken
note of the disappearance of the sinews of British power.”

Young’s valuable essay is tightly-focused on the diplomatic and military discussions and
he achieves much in this regard but the real reasons Britain accepted American rebuffs
over consultation should be spelled out - British weakness gave policymakers little
choice.

Surely, as Young points out, Britain had aspirations for “interdependence” with the
United States that would help the U.K. continue to play a larger role in the world than its
resources could provide. In fact, as Young notes, these issues of sovereignty melted away
with the growing integration of allied forces but the result of this was to make it all the

" Especially good on this issue is Klaus Larres, Churchill’s Cold War: The Politics of Personal
Diplomacy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003).

* See repeated concerns expressed by Kelly in FO 371/67277, National Archives: Public Record
Office, Kew, England.
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more certain that if there was conflict “the British isles would have been engulfed in a
nuclear war.” (1167)

Young’s careful study of the clash of sovereignties and melding of interests in the Anglo-
American relationship provides a valuable window on alliance politics in the cold war.
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