Chapter One. The Winner Who Lost
In the summer of 1945, Britain won the greatest war in its history, and lost something it could not yet name.
Picture the scene. It is the eighth of May, 1945 — VE Day. A million people are in the streets of London. Outside Buckingham Palace, the crowd is so dense that mounted policemen have given up trying to move it. The King and Queen come out onto the balcony again and again — eight times in all — and beside them, in the uniform he has made famous, is Winston Churchill. Searchlights sweep the sky, not hunting bombers this time, just carving the darkness into pieces for the fun of it. Down Whitehall, past the sandbagged ministries, the crowd roars at the great man on the Ministry of Health balcony, and he roars back: "This is your victory!" And the crowd, being British, and being right, shouts back: "No — it's yours!"
It is one of the great moments of British history. It is also, though nobody on that balcony quite knows it yet, the end of something.
Because here is the strange arithmetic of 1945. Britain has been at war longer than any other major power — six years, from the first day to nearly the last. It has survived alone for a whole year against Nazi Germany, a feat that still seems, the longer you stare at the map, faintly impossible. And it has bankrupted itself doing it.
The numbers, when they came, were almost indecent. A quarter of the country's national wealth — gone. Export trade down by two-thirds. Overseas investments sold off by the billion to pay for ships and shells and Spitfires. Debts to India, to Egypt, to half the dominions — fourteen billion dollars' worth. Britain in 1945 was like a man who has thrown a magnificent party to save his house, and wakes up the next morning to find the house saved and the bailiffs at the door.
And the mortgage, so to speak, was now held in Washington.
This is the first thing to understand about Britain's Cold War. Britain entered that conflict not as a rising power but as a falling one — falling with dignity, falling with style, falling with a nuclear weapon and a permanent seat on the Security Council and a worldwide empire it could no longer afford, but falling all the same. The story of the next forty-five years is the story of how a country managed that decline so skilfully that for most of the period, most of the world — and most Britons — barely noticed it was happening. And it is the story of how, again and again, this medium-sized island off the coast of Europe found itself standing at the exact hinge point of world events: in Berlin in 1948, in Korea in 1950, in the intelligence war that ran beneath everything like an underground river, and finally — surprisingly, almost absurdly — in the endgame itself, when a British prime minister became the first Western leader to say of a Soviet general secretary: "We can do business together."
But we are getting ahead of ourselves. It is still 1945, and Britain has a general election.
The result, when it came on the twenty-sixth of July, staggered the world. Churchill — the Churchill, the saviour of 1940 — was thrown out of office in a landslide. The Labour Party of Clement Attlee won a majority of a hundred and forty-six seats. Abroad, there was genuine shock. In Moscow, Stalin had reportedly assumed Churchill would win; the idea that you could lose an election at all was, for him, a somewhat theoretical concept. In Washington, officials scrambled to find out who this Attlee person was.
And who was he? Clement Attlee was perhaps the least Churchillian human being ever to occupy Downing Street. Small, bald, moustached, famously terse — a man of whom it was said that an empty taxi drew up outside Number Ten and Attlee got out. Churchill himself supposedly called him "a modest man, who has much to be modest about," though Churchill denied saying it, perhaps because even he thought it was cruel. The jibe missed the point anyway. Attlee's modesty was a kind of armour. He had been a social worker in the East End, a major in the Great War who had been carried wounded off the beach at Gallipoli, a man who ran meetings like a drill sergeant — agenda, decision, next item, no speeches, no nonsense. Under that grey exterior beat the heart of a genuine radical, and behind him stood a government of extraordinary talent: Ernest Bevin at the Foreign Office, a hulking former trade union boss who had left school at eleven; Stafford Cripps, the ascetic socialist lawyer; Herbert Morrison, the cockney fixer; Aneurin Bevan, the Welsh firebrand who would build the National Health Service.
This government had been elected to build a new Jerusalem — houses, jobs, a health service, a welfare state. It had not been elected to fight a Cold War. Nobody in July 1945 had been elected to fight a Cold War, because in July 1945, the Cold War did not yet officially exist.
But the ingredients were already in the mixing bowl.

Let us set the wider scene, because Britain's story only makes sense inside it.
In the summer of 1945, the Grand Alliance — Britain, America, the Soviet Union — was coming apart at the seams, and the seams had been visible for years. The alliance had always been a marriage of necessity. Stalin and Hitler had been partners once, don't forget; the Nazi-Soviet Pact of August 1939 had carved up Poland between them and started the whole war. When Hitler invaded Russia in June 1941, Churchill — the most ferocious anti-communist in British public life, the man who had once wanted to strangle Bolshevism in its cradle — did not hesitate. "If Hitler invaded Hell," he told his private secretary, "I would make at least a favourable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons."
For four years, the devil's alliance held. But by the time the Allied leaders met at Potsdam in July 1945 — Truman now, not Roosevelt, who had died in April; and halfway through the conference, Attlee, not Churchill, who had gone home to lose an election — the mutual suspicion was thick enough to spread on toast. Truman had a card up his sleeve: the atomic bomb, tested successfully in the New Mexico desert while the conference was in session. He mentioned it to Stalin, casually, at the end of a session. Stalin, who already knew about it from his spies inside the Manhattan Project — including, as we'll see, a German-born physicist working for the British — nodded blandly and said he hoped the Americans would make good use of it against Japan.
The atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima on the sixth of August, 1945. Nagasaki followed three days later. Japan surrendered. The Second World War ended.
And almost immediately — this is one of the eerie symmetries of the period — Britain was reminded how quickly its wartime intimacy with America could evaporate. Within a week of the Japanese surrender, President Truman terminated Lend-Lease, the programme that had kept Britain fed and armed since 1941. Terminated it just like that, as the law required, with the war over. Britain was, in the words of the economist John Maynard Keynes, now facing a "financial Dunkirk."
Keynes was sent to Washington to beg. He was one of the most brilliant men of his age, and he hated every minute of it. What he came home with, in December 1945, was a loan: three point seven five billion dollars, at interest, with strings attached — including a requirement to make the pound convertible into dollars within a set period, a requirement that would cause a sterling crisis within two years, just as Keynes predicted. The American negotiators drove a hard bargain; many in Congress saw no reason to underwrite the British Empire. Keynes, exhausted, wrote that he had gone to Washington hoping for a gift and returned with a mortgage. He was dead within five months, worn out at sixty-two.
Hold on to that detail. The story of Britain in the Cold War is, at one level, simply the story of that mortgage: a country trying to remain a world power on an overdraft, constantly negotiating with its creditor, constantly one financial crisis away from humiliation. Every decision in this book — the bomb, the troops on the Rhine, the retreat from empire, the missiles on the East Anglian coast — has a price tag attached, and usually a Washington signature.
But money was only half of it. The other half was fear.

The fear had a geography, and the geography was Germany.
In 1945, Germany lay in ruins — divided into four occupation zones: American, British, French, Soviet. Berlin, a hundred miles inside the Soviet zone, was divided the same way, like a cake cut into quarters inside someone else's kitchen. The arrangement had been agreed at Yalta and Potsdam on the assumption that the Allies would go on cooperating. It was an assumption that would not survive contact with 1946.
For Ernest Bevin, the new Foreign Secretary, the problem of Russia quickly became the problem that swallowed all others. Bevin is one of the great figures of this story, and it is worth pausing on him, because Britain's Cold War policy was, for its crucial first five years, essentially Bevin's policy.
He was a giant of a man — huge head, huge hands, huge appetites. Born illegitimate in Somerset poverty, orphaned young, a farm boy at eleven, a drayman, then a trade union organiser of genius who built the Transport and General Workers' Union into the largest union in the world. He had run Britain's labour supply during the war as Minister of Labour — he was the man who sent the "Bevin Boys" down the mines — and he came to the Foreign Office with no Latin, no diplomacy, no small talk, and two convictions that would shape the world. The first was that Britain must not be pushed around. The second was that the Americans must be brought — begged, cajoled, tricked if necessary — into the permanent defence of Europe.
"I was brought up amongst the common people," he once said, "and I am not going to be dictatorially told what to do by anybody." When officials worried he wasn't reading his briefing papers, he growled that he didn't need to read papers, he could smell a bad one. The Foreign Office grandees who had dreaded his arrival — a trade unionist! at the Foreign Office! — mostly ended up admiring him. His officials found that he remembered everything he was told, that he could reduce a thirty-page memorandum to its operative sentence, and that he was utterly impossible to intimidate.
And what Bevin smelled, in 1945 and 1946, was trouble from the East.
It is important, for honesty's sake, to say that this was not obvious to everyone at the time. The Labour left, in particular, had come into office hoping for friendship with Russia — "Left can speak to Left," went the slogan. Many Labour MPs admired the Soviet experiment; some had visited Moscow in the thirties and come back starry-eyed. The wartime alliance had been drenched in pro-Soviet sentiment — this was the era of the "Uncle Joe" Stalin posters, of cheering crowds at the Royal Albert Hall celebrating the Red Army's twenty-fifth anniversary. The idea of the Soviet Union as an enemy felt, to many decent people, like a betrayal of the boys who had died at Stalingrad.
Bevin did not share this sentiment, and never had. He had fought communists in the trade union movement for twenty years — "one branch at a time," as he put it — and he knew how they operated. As early as the autumn of 1945, he was telling his officials that the Russians were not merely being difficult, they were being expansionist, and that Britain must organise the resistance. Within a year, the rest of the world would catch up with him.
The catching-up took the form of a series of hammer blows, each one falling on the same anvil.
First hammer: Iran. Under wartime agreement, British, American, and Soviet troops were all supposed to leave Iran within six months of the war's end. The British and Americans left. The Soviets stayed, and started sponsoring a separatist puppet state in Azerbaijan, in the north. In March 1946, the dispute went to the new United Nations — the first great crisis of the UN era — and under pressure, the Red Army eventually withdrew. But the lesson was noted in London and Washington: Stalin tested every door to see if it was locked.
Second hammer: the Fulton speech. On the fifth of March, 1946, Winston Churchill — now Leader of the Opposition, travelling in America as a private citizen with the President of the United States sitting pointedly in the front row — stood up at Westminster College in the little town of Fulton, Missouri, and gave the conflict a name.
"From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic," he said, "an iron curtain has descended across the continent."
The Iron Curtain. It was not a new phrase — it had been used in the theatre, then by Goebbels — but Churchill put it into the bloodstream of history. Behind that curtain, he said, lay not only the capitals of ancient Europe but the peoples of half a continent, subject now to "police governments," their parties and freedoms crushed. And — this was the part that got lost in the outrage — he proposed a remedy: a fraternal association of the English-speaking peoples, a special relationship between the British Commonwealth and the United States, standing together to prevent both war and tyranny.
The reaction was volcanic. Stalin called it a declaration of war and compared Churchill to Hitler. Much of the American press condemned it. The Labour government in London squirmed — Attlee pointedly declined to endorse it, and more than a hundred Labour MPs signed a motion deploring it. But within eighteen months, virtually everything Churchill had said would be orthodox Western policy, and the "special relationship" he had christened would be the central fact of British foreign policy for the rest of the century.
Third hammer: the Long Telegram and the Truman Doctrine. In Washington, a scholarly American diplomat in Moscow named George Kennan had sent home an eight-thousand-word cable — the famous "Long Telegram" — explaining that Soviet hostility was not a misunderstanding that charm could fix; it was baked into the regime's nature, and the only answer was patient, firm containment. The word "containment" would govern American policy for forty years. And in February 1947, the British delivered the telegram that lit the fuse.
It arrived at the State Department on a Friday afternoon, in two notes from the British Embassy. Their message, stripped of diplomatic varnish, was simple: Britain is broke. As of the end of March, we can no longer carry the burden of supporting Greece — where a communist insurgency was tearing the country apart — or Turkey, which was under Soviet pressure over the Dardanelles. If you think the eastern Mediterranean matters, and we believe you do, then it is your burden now.
Dean Acheson, the American Under Secretary of State — a man who will reappear throughout this book — called it Britain's abdication as a great power, and recognised it instantly for what it was: the passing of the torch. On the twelfth of March, 1947, President Truman went before Congress and announced that it must be the policy of the United States "to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures." Congress voted four hundred million dollars for Greece and Turkey. The Truman Doctrine was born, and with it, the American century.
Note the sequence. It was Britain that had held the line in the Mediterranean for two years after the war, at a cost it could not afford. It was Britain that said, finally: we can't. And it was that confession of weakness that pulled the United States into the Cold War as a declared, global, permanent commitment. Ernest Bevin had been working toward exactly this. The trick of British diplomacy in these years — and it was a trick, in the best sense — was to convert decline into leverage: to make American power do the work British power could no longer do alone.

And then came the winter.
The winter of 1946 to 1947 was the worst in British memory — the worst since records began, some said. Snow fell in November and the country stayed frozen until March. Coal could not move on frozen railways and blocked roads; power stations ran out of fuel; factories closed; the electricity went off for hours a day, and this in a country already on rations tighter than during the war. Bread — which had never been rationed even during the Blitz — was rationed now. Britain in early 1947, the winter the Cold War began in earnest, was a grey, shivering, threadbare country where the lights kept going out.
It was out of that winter that the next great decision came. In June 1947, the American Secretary of State, George Marshall, stood up at Harvard and offered Europe something extraordinary: money — billions of dollars of it — to rebuild, if the Europeans would only organise themselves to receive it together. The offer was open to all Europe, including Russia. It was Ernest Bevin who grasped it fastest. He heard the speech on the BBC, called it "a lifeline to sinking men," and moved with a speed that astonished Washington — within three weeks he had the French foreign minister in London, and the Europeans organising. The Soviets came to the first conference in Paris, then walked out when the terms became clear, and then — the crucial point — made sure their satellites walked out too. Czechoslovakia, which had accepted the invitation, was summoned to Moscow and brutally un-accepted. Poland too. Europe was now visibly splitting in two, and the line of the split was Churchill's Iron Curtain, made flesh.
Marshall Aid would eventually pour thirteen billion dollars into Western Europe, and Britain would be the largest single recipient. It saved the Attlee government, arguably saved Western European democracy, and it marked the formal divorce of East and West. From 1948 on, there were two Europes — one being rebuilt with American money and British diplomacy, the other being bolted together by the Cominform, the new communist international, and by the Red Army that still sat, two million strong, in the middle of the continent.
And in the middle of that — a hundred and ten miles inside the Soviet zone, in a ruined city divided into four — sat Berlin.
Chapter Two. The City on the Island
Berlin in 1948 was the most dangerous place on Earth, and the whole world knew it.
To understand why, you need the geography in your head. The Soviet occupation zone of Germany — the future East Germany — wrapped around the old capital like a sea around an island. The Western zones of Berlin, where two million Berliners lived under American, British, and French protection, were an island in that sea, connected to the West by negotiated road, rail, and air corridors. Every potato, every ton of coal, every cigarette that those two million people consumed had to come in along routes that ran through Soviet-held territory.
It was, in other words, a hostage city. Everyone understood this from the beginning. The only question was when the hostage-takers would move.
They moved because of money. In the spring of 1948, the three Western powers — pushed hard by Bevin, who had decided that a Western German state must be built from the three Western zones — agreed to fuse their zones economically and introduce a new currency, the Deutschmark, to replace the worthless Reichsmark that was strangling recovery. To Stalin, this was the red flag: a revived West Germany, tied to the West, sitting at the heart of Europe. On the twenty-fourth of June, 1948, the Soviets cut the land routes. Road: closed for "technical reasons." Rail: closed. Canal barge traffic on the Elbe and the Havel: stopped. Electricity to the Western sectors, supplied from the East: switched off.
Two million people, besieged, with food for about five weeks and coal for less.
In Washington, there was panic, and in some quarters talk of armed convoys — of sending tanks down the autobahn and seeing what happened. What would have happened, most likely, was the Third World War. The American military governor, General Lucius Clay, favoured the convoy. Ernest Bevin did not. And it was Bevin, in a Cabinet meeting in London on the twenty-fifth of June, who proposed the alternative, the one that sounds, the first time you hear it, like a joke: supply the city by air.
The arithmetic was monstrous. Two million people needed, at absolute minimum, four and a half thousand tons of food and coal a day — every day, indefinitely, through a German winter — flown in through three air corridors, each twenty miles wide, into battered airports in a ruined city, in all weathers. No one had ever attempted anything like it. The RAF's transport fleet was modest; the Americans doubted it could be done at all. Bevin's reply, in essence, was: we are doing it anyway. Britain, remember, was itself on rations. It committed its RAF anyway — Operation Plainfare, it was called — and then the Americans, shamed and inspired, piled in with Operation Vittles, and the Berlin Airlift was on.
For eleven months, the sky over Berlin never emptied. At the height of it, in what they called the Easter Parade of April 1949, a plane landed in Berlin every sixty-three seconds, around the clock — nearly thirteen thousand tons in a single day. The RAF flew Sunderland flying boats onto the Havel lake, their hulls salt-corrosion-proofed to carry sea salt — salt being one of the cargo items no one had thought of. Pilots flew through fog and ice and deliberate Soviet harassment — fighters buzzing the corridors, searchlights blinding pilots on approach, live-firing exercises in the flight paths. There were crashes. British, American, and German aircrew died — thirty-nine British personnel among them, a fact the commemorations sometimes forget. Berlin children gathered at the end of the Tempelhof runway, and an American pilot named Gail Halvorsen started dropping handkerchief parachutes of sweets — the "candy bomber" — and the RAF joined in, because this was a war of kindness, a siege broken not with shells but with flour and coal and chocolate.
And here is the thing about the Berlin Airlift that made it, perhaps, the single most effective act of Cold War strategy ever performed by the West: it reversed the moral poles of the conflict in the eyes of the world. Four years earlier, the Royal Air Force had burned German cities. Now British and American airmen were dying to feed Berliners, while the Red Army starved them. Germans watched it and drew their conclusions about which side of the Iron Curtain they wanted to live on. So did everyone else.
The blockade lasted three hundred and eighteen days. On the twelfth of May, 1949, Stalin lifted it — the first clear, undeniable defeat of Soviet policy in the Cold War, delivered not by force but by endurance. The Western zones of Germany became the Federal Republic of Germany that same month. The Soviet zone became the German Democratic Republic in October. Germany was now two countries, and Berlin remained an island — an island that would keep trying to sink for another forty years.

But Bevin was not finished. The blockade had proved that Western Europe could not be held by improvisation. It needed a structure, a promise, a wall made of words strong enough to stop tanks.
The first brick was British. In March 1948, even before the blockade, Britain, France, and the three Benelux countries had signed the Treaty of Brussels — a fifty-year mutual defence pact, and, just as important in Bevin's mind, a demonstration to Washington that Europe was serious about standing up, so that America would commit to standing with it. Bevin had said the quiet part out loud to the Americans: Europe alone is not enough. You must join.
They did. On the fourth of April, 1949, in Washington, twelve nations signed the North Atlantic Treaty. Its heart was Article Five: an armed attack against one shall be considered an attack against all. For the first time in its history, the United States had bound itself by treaty to the defence of Europe in advance of any war. The Senate, which had refused to join the League of Nations after the first war, ratified it comfortably after the second.
NATO was, in the famous phrase attributed to its first Secretary General — a Briton, Lord Ismay, Churchill's old wartime chief of staff — designed "to keep the Soviet Union out, the Americans in, and the Germans down." Every clause of that sentence was true, and every clause was, from London's point of view, a triumph of British policy. Ernest Bevin, the orphan from Somerset who had left school at eleven, had built the architecture that would hold Western Europe together for the rest of the century. When people list the great British achievements of the twentieth century, they list 1940, and the welfare state, and they are right. But NATO belongs on that list, and it is largely Bevin's.
There is a footnote to this chapter that matters more than most footnotes. In these same years, quietly, Britain and America were also building the other alliance — the secret one. In 1946, the two countries had formalised their wartime signals-intelligence marriage into what became known as the UKUSA Agreement: the interception and sharing of the world's communications between America's National Security Agency and Britain's Government Code and Cypher School, soon to be renamed GCHQ, in its new home at Cheltenham. It was the most secret treaty either country possessed — so secret that for decades its existence was officially deniable — and it made Britain irreplaceable to Washington in a way that had nothing to do with money. The "special relationship" the public saw was summits and speeches. The real special relationship was men and women in huts and listening stations reading the world's secrets and sharing them across the Atlantic every day. We will come back to those people. They run through this whole story like a watermark through a banknote.
Chapter Three. Reds, Atoms, and a War in the Far East
Nineteen-forty-nine was the year the Cold War became global and became nuclear — both at once.
In August, the Soviet Union tested its first atomic bomb, years earlier than Western intelligence had predicted. The shock in Washington was seismic; the American nuclear monopoly, on which so much Western confidence rested, had lasted four years. In October, after a civil war of twenty years, Mao Zedong stood over the Gate of Heavenly Peace in Peking and proclaimed the People's Republic of China. A fifth of humanity had gone communist in an afternoon. In the chancelleries of the West, it was suddenly possible to believe that history itself had a direction, and the direction was not theirs.
Britain's response to the China earthquake was characteristically pragmatic — and characteristically different from America's. In January 1950, Britain recognised the People's Republic. It did so for unglamorous reasons: trade, and Hong Kong. British commercial interests in China were old and large, and Hong Kong, the crown colony, sat on China's doorstep like a china egg on a doorstep, indefensible if Peking ever truly wanted it. Washington, where "Who lost China?" had become a political witch-hunt, was furious. It was an early demonstration of a pattern that runs through this whole book: Britain and America were allies, often intimate allies, but they were not the same country, and their Cold Wars were not identical. Britain's Cold War was always also about an empire, a currency, and a small island's trade. Keep that in mind, because it explains decisions that otherwise look eccentric — and none more so than the one we come to now.

At dawn on the twenty-fifth of June, 1950, the army of communist North Korea poured across the thirty-eighth parallel into the South.
Korea was a country most Britons could not have found on a map — "a small peninsula," as one weary Foreign Office man put it, "hanging out of Asia's backside." It had been divided, almost as an afterthought, at the end of the Pacific war: Soviets taking the Japanese surrender north of the thirty-eighth parallel, Americans south of it. Two client states had grown up on either side, each claiming the whole. Now the North, with Stalin's blessing and Chinese sympathy, was trying to reunify the country by force, and the South was collapsing in front of it.
The response was astonishingly fast. The United Nations Security Council — the Soviet delegate was boycotting it that month over China's seat, one of the great own-goals of diplomatic history — condemned the invasion and called on member states to resist it. Truman committed American forces within days. And Attlee's government committed Britain.
It is worth stopping on this decision, because it was not easy, and it was not cheap. Britain in 1950 was broke, exhausted, five years out of a world war, and engaged already in a shooting war against communist guerrillas in Malaya. Its army was stretched from the Rhine to Hong Kong. The Cabinet knew that joining the Americans in Korea would mean rearmament, and rearmament would mean cuts to the new Jerusalem — to the housing programme, to the health service, to everything the government had been elected to build. They did it anyway. Bevin was by now a dying man — his heart was failing; he would be dead within the year, in April 1951 — but his conviction held the Cabinet: the defence of Europe depended on the credibility of America, and the credibility of America was now being tested in Asia. If Britain wanted the Americans to stand on the Elbe, Britain had to stand on the Imjin.
So Britain went to war again. National service — conscription, unprecedented in peacetime — was extended from eighteen months to two years. A rearmament programme of four point seven billion pounds was announced, the biggest in British peacetime history. And British soldiers — conscripts mostly, nineteen-year-olds from Glasgow and Liverpool and Cardiff who had expected to paint barracks in Germany — found themselves in the mountains of Korea.
The war seesawed. The UN forces, under General Douglas MacArthur, were nearly pushed into the sea, then broke out with the Inchon landings and drove the North Koreans back almost to the Chinese border — and then, in November 1950, China entered the war. Hundreds of thousands of Chinese "volunteers" came across the Yalu River in the frozen dark, and the UN armies reeled back down the peninsula in the worst defeat of American arms in modern memory. In Washington, Truman's administration contemplated the unthinkable; MacArthur spoke openly of atomic bombs on Chinese bases. And here, Britain played the role it would play again and again across the next forty years: the ally whose job was to put a hand on the American shoulder and say, gently, no.
Attlee flew to Washington in December 1950 — a hurried, anxious visit — to argue against escalation and against the bomb. The Americans, who were not actually about to use it, gave him reassurances he mostly already had, and the press on both sides exaggerated both the crisis and the visit's effect. But the pattern was set: London as the junior partner who earns his place in the room precisely so that, at the moment of maximum danger, there is someone in the room.
The British soldier's Korea is a story in itself, and the heart of it is a stand made in April 1951 by the Gloucestershire Regiment — the Glosters — on the Imjin River. Holding a hill line against a Chinese army, surrounded, shelled, fought out, they held for three days while the offensive broke against them. Their commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel James Carne, was captured; their last stand passed into legend. The famous exchange came from the battle: a British brigadier, asked by an American general how things stood, replied with majestic understatement that things were "a bit sticky" — which the American took to mean fine. They were not fine. Of the Glosters, barely a fifth made it out; the rest were killed or marched off to prison camps on the Yalu. Britain lost over a thousand dead in Korea all told. The war settled into a meat-grinder along roughly the old border and ended, in July 1953, in an armistice that is technically still in force — the peninsula is still at war, frozen at the thirty-eighth parallel, the first of the Cold War's great unfinished business.
And the cost at home came due. Rearmament broke the Labour government. The health charges imposed to pay for it split the party — Aneurin Bevan resigned in fury, beginning a civil war inside Labour that would last a decade. In October 1951, exhausted, divided, and out of ideas after six years of rationing and austerity, Labour lost the general election. Winston Churchill returned to Downing Street at the age of seventy-six.
The Attlee government's Cold War record is, on any fair reading, immense. It had built NATO, broken the Berlin blockade, taken Marshall Aid and made it work, stood in Korea, recognised the limits of power in Greece and Hong Kong, and — in the deepest secrecy, as we are about to see — decided that Britain would be an atomic power. It did all this while founding the National Health Service and building a welfare state, on an overdraft, in a country where bread was rationed. Historians argue about everything else; about this, there is not much argument. The foundations of the Western position in the Cold War were poured, in large part, in London, between 1945 and 1951.
But beneath those foundations, termites were at work. Because while Bevin was building alliances in the open, other Britons — highly placed, trusted, decorated Britons — were working for the other side. And one of them had been inside the atomic programme from the very beginning.

Which brings us to the secrets. All the secrets.
Chapter Four. The Independent Deterrent
In January 1947, in the deepest secrecy, a small committee of the Attlee Cabinet met in Downing Street and decided to build the atomic bomb.
No Parliament was told. No budget line appeared in any published accounts. The decision — the single most expensive and consequential weapons decision in British history — was taken by six ministers in a subcommittee with the bland name of G E N one sixty-three, and concealed from the House of Commons for years. When money was needed, it was quietly buried in the accounts of other departments. The whole thing cost, in the end, the equivalent of billions, and for the first two years, as far as Parliament and the public knew, it did not exist.
This tells you something essential about the British state in the Cold War. Beneath the noisy democracy — the elections, the party conferences, the questions in the House — there ran a second, silent state: committees with codenames, budgets without labels, decisions taken by a dozen men in a room and locked in safes. The bomb was born in that silent state. So was much else in this book.
Why did Britain want the bomb? The official reasons came later. The real reasons were a tangle of fear, pride, and strategy, and they are worth untangling.
The fear was real and specific. Britain had invented, in large part, the science that made the bomb possible. It was a British-based physicist, Rudolf Peierls, and an Austrian refugee, Otto Frisch, working in Birmingham in 1940, who had first calculated that a bomb of usable size was actually feasible — the Frisch-Peierls memorandum, the true founding document of the atomic age. Britain's wartime programme, codenamed Tube Alloys, had been ahead of America's until the sheer industrial cost forced the two to merge. British scientists had gone to Los Alamos and worked at the heart of the Manhattan Project. And then, in 1946, the American Congress — in an act of breathtaking ingratitude, as London saw it — passed the McMahon Act, forbidding the sharing of atomic information with anyone. Including Britain. Including the partner that had started it all. Attlee's government read the McMahon Act as a message: in the atomic age, you are either inside the club on your own terms, or you are a client.
And then there was the strategy, which was really about the Americans. Listen to the two most quoted sentences of the whole affair. The first is the Foreign Office official Sir Alexander Cadogan, distilling the problem to its essence: Britain needed the bomb because otherwise it would be "entirely in the hands of the Americans." The second is Ernest Bevin himself, at the decisive meeting, in October 1946, brushing aside the Chancellor's complaints about cost: "We've got to have this thing over here, whatever it costs. We've got to have the bloody Union Jack flying on top of it."
The bloody Union Jack on top of it. There it is, in one sentence — the whole psychology of post-war Britain. Not megalomania; something more poignant. A determination that whatever Britain became, it would not become a dependency. The bomb was a seat at the table, a claim to remain a great power, an insurance policy against the day the Americans might hesitate. Because everyone in that room had done the same terrible arithmetic: Britain could not defend itself against the Red Army conventionally. Two million Soviet soldiers stood in the middle of Europe. If the Americans ever wavered — and remember, this was a country that had abandoned its allies twice in living memory, in 1920 and, in London's fear, perhaps again — then Britain would stand alone again, as in 1940, except this time against an enemy with the bomb.
So Britain built it. The project was directed by Lord Portal, the wartime chief of the air staff; the scientific chief was William Penney, a quiet, brilliant mathematician who had been at Los Alamos and had measured the ruins of Nagasaki. The reactors went up at Windscale in Cumbria, on a stretch of rainy coastline that would later be renamed Sellafield after the events we will come to. The plutonium was bred there; the weapon was designed at a former RAF airfield called Aldermaston in Berkshire, which would become, as the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment, one of the most secret places in the country — and, in time, one of the most protested.
And on the third of October, 1952, in the Monte Bello Islands off the northwest coast of Australia, Britain's bomb went off. The device had been placed in the hold of a frigate, HMS Plym, anchored in the lagoon — partly to study what a nuclear weapon smuggled into a port would do to a port, a thought that was already haunting planners. The yield was twenty-five kilotons, bigger than Nagasaki. Plym simply vanished; nothing was left of her but a few fragments on the seabed and a stain of radioactivity on the water. Britain was the world's third nuclear power.
The telegram sent back to London contained a single codeword. In Downing Street, Winston Churchill — prime minister again by now — received the news with satisfaction. He had inherited the project from Attlee and embraced it completely; on this, as on so much of the Cold War, the two parties were in deeper agreement than they ever admitted in public.

There are two postscripts to this story, one terrible and one triumphant, and both belong here.
The terrible one is Windscale. In October 1957, one of the Windscale plutonium reactors caught fire. It burned for three days while workers — some of them heroes whose names deserve remembering — poured water and CO2 into a burning radioactive core, not knowing whether they were preventing a catastrophe or building a bomb. The fire released radioactive iodine across Cumbria and beyond; milk from hundreds of square miles of dairy farms was poured into the Irish Sea. The official inquiry was suppressed and its findings watered down, because the government's overriding fear was that the truth would poison the nuclear relationship with America just as it was finally being repaired. Windscale was the worst nuclear accident in British history and, for twenty years, the worst in the world. The files stayed closed for thirty years. The reactors' chimneys still stand, being dismantled even now, a job that will take decades more. The Cold War had a domestic fallout, literally, and Cumbria got it.
The triumphant postscript came the following year, 1958, and it vindicated everything Attlee's committee had gambled on. The McMahon Act — the law that had shut Britain out — was amended. Full nuclear cooperation between Britain and America resumed: warhead designs, materials, submarine technology, everything. And why? Partly Suez, partly Sputnik, partly the sheer diplomatic repair work of Harold Macmillan — but mostly this: Britain had built its own bomb, and its own hydrogen bomb was about to follow, tested over Christmas Island in the Pacific in 1957 and 1958, megaton flashes over empty ocean. The Americans had discovered, as the British always intended they should, that it was better to have the junior partner inside the tent. From 1958 until today, the nuclear special relationship — warheads, submarines, intelligence — has been the deepest, most continuous thread of the whole alliance. Britain bought its way into that room with the Monte Bello shot. Whatever one thinks of nuclear weapons, as an act of statecraft it was one of the most successful investments in British history.
And it nearly didn't work — because of a spy. Which brings us to the river beneath the story.
Chapter Five. The Wilderness of Mirrors
There is a version of the Cold War that is fought with armies and budgets and speeches, and then there is the real one — or so the spies would tell you — fought in safe houses and dead-letter drops, with microfilm and betrayal. Britain, for complicated historical reasons, was the great battlefield of that second war. And in the 1950s, it became painfully clear that Britain had been losing it for twenty years.
Start with Klaus Fuchs, because he is where the two stories — the bomb and the spies — collide.
Fuchs was a German communist, a refugee from Hitler, a physicist of the first rank. Britain took him in, employed him on Tube Alloys, naturalised him, and sent him to Los Alamos, where he worked at the very core of the plutonium bomb design. He was, by all accounts, a mild, quiet, courteous man. He was also, from 1941 onwards, a Soviet agent of priceless value. He gave Moscow the design of the plutonium bomb — essentially the blueprint of the Nagasaki weapon — and later, back in England at Harwell, details of the early hydrogen bomb work. The speed of the Soviet atomic test in 1949 owed much to Klaus Fuchs.
What finally caught him was not detective work in the ordinary sense. It was Venona — the ultra-secret Anglo-American project, run from Arlington Hall and shared with GCHQ, that had spent years patiently decrypting wartime Soviet intelligence traffic, message by message, codeword by codeword. Venona is one of the great untold triumphs of Western intelligence: a window, cracked open just slightly, into the KGB's wartime cables. It could never be revealed in court — the source was too precious — so Fuchs had to be made to confess by other means. In January 1950, after weeks of gentle pressure from an MI5 officer named William Skardon, Fuchs confessed. He was tried at the Old Bailey, the proceedings astonishingly swift, and sentenced to fourteen years — the maximum for espionage on behalf of a country not then, technically, an enemy. He served nine, was released, and went to East Germany, where he became head of the physics institute and died, unrepentant, in 1988.
The Fuchs case detonated in Washington like, well, a bomb. A British-employed, British-naturalised scientist had handed Stalin the atomic secret. Combined with the McMahon Act already in force, it confirmed every American suspicion about British security — suspicions that cost Britain years of nuclear cooperation. And Fuchs was only the beginning.

On the night of the twenty-fifth of May, 1951, two British diplomats walked out of their lives and vanished.
Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean were officers of the Foreign Office. Burgess was a brilliant, drunken, scandalous, charming wreck of a man, a Cambridge intellectual who had somehow survived years in the heart of the establishment despite doing everything — drinking, indiscretion, open contempt — that should have ended his career. Maclean was his opposite: tall, correct, a former head of the American department, a man so respectable he seemed upholstered. He had also, for years, been one of the KGB's most valuable agents in the world. From the British Embassy in Washington in the late forties, Maclean had told Moscow the innermost secrets of Western atomic and diplomatic policy. Venona had been closing in on him for months — he was codenamed Homer in the Soviet cables — and MI5 was weeks, perhaps days, from arresting him.
Someone warned him. Both men drove to Southampton, boarded a cross-channel ferry, and disappeared. They surfaced five years later at a press conference in Moscow, defiant and faintly ridiculous, declaring their faith in communism to a room of astonished journalists.
The disappearance of Burgess and Maclean was a national trauma of a peculiarly British kind. This was not like Fuchs, a foreigner who had betrayed an adopted country. These were the country's own: public school, Cambridge, the Foreign Office, the club, the accent. The question everyone asked was not only how they had done it, but how they had been allowed to — how two such men had been promoted, protected, and waved through every door by an establishment that vetted by dinner party. The answer was uncomfortable, and it was the real lesson of the affair: the British ruling class trusted itself absolutely, and the KGB had understood this long before MI5 did. Kim Philby — we will get to him — used to say that he was protected by "the genuine conspiracy of the English gentleman": the refusal to believe that one of us could be one of them.
And the rot went deeper still. Because the man who had almost certainly tipped off Maclean was the Third Man.
Harold Adrian Russell Philby — Kim, after Kipling's boy spy — was the most successful Soviet agent of the twentieth century, and one of the most destructive human beings ever to wear a British passport. Recruited by the NKVD in the 1930s, along with Burgess and Maclean and the art historian Anthony Blunt and the diplomat John Cairncross — the Cambridge Five, as they became known — Philby had joined the Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, during the war and risen like a rocket. By 1949 he was MI6's liaison in Washington, one of the most sensitive posts in Western intelligence, privy to CIA operations, Venona decryptions, joint plans. Everything he saw went to Moscow.
The wreckage is hard to overstate. Philby betrayed operations wholesale. Anti-communist émigré networks, parachuted into Albania and the Baltic states and Ukraine in the late forties and early fifties in brave, doomed attempts to roll back the Iron Curtain, were rolled up and shot — hundreds of men sent to their deaths, some of them on operations Philby had personally helped design. He later wrote about it with glacial calm. When Burgess and Maclean fled, suspicion fell on Philby — he had, insanely, been Burgess's landlord in Washington — and he was forced out of MI6. But here is where the English gentleman's conspiracy reasserted itself: no proof, no Venona in court, and so no prosecution. In 1955, the Foreign Secretary, Harold Macmillan — remember that name; this story will catch up with him — stood up in the House of Commons and publicly cleared Philby's name. Philby held a triumphant press conference in his mother's flat and denied everything, with total, contemptuous conviction. It was one of the great bluffs of the century.
It lasted eight more years. In January 1963, tipped off — by whom is still argued over; the file, even now, keeps its secrets — Philby slipped away from Beirut aboard a Soviet freighter and surfaced in Moscow. The Third Man had gone home.
The Philby affair poisoned the Anglo-American intelligence relationship for a generation, and it poisoned something inside Britain too. If Philby could be a traitor, who couldn't? MI6 spent the sixties tearing itself apart hunting for the Fourth Man, the Fifth Man, the mole at the top — a hunt that consumed careers and destroyed judgement. The head of MI5, Peter Wright, became convinced that his own Director General, Sir Roger Hollis, was a Soviet agent, and ran a secret investigation inside the service against its own chief. Nothing was ever proved; most historians now believe Hollis was innocent. But the fact that the suspicion could live for years at the very top of the security service tells you what Philby had done. He had planted a bomb in the British establishment's sense of itself, and it kept exploding for thirty years — in books, in accusations, in the obsessive, brilliant fiction of John le Carré, whose mole-hunting novel Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy is, at heart, a national psychoanalysis.

And yet — and this is the part the spy scandals obscure — the British secret war was not all defeat. Far from it.
Consider GCHQ. While the human spies were being unmasked, the listeners of Cheltenham were building, with their American partners, the largest intelligence machine in the free world. British listening posts — in Cyprus, in Hong Kong, in Germany hard against the border, at sea — vacuumed up the communications of the Warsaw Pact. The UKUSA arrangement meant that Washington's global take was London's take too: a small country plugged into a giant's nervous system. When the House of Commons debated defence, ministers spoke of "sources" and looked wise. The sources were often girls and boys with headphones in Portishead and Scarborough and Little Sai Wan.
Consider, too, the double-cross inheritance. In the Second World War, Britain had run the most successful deception apparatus in history — the Double Cross System, which turned every German agent in Britain and used them to lie to Berlin, culminating in the great D-Day deceptions. The people who built that machine — and its successor traditions in MI5 and MI6 — brought into the Cold War a culture of patient, devious, painstaking counter-intelligence that would eventually produce real victories. The recruitment of Oleg Penkovsky, the GRU colonel whose information in 1961 and 1962 told the West what Soviet missiles could and could not do — run jointly by MI6 and the CIA, serviced by a British businessman named Greville Wynne — may have been the single most valuable human intelligence operation of the Cold War. In the Cuban Missile Crisis, Penkovsky's reporting let Kennedy know the true state of Soviet nuclear strength: bluff and weakness, not superiority. Both Penkovsky and Wynne were arrested; Penkovsky was executed, Wynne exchanged. We will meet the British end of that story again.
And consider Berlin — the city that kept trying to sink. In 1954 and 1955, British and American intelligence dug a tunnel a third of a mile long, from the American sector into the East, and tapped the main Soviet military communications cables. The Berlin Tunnel fed the West a river of high-grade intelligence for eleven months. The catch, discovered decades later: the KGB knew about it from the start, because George Blake — the MI6 officer and Soviet agent we will meet shortly — had told them. They let it run anyway, rather than expose their source, feeding it a diet of genuine but non-critical traffic. Even the West's greatest triumphs had a Russian watermark. That was the Cold War intelligence game in a nutshell: a wilderness of mirrors, in le Carré's phrase, in which nothing, not even victory, was ever quite what it seemed.
The mirror war had its poets, and this matters more than it might seem. The Cold War was the first ideological conflict to be fought substantially in culture — in novels, films, radio broadcasts. And Britain punched enormously above its weight. The BBC's language services, and later the World Service, were among the most trusted voices behind the Iron Curtain; people in Prague and Warsaw and Moscow listened in secret, on crackly shortwave, at real personal risk. George Orwell, dying of tuberculosis on a Scottish island in 1948, wrote Nineteen Eighty-Four and gave the whole world the vocabulary of totalitarianism — Big Brother, doublethink, the memory hole. It was smuggled east and read there as documentary. And there was the Information Research Department — the IRD — a secret Foreign Office unit founded in 1948 to fight communist propaganda with anti-communist propaganda: feeding material to journalists, publishing books, subsidising magazines, fighting the battle of ideas by covert means. It was, depending on your view, either a necessary weapon in a war the other side was already fighting without scruple, or a democratic state secretly manipulating its own public. It was probably both. It lasted until 1977, when David Owen shut it down.
Chapter Six. The Old Man and the Bomb
Winston Churchill returned to power in October 1951, aged seventy-six, half-deaf, having suffered at least one serious stroke, and convinced of two things: that the hydrogen bomb had made the Cold War infinitely more dangerous, and that he personally was the man to end it.
The second conviction produced one of the strangest episodes of his long career. Churchill — the man of Fulton, the iron-curtain prophet — spent his last premiership pursuing a summit: a meeting with the Soviet leadership to talk the world back from the edge. He called it "a parley at the summit" — the word summit, meaning a meeting of superpower leaders, enters the language from Churchill in these years. He believed, with some justice, that he alone had the standing to do it; he had dealt with Stalin as an equal, and he understood, as he told his doctor, that with thermonuclear weapons the whole game had changed — the difference between the atomic bomb and the hydrogen bomb, he said, was the difference between a war and the end of history.
The Americans wanted none of it. Truman's administration, and then Eisenhower's after January 1953, thought a summit premature at best and appeasement at worst — and suspected, privately, that the old man was past it and chasing a Nobel Peace Prize. And then, on the fifth of March, 1953, Stalin died.
For a moment, everything was in flux. In Moscow, the succession struggle — Malenkov, Beria, Khrushchev circling one another — produced strange new sounds: talk of "peaceful coexistence," small gestures, an armistice in Korea that July. Churchill saw his moment and pressed for a four-power meeting. Eisenhower stalled. And in June 1953, Churchill suffered a massive stroke, concealed from the public with an efficiency that seems astonishing even by the standards of the time — the press was told the Prime Minister was "tired" — and the moment passed. Beria was arrested and shot. The East German workers rose in revolt that same June and were crushed by Soviet tanks while the West watched and did nothing — a lesson, learned in blood, about the limits of Western support for liberation behind the curtain, a lesson Budapest would learn again in 1956.
Churchill recovered, astonishingly, and governed for two more years. But the summit never happened. In April 1955 he resigned, and went to the House of Commons one last time as Prime Minister having failed at the thing he most wanted. History's verdict on the summit chase is mixed. But give the old man this: he had grasped, earlier than almost anyone in office on either side, that thermonuclear weapons had made the Cold War unwinnable in any traditional sense, and that the only way out was through negotiation from strength. Forty years later, that is exactly how it ended.
His legacy at home was the hydrogen bomb. Churchill's Cabinet took the decision in 1954 to build a British thermonuclear weapon, and the tests — Operation Grapple, over Christmas Island in the Pacific, beginning in May 1957 — made Britain the third thermonuclear power. The young servicemen who watched those tests from the decks of ships, in sunglasses, hands over eyes, seeing the bones of their own hands through the flash, are still with us; some of them spent the rest of their lives fighting the Ministry of Defence over the cancers and illnesses they believed followed. Their story is a quiet, unresolved footnote of the British thermonuclear age, and it deserves to be said aloud, which is why it is in this book.
Churchill's successor was the man who had waited longest for the job in modern history: Anthony Eden — handsome, brilliant, fragile, the great foreign-policy expert of his generation, Foreign Secretary three times over, the heir apparent for fifteen years. He finally got the crown in April 1955. Within twenty months it had destroyed him, and Britain's pretensions to independent world power had been destroyed with it.
The place where it happened was Egypt. The name of the catastrophe was Suez.

Chapter Seven. The Year the World Stood Still
Nineteen fifty-six is the hinge year of this book. Everything before it leads up; everything after it leads down. In the space of eight autumn weeks, the world watched two crises at once — one in the deserts of Egypt, one in the streets of Budapest — and both of them, in their different ways, told the truth about where power really lay.
The story begins with a ditch.
The Suez Canal was not just a waterway. It was the jugular of the British world-system: the route to India and the Gulf and the Far East, two-thirds of Europe's oil flowing through it, built with French money and Egyptian lives, owned by a company whose biggest shareholder was the British government, and guarded — until the British finally agreed to withdraw, in June 1956, under an agreement Eden himself had negotiated two years earlier — by eighty thousand British troops. It was, in the British imagination, less a canal than a birthright.
And in July 1956, the President of Egypt, Gamal Abdel Nasser, nationalised it.
Nasser was the new kind of Cold War leader, and the West never quite learned how to read him. He was an Egyptian nationalist — the first native Egyptian to rule Egypt in two and a half thousand years, as he liked to say — and his quarrel was with empire, not with capitalism. He wanted the Americans' money for his great project, the Aswan High Dam; when Washington, irritated by his arms deal with Czechoslovakia and his recognition of Communist China, abruptly withdrew the dam offer in July, Nasser struck back. In a speech in Alexandria, before a delirious crowd, he pronounced the codeword — the name of the canal's builder, de Lesseps — that sent his men into the canal company offices. The canal was Egypt's. The tolls would build the dam.
In London, Anthony Eden snapped. Here we must be fair to the man before we bury him. Eden's reading of Nasser was the reading of a generation: he had spent the 1930s watching democracies feed dictators one concession at a time, and he had resigned over it in 1938. Nasser, to him, was Mussolini on the Nile; the canal, another Rhineland. "We all know this is how fascist governments behave," he told his ministers, "and we all remember, only too well, what the cost can be in giving in to fascism." The memory of Munich — the supreme cautionary tale of his generation — was not analysis. It was reflex. And the reflex was shared, initially, by much of the country and most of the press.
What followed was a conspiracy, and it remains, seventy years on, faintly incredible. Britain and France could not simply invade Egypt — the United States, in an election year, under President Eisenhower, had forbidden it. So they conspired with Israel. The three parties met in secret at Sèvres, outside Paris, and agreed a script so cynical that the British government spent years denying the written protocol existed. Israel would invade the Sinai. Britain and France would then "intervene" — posing as peacemakers — issuing an ultimatum to both sides to withdraw from the canal zone, knowing Egypt would refuse, whereupon Anglo-French forces would seize the canal to "protect" it. Collusion, it was called. It was a lie told to Parliament, to the United Nations, to the American ally, and to the British people.
On the twenty-ninth of October, Israel invaded. On the thirty-first, British and French bombers began striking Egypt — the RAF flying from Cyprus. And on the fifth of November, in one of the strangest conjunctions in modern history, two armies moved at once: British paratroopers dropped onto Port Said, at the mouth of the Suez Canal — and Soviet tanks rolled into Budapest.

Budapest needs a paragraph of its own, because it was the other half of the lesson.
Hungary had risen. In late October 1956, inspired by the thaw in Poland, students and workers had poured into the streets demanding the end of the one-party state. The statue of Stalin in the centre of Budapest was pulled down and dragged through the streets by its boots. Imre Nagy, a reform communist, became prime minister and, as the revolution swelled, announced free elections and Hungary's withdrawal from the Warsaw Pact. For eleven days, Hungary was free. And then, in the small hours of the fourth of November, the Red Army came back. Two hundred thousand men, six thousand tanks. The Hungarian army and the workers of Budapest fought them with rifles and petrol bombs. Somewhere between two and three thousand Hungarians died. Nagy was tricked out of asylum, and later hanged.
And the West — Radio Free Europe had spent years encouraging the captive peoples to rise — watched, and did nothing. There was never any real question of doing anything: Hungary was inside the Soviet sphere, and everyone, including every Hungarian with a map, knew what war over Budapest would mean. But the timing made it worse. The Anglo-French invasion of Egypt gave Moscow a gift: it split the West at the precise moment of maximum Soviet shame, and it handed Soviet propaganda a moral equivalence to work with — you invade Egypt, we crush Hungary, who are you to preach? The two crises neutralised each other. It was one of the greatest own-goals in the history of Western policy, and it was scored by London and Paris.
Meanwhile, at Suez, the military operation was succeeding and everything else was collapsing.
The Americans — who had not been consulted and had been actively deceived — were enraged. Eisenhower, facing re-election in forty-eight hours, felt personally betrayed by Eden, a man he had known since the war. And Washington's weapon was not diplomatic. It was financial.
Remember the mortgage. Britain's reserves were draining as holders of sterling, reading the news, sold the pound. Britain needed support from the International Monetary Fund to defend the currency — and the IMF was, in effect, an American instrument. The word came out of Washington with brutal clarity: no ceasefire, no money. No withdrawal from Egypt, no oil, no credit, no rescue. Britain, the nation that had faced down Hitler alone, was brought to its knees in six days not by the Red Army but by a run on the pound and a phone call from its best friend.
On the sixth of November, Eden announced a ceasefire. The British and French withdrew; United Nations troops replaced them — the UN's first real peacekeeping force, an idea pushed hard by Canada's Lester Pearson. Nasser kept the canal. The blocking ships the Egyptians had sunk in it kept it closed for months anyway. Britain had gained nothing and lost almost everything: its prestige, its credit, its cover story, and its illusions.
Eden, his health broken — he had been ill for years, running on amphetamines and fevers — resigned in January 1957. He went to the Caribbean to recover and lived for twenty more years, insisting to the end that he had been right about Nasser and wronged by Washington. On the second point, at least, he was not entirely wrong. But the verdict of history landed on the first point: the analogy was false. Nasser was not Hitler. Egypt was not Germany. And Britain, whatever its past, was no longer a power that could act against the declared will of the United States. That was the real lesson of Suez, and every British government since has organised its foreign policy around it. The Suez crisis did not create Britain's dependence on America; it revealed it, to the British themselves, in a single unbearable fortnight.
And notice what the Soviets took away from the same fortnight. They had crushed Hungary at zero cost. The West had done nothing, and the West had been busy eating one of its own. The Iron Curtain, they concluded, could be made permanent — and one day, in Berlin, perhaps the border could be sealed completely. We will come to the wall they built with that conclusion.
Chapter Eight. The Cold War in the Colonies
Here is a part of Britain's Cold War that the standard histories often leave in a side room, and it should not be in a side room, because for millions of people it was the main event. While the great powers played their chess game over Europe, the Cold War was also fought in rubber plantations, in forest reserves, in port cities and oilfields across Britain's dying empire. Sometimes the Cold War drove the end of empire; sometimes the empire was the weapon of the Cold War; and sometimes — this is the murkiest part — the two became so tangled that no one, including the people on the ground, could tell which war they were fighting.
Begin in Malaya, because it was Britain's one clear counter-insurgency victory, and because the template matters.
In June 1948 — the same month the Berlin Blockade began; the Cold War was synchronised like that — communist guerrillas of the Malayan Communist Party launched an armed revolt against British rule. The Malayan Emergency, as it was euphemistically called — for insurance reasons, believe it or not, since London's rubber and tin companies could not claim for losses in a war — lasted twelve years. The guerrillas were drawn overwhelmingly from Malaya's ethnic Chinese minority, hardened veterans of the anti-Japanese resistance Britain itself had armed during the war, which added a certain irony. The stakes were not small: Malaya's rubber and tin were the biggest dollar-earners of the whole sterling area — in cold financial terms, more valuable to post-war Britain than most of the rest of the empire put together. Lose Malaya, the Treasury reckoned, and you might lose the pound.
The early British campaign was a failure — blunt, brutal, ineffective. The turning point came with a new approach, associated above all with General Sir Gerald Templer, who arrived in 1952 as both High Commissioner and military supremo, holding civil and military power in one pair of hands. Templer's method is remembered in two phrases. The first: "The answer lies not in pouring more troops into the jungle, but in the hearts and minds of the people." Hearts and minds — the phrase that launched a thousand counter-insurgency manuals — comes from Malaya. The second phrase is less charming: "New Villages." Half a million ethnic Chinese villagers were forcibly resettled into guarded, fenced settlements, cut off from the guerrillas they might feed and inform for — a harsh, massive social-engineering project that worked militarily and is argued about morally to this day. Independence was promised and delivered — Malaya became independent in 1957, with the war still on — which stripped the revolt of its central claim. The Emergency dribbled to an end in 1960. It became the textbook case, taught for decades, of how to beat a communist insurgency: isolate the guerrilla, protect the population, hold elections, leave. The Americans, tragically, read the textbook in Vietnam and discovered that the exam questions were different.
Kenya was uglier. The Mau Mau uprising of the 1950s — a revolt of the Kikuyu people against land theft and settler rule — was portrayed in London as the return of savagery; it was in fact a war of the dispossessed, and it was put down with a ferocity that Britain spent half a century trying not to remember: a state of emergency, mass detention, a system of camps through which most of the Kikuyu population passed, torture, castration, killings — and, at Hola Camp in 1959, eleven prisoners beaten to death by their guards, an atrocity that finally broke the official silence in the House of Commons. The Cold War frame — Mau Mau as communist-inspired — was largely false; Moscow had almost nothing to do with it. But the frame was useful, and it was used. Kenya became independent in 1963 under Jomo Kenyatta, the man the British had imprisoned as the movement's supposed mastermind. The full documentary record of the camp system — hidden for decades in a secret archive at Hanslope Park — only surfaced in the twenty-first century, when elderly Kenyan survivors sued the British government, and won an apology and compensation in 2013. The Cold War in the colonies left paperwork, and the paperwork eventually comes out. That is one of this book's recurring morals.
Cyprus, Aden, the Gulf, Singapore — the pattern repeats with variations. In Cyprus, Britain fought the EOKA insurgency through the fifties, not because Cyprus was communist but because it was a base — the listening posts and airfields from which Britain watched the Middle East and, not incidentally, flew the U-2 spy plane missions we'll come to. In Aden and the Gulf, the Cold War came dressed as Arab nationalism: Nasser's voice on the radio, and after him, in South Yemen, a genuine Marxist regime on the Arabian peninsula by 1967. In Singapore, Britain built its great east-of-Suez base. And through all of it ran the same calculation: what does the empire cost, what does it earn, and — the new question of the age — does holding it help or hurt in the contest with Moscow?
The answer, increasingly, was that it hurt. Colonial wars were expensive, and colonial repression was a propaganda gift. Every photograph of a British soldier kicking in a door in Nairobi or Nicosia was a leaflet for Radio Moscow. Harold Macmillan — Eden's successor, about whom much more shortly — commissioned a cost-benefit analysis of empire, the famous "profit and loss account," and its conclusion was unsentimental: the colonies cost more than they earned, and the Cold War was better fought with allies than with subjects. In February 1960, standing before the South African parliament in Cape Town, Macmillan announced: "The wind of change is blowing through this continent." Within four years, most of British Africa was independent.
Did the Cold War speed decolonisation or slow it? Both. Fear of communism made Britain fight for Malaya and Cyprus; fear of losing the propaganda war made it leave Ghana and Nigeria with flags and handshakes; pressure from Washington — anti-colonial in principle, alliance-minded in practice — pushed both ways, often in the same month. The empire did not end because of the Cold War; it ended because its time was up and its money was gone. But the Cold War chose the soundtrack, and often the timetable.
One more imperial story, because it is the strangest. In 1963, the new state of Indonesia, under the erratic President Sukarno, launched a guerrilla war against the new Federation of Malaysia — which Britain had stitched together partly as an anti-communist bulwark. Britain responded with a secret war — the Confrontation, fought in the jungles of Borneo by British, Gurkha, Australian and New Zealand forces — and won it, so quietly and so cheaply that almost nobody noticed. It is the least-known successful British campaign of the entire Cold War, and the soldiers who fought it came home to no medals and no headlines, because the government had decided, correctly, that the way to win was to keep it small and keep it boring. There is a lesson in there somewhere about the wars that go well.

Chapter Nine. Supermac and the Skybolt Crisis
Harold Macmillan, who replaced the broken Eden in January 1957, was the most theatrical prime minister of the century — a performance of Edwardian languor concealing a ruthless, clever, deeply read political mind. He had been wounded five times in the Great War and carried the limp and the memory all his life; he had been Churchill's man in North Africa; he affected the air of a duke's uncle who had wandered into politics between shoots. Beneath it, he saw his situation exactly. Britain, he understood, could no longer afford to be a first-class power — but it could still behave like one, and in international politics, behaving like one is most of the trick. His premiership, from 1957 to 1963, was a sustained act of strategic repair, and its central project was the restoration of the special relationship after Suez.
The instrument of the repair was, once again, nuclear.
Macmillan's first achievement was the McMahon Act amendment of 1958 — the restoration of full Anglo-American nuclear cooperation, which we met in Chapter Four. His second was basing: in 1958, sixty American Thor intermediate-range ballistic missiles were deployed on RAF bases in eastern England, under a "dual key" arrangement — American warheads, British rockets, both nations' consent required to fire. They made eastern England, for four years, one of the prime targets of the Soviet rocket forces, a fact of which the inhabitants of Norfolk and Yorkshire were dimly aware and about which they were not consulted. It was the first time foreign nuclear missiles had been stationed on British soil, and it set a precedent that would return, with far greater fury, in the 1980s, at a place called Greenham Common.
Macmillan's third nuclear project was the one that defined him, and it was called Blue Streak. Britain, having built the bomb, needed a way to deliver it, and the V-bombers — the beautiful, delta-winged Valiants, Victors and Vulcans that were the pride of the RAF — were going to become obsolete as Soviet air defences improved. Blue Streak was to be Britain's own ballistic missile, a home-built rocket that would guarantee the independent deterrent into the missile age. It consumed money by the hundred million. And in 1960, it was cancelled — too slow, too vulnerable, too liquid-fuelled, too expensive. In its place, the Americans offered a wonder-weapon still on the drawing board: Skybolt, an air-launched ballistic missile that the V-bombers could carry. Macmillan agreed. Britain's entire nuclear future was now bet on an American rocket that did not yet exist.
You can probably guess what happened. In December 1962, the Kennedy administration — whose Defence Secretary, Robert McNamara, had come to regard Skybolt as a technical turkey — cancelled it. And here is the delicious irony that historians savour: McNamara offered, quite reasonably, alternatives, and could not understand why London reacted as if the sky were falling. But for Macmillan, Skybolt was not a weapon; it was the entire architecture of British status. No Skybolt meant no independent deterrent in the 1970s. No deterrent meant no seat at the top table. The British press, fed by the government, howled betrayal. Suez, it was said, was happening again — this time by memorandum.
The rescue came at a summit in Nassau, in the Bahamas, days before Christmas 1962. Macmillan deployed on Kennedy every weapon in the armoury — personal friendship, wartime comradeship, family connection (his wife's niece had married Kennedy's late brother-in-law; the families were entangled), and a carefully calibrated performance of wounded dignity. Kennedy, who had not fully realised what Skybolt meant politically, found himself offering what his own State Department regarded as alarmingly generous: Polaris. America's submarine-launched ballistic missile — the real thing, the backbone of the American deterrent itself — sold to Britain, with British warheads, in British-built submarines, assigned to NATO but available, in the agreement's famous escape clause, when "supreme national interests are at stake."
The Nassau Agreement of December 1962 fixed the shape of British nuclear policy for the rest of the century and beyond. The submarines — the Resolution class — were built in Barrow-in-Furness; the missiles came from America; the warheads were British; and from 1969 until today, without a single day's interruption, a British ballistic-missile submarine has been on patrol somewhere in the ocean, letters of last resort from the Prime Minister in the captain's safe, the whole arrangement known as the Continuous At-Sea Deterrent. Whatever you think of nuclear weapons — and this book takes no side — as a piece of statecraft, Nassau was Macmillan's masterpiece. From the wreckage of Blue Streak and the betrayal of Skybolt, he emerged with the most survivable, most credible deterrent Britain could possibly have had, at a price the Treasury could almost afford. "Supermac," the cartoonists called him, and for once the nickname was earned.

Two other events of the Macmillan years belong in this chapter, because they bracket the age.
The first is the test ban. Macmillan had wanted, for years, a treaty banning nuclear tests — partly for principle, partly for prestige, partly because he understood, better than most of his contemporaries, the thermonuclear arithmetic. He worked at it through summit after summit, through the U-2 crisis of May 1960 — when the Soviets shot down an American spy plane, piloted by Gary Powers, that had taken off from Pakistan and was meant to land in Norway; the wreckage of the Paris summit collapsed with the aircraft, and Macmillan, who had staked everything on it, was privately shattered — through Berlin crises and the brinksmanship of October 1962. And in August 1963, it came: the Partial Test Ban Treaty, signed in Moscow by the United States, the Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom, banning nuclear tests in the atmosphere, in space, and under water. It was the first arms control treaty of the nuclear age. Britain was a co-author and a co-sponsor, and Macmillan regarded it as the crown of his career. Note the triangle: three signatories. In the architecture of arms control, as in so much else, Britain had contrived to be the third chair at a table for two superpowers. That chair is, in a sense, the whole story of this book.
The second event is the Cuban Missile Crisis itself, and Britain's role in it, because it is at once smaller and stranger than myth suggests. For thirteen days in October 1962, the world stood closer to nuclear war than at any time before or since. Britain's contribution was real but marginal: intelligence — Penkovsky's, above all, the product of the Anglo-American operation we met in Chapter Five; the quiet readiness of the RAF's V-bomber force, brought discreetly to alert; and Macmillan's steady private advice to Kennedy, delivered on the telephone in the small hours, urging firmness without provocation. There is a famous photograph of the Cabinet room in those days, and a famous absence: Britain was informed, closely, but not consulted as an equal. The crisis was a superpower duel. Britain's role was to hold the American's coat and steady his arm — and to know, with the intimacy of the UKUSA intelligence machine, exactly how close the edge was. Later it emerged how close: Soviet submarines off Cuba carried nuclear torpedoes; on one of them, with depth charges bursting around it, the captain ordered the torpedo readied, and only the flotilla commander, Vasili Arkhipov, talked him down. One man's veto. That is how close. The RAF crews at their dispersal pans in Lincolnshire that October never knew.
Macmillan's premiership ended, in October 1963, in a fog of illness and scandal. The illness was a prostate operation he mistakenly believed was fatal. The scandal was Profumo.
John Profumo was the Secretary of State for War — a rising, respectable, married minister. Christine Keeler was a nineteen-year-old model. Their affair, in 1961, would have been a private matter but for one detail: at the same time, at the same house parties at Cliveden, Keeler was also involved with Yevgeny Ivanov, the Soviet naval attaché in London — who was, as MI5 knew, an intelligence officer. Sex and the KGB in the same bed: the security services' nightmare, the tabloids' dream. There was, in truth, probably no espionage — Ivanov was recalled to Moscow, and the security damage was nil. But Profumo, asked in the House of Commons, lied. He lied with total conviction, in a personal statement, to the Mother of Parliaments, and for three months the lie held. When it collapsed, in June 1963, it took him down, and it mortally wounded the government. The image that survives — the establishment minister, the call girl, the Russian spy — fixed itself in the world's imagination as the portrait of a decadent, decaying Britain, governed by liars and infiltrated by Moscow. It was grotesquely unfair as a general proposition. It was also, in the year of Philby's defection, entirely believable. That was the damage.
Macmillan resigned that autumn. His last act of political management — the conjuring of the fourteenth Earl of Home into Downing Street, a hereditary peer who renounced his title to become Sir Alec Douglas-Home — confirmed the sense of an era ending in farce. In October 1964, after thirteen years of Conservative rule, Labour returned to power under Harold Wilson.
And the Sixties — the real, ragged, spy-haunted, economically desperate British Sixties — began in earnest.

Chapter Ten. The Sixties — Spy Fever and Sterling
Harold Wilson arrived in Downing Street in October 1964 promising the "white heat of technology" — a Britain modernised, meritocratic, classless, shaking off the dust of the grouse moor. It was a brilliant election phrase. The problem was that Britain's real burning issue in 1964 was not technology. It was money. It was always money.
The Wilson years, 1964 to 1970, are a study in how the Cold War looked from a country whose creditors kept calling. The pattern was set within weeks. Labour inherited a balance-of-payments crisis — an eight-hundred-million-pound deficit — and spent three years refusing to devalue the pound, because the pound, like the bomb, was a symbol of standing. The defence reviews came one after another, each one cutting: the TSR-2 strike aircraft, a world-beating British design, cancelled in 1965 at a cost of hundreds of millions spent and thousands of jobs — a wound the aircraft industry never forgot; the aircraft carriers, cancelled in 1966; and finally, in January 1968, the announcement that marked the true end of an era: Britain would withdraw from all its bases east of Suez — Singapore, Malaysia, the Gulf, Aden — by 1971. Three hundred years of global military presence, wound up in a single defence white paper. The Royal Navy that had policed the oceans would become, henceforth, a North Atlantic navy. The logic was Cold War logic, in its way: if Britain's fight was the central front in Europe and the nuclear deterrent, then everything else was luxury. But nobody who watched the last troops leave Singapore, or the chaotic, bloody scuttle out of Aden in November 1967 — Britain's last colonial war, fought against a Marxist front that took South Yemen into Moscow's orbit — mistook it for anything but retreat.
And through it all, the pound. In November 1967, the government finally devalued, from two dollars eighty to two dollars forty. Wilson went on television and uttered the most mocked sentence of his career: "It does not mean that the pound here in Britain, in your pocket or purse or in your bank, has been devalued." The pound in your pocket. Everyone knew it was nonsense; the phrase stuck to him forever. Britain's finances were now so weak that, in a detail the official histories make vivid, the Americans were effectively underwriting sterling — and the price, never quite stated, never quite denied, was political. When President Johnson pressed Wilson for even a token British force in Vietnam — a brigade, a battalion, a bagpipe band, the joke went — Wilson refused. It was the most consequential refusal of his premiership, and one of the bravest things a post-war British government did: the first time since the war that Britain flatly declined to join an American war. Washington was icily furious. Australia sent troops; Britain sent a police training team and words. The special relationship survived, as it always did — but everyone noticed that the junior partner had just discovered the word no. It would not be the last time, but the next refusal would come from the other side.

Underneath the Wilson government ran the strangest current of the whole Cold War: spy fever.
The Philby defection of 1963 had opened the wound, and through the sixties it never closed. The roll of revelations reads like fiction. In 1961, George Blake — an MI6 officer who had been a Soviet agent for a decade, betraying, by MI6's own estimate, hundreds of agents behind the Iron Curtain — was sentenced to forty-two years in prison, the longest sentence in modern British legal history. In 1966, he escaped from Wormwood Scrubs — over the wall with a rope ladder made of knitting needles and twine, smuggled out of the country in a camper van, and into Moscow, where he lived until 2020. The escape was so improbable that many suspected inside help; the truth, it turned out, was ordinary criminals and idealistic amateurs, which was somehow worse. In 1962, John Vassall, an admiralty clerk, was unmasked as a Soviet agent — blackmailed over photographs taken during his posting to Moscow. In 1961, the Portland spy ring — Harry Houghton, Ethel Gee, and the KGB illegals Konon Molody, posing as a Canadian businessman named Gordon Lonsdale, and the Krogers, posing as harmless New Zealand antiquarian booksellers in Ruislip — was rolled up after a tip from a Polish defector. They had been stealing the secrets of Britain's nuclear submarines and underwater detection systems from the naval base at Portland. The Krogers' bungalow, when it was searched, yielded one-time pads, microdots, and radio equipment hidden in a cigarette lighter and a talcum powder tin. Ruislip. The sheer suburban banality of it — the KGB running its British network from a bungalow between the launderette and the bus stop — did something profound to the British imagination. The enemy was not at the gate. The enemy was in the semi-detached next door, asking about your allotment.
And then there were the defectors coming the other way, who told Britain things it did not entirely want to hear. Anatoliy Golitsyn, a KGB major who defected in 1961, brought warnings of Soviet penetration so sweeping — and accusations so wild — that he half-maddened every service that debriefed him. And in September 1985 — we will get there — Oleg Gordievsky would bring the truth, and vindicate some of the fever. But in the sixties, the fever raged untreated. MI5 investigated its own Director General. Officers privately suspected — there is no other word for it — their own Prime Minister. The rumours about Harold Wilson and the KGB have been examined by every serious historian who has touched them and found to be essentially baseless; but the fact that serving intelligence officers could entertain them, could plot — in the case of the clockwork, reactionary fantasist Peter Wright and a handful of others — against an elected government, tells you where the spy scandals had led. The English gentleman's conspiracy had been replaced by an English gentleman's paranoia. Neither was a good operating system for a democracy.
The cultural fallout was more productive. Out of the wreckage of Philby and Blake came the greatest spy fiction ever written. John le Carré — himself a former MI5 and MI6 man, whose real name was David Cornwell, and whose career in the service was ended by Philby's betrayal, which blew his agents — published The Spy Who Came in from the Cold in 1963, and reinvented the genre. Against Ian Fleming's James Bond — all martinis and gadgets, a fantasy of the power Britain wished it still had — le Carré set George Smiley: grey, cuckolded, brilliant, bureaucratic, a spy as civil servant, fighting a war of files and interrogations in which both sides, as the novels kept insisting, were morally fungible. "What do you think spies are?" asks Alec Leamas, the burnt-out hero of that novel. "They are a squalid procession of vain fools, traitors too, yes; pansies, sadists and drunkards, people who play cowboys and Indians to brighten their rotten lives." Britain could no longer write Bond with a straight face. It wrote Smiley instead. That, too, was a verdict on the times.
One August night in 1968, the verdict came due in Europe. The Prague Spring — Alexander Dubček's attempt to build "socialism with a human face" in Czechoslovakia — had flowered all summer, and the whole of the West had watched it with hope and dread. On the night of the twentieth of August, the armies of five Warsaw Pact countries invaded. Half a million troops. The experiment was crushed in a week. In London, as everywhere in the West, there was outrage, protest, and — the old, familiar, bitter arithmetic — no thought of intervention. Czechoslovakia, like Hungary, like East Germany, was east of the line, and the line was nuclear. What the invasion did change was minds. Across Western Europe, a generation of left-wing intellectuals who had kept some sympathy for Moscow finally let go of it. In Britain, the Communist Party of Great Britain — which had condemned the invasion — began its long decline into irrelevance and, eventually, dissolution. The Cold War would go on for twenty more years, but after Prague, fewer and fewer people in the West believed the Soviet project had a soul left to save.
Chapter Eleven. The Seventies — Détente and the Brink of the Abyss
The nineteen-seventies in Britain have an official soundtrack in the national memory: strikes, blackouts, glam rock, and failure. The decade of the three-day week, of rubbish piled in Leicester Square, of the IMF, of a country that seemed to be breaking down. All true. But seen from the Cold War angle — and that is our angle — the seventies were also the decade of détente, the great relaxation, and Britain's role in it was quiet, complicated, and more honourable than the decade's reputation suggests.
Détente had a logic imposed by the arithmetic of terror. By 1969 the Soviet Union had reached rough nuclear parity with the United States. Both sides now had enough warheads to destroy each other many times over, and both knew it — the acronym was MAD, mutually assured destruction, and it was intended to be exactly what it sounded like. If war was unwinnable, then the competition had to be managed, and management meant treaties. The superpowers duly produced them: the Salt One agreement of 1972, limiting missile numbers; the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, the intellectual jewel of the whole edifice, which said, in effect, that each side would leave itself defenceless so that neither would dare shoot first. Arms control is the strangest intellectual construction of the modern age — the systematic, lawyerly, treaty-bound management of the end of the world — and Britain was in it up to the elbows: the test ban of 1963, the Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968, of which Britain was a co-depositary with the two superpowers, the endless expert negotiations in Geneva where British diplomats were prized as draftsmen and fixers. The third chair again. Always the third chair.
The British contribution to détente, though, was not only drafting. It was also experience — the memory of how the Cold War had actually been lived. When Willy Brandt, the West German chancellor, launched Ostpolitik — the opening to the East, treaties with Moscow and Warsaw, recognition of the German Democratic Republic — it was controversial everywhere, and in Britain it was watched with a wary respect. London had its own version, smaller but real: trade agreements, cultural exchanges, a cautious thaw. And in 1975 came the summit of the whole process, the Helsinki Final Act — thirty-five nations, including the United States, the Soviet Union, and every European country except Albania, signing a declaration that confirmed Europe's post-war borders as inviolable and, in Basket Three, committed all signatories to human rights, to the free movement of people and ideas.
At the time, Helsinki was widely dismissed in the West as a sell-out — borders recognised, the Iron Curtain legitimised, and the human rights clauses so much paper. The Soviets thought so too; they wanted the borders and assumed the rights were decoration. They were wrong, and it was one of the great miscalculations of the Cold War. The Helsinki clauses gave the dissidents of Eastern Europe a standard to appeal to — a document their own governments had signed. The Helsinki monitoring groups that sprang up in Moscow, in Prague, in Warsaw — Charter 77, the Moscow Helsinki Group — became the thin end of the wedge that, within fifteen years, split the whole communist structure. Václav Havel went to prison citing Helsinki; Solidarity cited it; Sakharov cited it. The British diplomats who had laboured over the drafting of Basket Three — fighting for every comma on family reunification and journalistic access — had built, without quite knowing it, one of the instruments of the Cold War's end. Sometimes the pen really was mightier, though the missile, admittedly, kept the pen's office open.

But détente at the summit level coexisted, in Britain, with a domestic cold war that was turning vicious — and this is the part of the seventies that fits least comfortably into patriotic memory, so let us look at it squarely.
The Wilson governments of the seventies — Wilson back in power from 1974 to 1976, then James Callaghan to 1979 — governed a country in visible decline. Inflation hit twenty-five percent. The pound slid. In 1976, Britain became the first major Western country since the war to go, cap in hand, to the International Monetary Fund for a bailout — Callaghan's humiliating, necessary loan, with its public-spending cuts dictated from Washington, Suez rendered as an economics lesson. A cold war requires a functioning economy, and Britain's was failing. The Americans, allies though they were, noted it coldly; there is a chilling little episode from 1974 in which American officials, reviewing contingency plans, asked themselves at what point Britain's economic collapse might require the United States to reconsider its intelligence-sharing. The relationship held. But the question had been asked.
At home, the security state expanded in ways that would have horrified the Attlee government. MI5, swollen by the spy fever, devoted enormous resources to watching the domestic left: trade unionists, CND members, Labour MPs, the Communist Party's declining membership, journalists, academics — files upon files, phone taps, mail intercepts, agents in the universities and the unions. Some of it was defensible: the KGB and its East European allies really did run operations in Britain, really did cultivate contacts, really did fund front organisations — the Czech intelligence officer Josef Frolík, who defected in 1969, and the KGB archivist Vasili Mitrokhin, whose notes emerged in the nineties, both documented real penetration, real agents of influence, real money changing hands. But the net caught far more than spies. The line between counter-subversion and political policing blurred, and for many on the British left, the lesson of the seventies was that the security services regarded them, not the KGB, as the enemy. That grievance — fanned by Peter Wright's mendacious, lucrative memoir Spycatcher in the eighties, which the Thatcher government tried, ludicrously, to ban, thereby guaranteeing it the bestseller lists — poisoned trust in the secret state for a generation, and the residue has never entirely washed out.
And then there was Northern Ireland, where the Cold War's local logic — insurgency, counter-insurgency, intelligence war, propaganda war — played out for thirty years on British soil, with British troops in British streets, and with the Soviet Union watching, needling, and occasionally funding. The Troubles were not a Cold War conflict, and this book will not pretend otherwise; their roots were centuries deep. But the techniques were the techniques of the era: infiltration, informers, black propaganda, interrogation in depth. If you want to see what Britain's Cold War methods looked like when brought home, look at Belfast. It is not a comfortable mirror.
The decade ended with the two events that would close it and open the next. In December 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan — the end of détente, though no one used the word's past tense quite yet. And seven months earlier, in May 1979, Britain had elected Margaret Thatcher.
The détente decade was over. The Iron Lady was in Downing Street. And the Cold War was about to get colder than it had been in twenty years.

Chapter Twelve. The Second Cold War
Historians call the period from 1979 to about 1985 the Second Cold War, and it is not a metaphor. By 1983, the world was as close to nuclear war as it had been since Cuba, and much of the British public knew it and was in the streets about it. It is the period when Britain — broke, strike-torn, supposedly finished — suddenly mattered again at the centre of the superpower contest. And the reason, above all, was the woman who gave her name to the age.
Margaret Thatcher's relationship with the Cold War was not a policy; it was a creed. She had hated communism since before it was fashionable to hate it, and she said so with a clarity that scandalised the Foreign Office and electrified the Soviet leadership. In January 1976, as Leader of the Opposition, she had given a speech warning that the Russians were "bent on world dominance," that they put guns before butter while "we put just about everything before guns." The Soviet Army newspaper Red Star responded with an insult that backfired spectacularly: it called her the Iron Lady. She adopted it instantly. By the time she won the 1979 election, Moscow knew exactly who she was, and the feeling was mutual.
Her first years coincided with a hardening everywhere. In America, Ronald Reagan — elected in November 1980 — arrived determined to roll back what he called the "evil empire," a phrase he would actually use, in 1983, to the horror of diplomatic opinion and the delight of the dissidents behind the curtain, who heard it on the BBC and Radio Liberty and could not believe an American president had finally said it. In Moscow, an aged, paranoid leadership — Brezhnev dying, then Andropov, the former KGB chief, himself dying — read the Western rhetoric through the lens of their own fears. And in Europe, the issue that would dominate the decade was being decided: the Euromissiles.
The Euromissile crisis needs a paragraph of explanation, because it was the engine of everything that followed. In 1977, the Soviet Union began deploying a new intermediate-range missile, the SS-20 — mobile, accurate, carrying three warheads, aimed at the cities of Western Europe. It could not reach America, and that was the point: it decoupled Europe from the American deterrent. Why, the strategists asked, would an American president risk Chicago to save Coventry? NATO's answer, agreed in December 1979, was the "dual track" decision: negotiate the missiles away if possible — and if not, deploy NATO's own intermediate missiles in Europe: American cruise missiles and Pershing Twos, based in five countries.
Britain's share of that decision was a hundred and sixty ground-launched cruise missiles, and the main base was RAF Greenham Common in Berkshire.
The decision to accept them had actually been taken by the Callaghan Labour government — one of history's ironies, given what followed — but it fell to Thatcher's government to implement it, and to her Defence Secretary, Michael Heseltine, to sell it. They sold it into a firestorm. Because Britain in the early eighties experienced the greatest wave of nuclear protest in its history, and Greenham Common became its symbol and its battleground.

The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament — CND — was not new. It had been founded in 1958, in the wake of the H-bomb tests, and its great marches from the Aldermaston weapons factory to London in the late fifties and early sixties had been a defining spectacle of that era: tens of thousands walking through the Berkshire lanes in the Easter rain, behind banners and jazz bands, Bertrand Russell — the greatest philosopher of the age, imprisoned for his part in the sit-downs, at the age of eighty-nine — giving it an intellectual gravity that rattled the government. But by the seventies CND had dwindled to a remnant. The Euromissiles resurrected it. By 1983, its membership had multiplied tenfold and beyond; its demonstrations filled central London; the debate over unilateral disarmament — should Britain give up its own nuclear weapons regardless of what others did? — split the Labour Party down its ancient fault line and became, arguably, the decisive issue of the 1983 general election.
And then there were the women of Greenham Common.
In September 1981, a small group of women — "Women for Life on Earth" — walked from Cardiff to Greenham Common to protest the cruise missiles, and when nobody listened, they stayed. They chained themselves to the fence. They were evicted; they came back. In December 1982, thirty thousand women joined hands around the base — "Embrace the Base." They danced on the missile silos at dawn. They cut the fences, again and again, in the face of soldiers, police, bailiffs, and the courts. They were mocked, patronised, arrested by the thousand, and smeared — including, shamefully, by elements of the security services and the press — as KGB dupes. They were nothing of the kind, and the smears said more about the smearers. The Greenham Women's Peace Camp lasted, in one form or another, for nineteen years — long after the missiles it opposed had come, and gone. Whatever one thinks of the politics, it was one of the most remarkable sustained acts of civil disobedience in British history, and it was a genuinely new thing: a mass, feminist, leaderless confrontation with the nuclear state, fought with weaving and song and bolt-cutters on a Berkshire common.
The government, for its part, fought the protest war with everything it had: an advertising campaign, ministerial tours, secret propaganda units — the old IRD techniques, revived — and, it later emerged, MI5 surveillance of CND's leadership, one of whose officers, Cathy Massiter, resigned and blew the whistle on national television in 1985. The secret state was watching the peace movement, in other words, at exactly the moment when, in deepest secrecy, the real drama of the Cold War's endgame was beginning — in the KGB's own London station.

Because here is the extraordinary thing. While the missiles were being argued over in public, the intelligence war was being won in private — and the decisive agent of the entire late Cold War was a KGB colonel working for Britain.
Oleg Gordievsky was the KGB's man in London — eventually, the head of its London residency — and since 1974, he had been working for MI6. His motives were ideological: he had been disillusioned by the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, and he had concluded that the system he served was a lie. For eleven years, in Copenhagen and then in London, he gave the West something it had never had: a senior KGB officer explaining, from the inside, how the Soviet leadership actually thought. And what he reported, in 1983, was terrifying.
The Soviet leadership, Gordievsky revealed, genuinely believed the West might be preparing a nuclear first strike. Andropov, the KGB chief turned General Secretary, had ordered a global intelligence operation — Operation Ryan — to watch for the signs: lights burning late in Western ministries, blood bank stockpiles, the movement of officials' families. It sounds paranoid. It was paranoid. But the paranoia was armed with forty thousand warheads. And in November 1983, NATO ran a command-post exercise called Able Archer eighty-three — a rehearsal of nuclear war so realistic, involving such realistic procedures, that Moscow read it as possible cover for the real thing. For several days, Soviet nuclear forces went to a heightened alert. The West had no idea. When Gordievsky's reporting reached Washington and London — and it did reach them, fast, because MI6 understood exactly what it had — the effect was profound. Reagan, by his own later account, was shaken: the Soviets had really believed it. The NATO exercise that nearly ended the world became one of the forces pushing the American president toward negotiation.
Gordievsky's other contribution was subtler and, in the long run, just as important. In 1984, a Soviet politician named Mikhail Gorbachev was due to visit Britain. He was the coming man — everyone could see it — and the visit would be Thatcher's first look at him. Gordievsky briefed both sides. He told MI6 what Gorbachev wanted to discuss and how to handle him; and, being the KGB's man preparing the visit, he told the Soviet side what Thatcher would raise. He was, in effect, scripting both ends of the most consequential diplomatic encounter of the decade. When Gorbachev came to Chequers in December 1984, the chemistry was real and immediate. Thatcher emerged and said the sentence that went around the world: "I like Mr Gorbachev. We can do business together."
Think about that sentence. It was December 1984 — the cold of the Second Cold War, missiles deployed at Greenham, Andropov barely buried, Reagan in full rhetorical cry. And the most anti-communist leader in the Western world had just told the planet that the next Soviet leader was a man she could work with. The Americans noticed — and were slightly alarmed. The Soviets noticed — and drew their own conclusion about Gorbachev's standing. The dissidents noticed. Three months later, Chernenko was dead, and Gorbachev was General Secretary.
And in the summer of 1985, Gordievsky's world collapsed. Recalled to Moscow — betrayed, almost certainly, by the CIA's own mole, Aldrich Ames, though Ames was never charged with it — he was drugged and interrogated and realised he was blown. What followed reads like fiction but is documented fact: MI6 activated an escape plan, codenamed Pimlico, that had been prepared for years. Under the noses of the KGB, in a forest lay-by near the Finnish border, Gordievsky was bundled into the boot of a diplomatic car and smuggled out of the Soviet Union — the only Soviet intelligence officer ever to be exfiltrated from the USSR by the West during the Cold War. There is a famous detail: as the cars passed through the border checkpoint, the Alsatian dogs came sniffing, and an MI6 officer's wife — in the back of the car with her baby — changed the child's nappy on the boot lid, directly over the hidden man, and dropped cheese and onion crisps for the dogs. The dogs lost interest. The car rolled on into Finland. The Cold War was won, in part, with a nappy and a packet of crisps. You could not put it in a novel.
Gordievsky's wife and daughters were left behind; it took six years of diplomatic pressure, and the intervention of Thatcher and Bush personally, to get them out. He lives in England still, under guard; Moscow has never forgiven him, and after the Salisbury poisoning of 2018, his caution was shown to be entirely rational. But that is another Cold War — the one that came after. We are not done with the first.

Chapter Thirteen. The Endgame
The last six years of the Cold War moved at a speed that still takes the breath away. In March 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, the fourth leader in twenty-eight months — the Kremlin had begun to resemble a geriatric ward with missiles — and within six years, the Soviet Union itself would cease to exist. Nobody predicted it. Not the CIA, not MI6, not the Kremlin, not the dissidents, and not, though she would later permit the implication, Margaret Thatcher. The end of the Cold War was the most unpredicted great event of the twentieth century, and Britain's part in it was real, if not the part the national mythology prefers.
Gorbachev came intending to save Soviet communism, not to bury it. Glasnost — openness — and perestroika — restructuring — were meant to reform the system, to make it work. But openness, once granted to peoples who had been lied to for seventy years, proved uncontrollable: it let out Chernobyl, it let out the truth about Stalin, it let out nationalism, and it let out the question that could not be answered: if we are telling the truth now, why do we need the party that did the lying? Gorbachev never found an answer. By the time he understood the question, it was too late.
The superpower diplomacy of those years — Geneva 1985, Reykjavik 1986, Washington 1987, Moscow 1988 — was, for once, exactly what it appeared to be: two leaders, Reagan and Gorbachev, groping toward the end of the nuclear age. At Reykjavik, in October 1986, in a little white house by the sea, they came within an afternoon of agreeing to abolish all nuclear weapons — all of them — before the deal foundered on Reagan's refusal to abandon his Strategic Defense Initiative, the Star Wars missile shield. The world learned of it with a shudder and a thrill. Thatcher's reaction was pure Downing Street: she was horrified. The British nuclear deterrent, and NATO's whole strategy, rested on nuclear weapons; a president who would trade them away over a weekend needed a firm talking-to, and she flew to Washington and gave him one. It is one of the enduring paradoxes of her career: the Iron Lady, the great cold warrior, applying the brakes to the fastest disarmament proposal in history — and, on the logic of deterrence as she understood it, right to do so. Reykjavik failed, but it changed the weather. A year later, in December 1987, Reagan and Gorbachev signed the I N F Treaty, abolishing an entire class of nuclear weapons — the intermediate-range missiles. The SS-20s would be scrapped. The Pershings would be scrapped. And the cruise missiles at Greenham Common, the cause of a decade of protest, would be scrapped too.
The women of Greenham, it must be recorded, did not claim the victory — the treaty was signed over their heads, by men, for reasons of superpower arithmetic — but they were entitled to. The missiles came because of politics; they went because of politics; and the women on the fence were part of the politics. In 1991 the last cruise missile left Greenham. The camp stayed. The fence was eventually taken down, and the common was given back to the people of Berkshire, which is where it had started.

Thatcher's role in the endgame deserves a cool look, because it has been both exaggerated and underrated. The exaggeration is the claim that she and Reagan won the Cold War by strength alone — that the arms build-up of the early eighties broke the Soviet economy and forced surrender. There is something in it: the Soviet system really was rotting, really could not match Western technology, and Reagan's spending, and Star Wars in particular, genuinely alarmed the Soviet leadership. But the central decision — to let go, to not send the tanks in 1989 as they had been sent in 1953 and 1956 and 1968 — was Gorbachev's, and it was a moral choice, not an economic necessity. Other men, offered the same ledger, would have chosen the tanks. The underrating is the converse: the notion that Britain was a mere spectator of the endgame. It was not. Thatcher's early embrace of Gorbachev — informed by Gordievsky's intelligence, remember — gave him Western credibility when he desperately needed it. She carried messages between Washington and Moscow. And when the end came, Britain was at the table for the great settlement, as we will see.
There was also, in November 1988, a moment that deserves its place in the annals of pure British Cold War oddity. Thatcher, the tribune of the free market, had spent the decade fighting the Soviet system; yet when she visited Moscow and walked in Red Square with Gorbachev, the crowds surged toward her, and the Soviet press covered her like a tsarina. The Iron Lady was, in the strange final years, almost popular in Russia — precisely because she was what she was: definite, unsubtle, strong. The Russian word for it is a compliment. History is not without a sense of humour.

Then came 1989. The year of miracles.
It is worth saying plainly what 1989 felt like from Britain, because feeling is the part the timelines leave out. All through that year, the television showed the impossible becoming routine. In June, Solidarity — the Polish trade union that had been banned, its leaders jailed, its chaplain murdered by the secret police — won the first free elections in the Eastern bloc in forty years, every contested seat, a landslide. In the summer, Hungary cut the barbed wire on the Austrian border, and East Germans began driving their Trabants west through the gap, abandoning them in fields like shed skins. In October, the protests in Leipzig grew from hundreds to hundreds of thousands, and the order to shoot was never given — because Moscow had said, in advance, that there would be no tanks. The Sinatra doctrine, Gorbachev's spokesman joked: the satellites could do it their way. After forty years of Ulbricht and Brezhnev doctrines, the punchline was liberation.
And on the ninth of November, 1989, the Berlin Wall fell.
By mistake, essentially — a flustered East German official, Günter Schabowski, told a press conference that new travel rules applied "immediately," when the plan had been a managed process; the television carried it; the crowds gathered at the checkpoints; and the guards, facing thousands of their own people and no orders, opened the gates. Berliners danced on the Wall with champagne and hammers. The city that had been the hostage of the Cold War — the divided island this book began in, the city Bevin fed by air, the city where the tunnels were dug and the spies were swapped on the Glienicke Bridge — became, in one night, the symbol of its end. Britain watched it like everyone else: in wonder, and in the peculiar English mode of joy laced with worry.
The worry had a name: Germany.
Because if the Wall was down, then German reunification was coming, and reunification meant a single German state of eighty million people, the largest economy in Europe, at the centre of the continent — the question that two world wars had been fought over. And here, in the last act of the Cold War, Britain's role curdled. Thatcher opposed reunification — privately, vehemently, and for longer than was diplomatically defensible. She raised it with Gorbachev; she raised it with Mitterrand; her ministers and advisers muttered about the German character in terms that, when the record emerged, caused a diplomatic incident. She was, in a narrow sense, not wrong to worry about what a reunified Germany would do to the European balance — the anxieties of 1990 echo faintly in Europe's arguments even now. But she was wrong in the larger sense: reunification was coming regardless, the only question was whether it would come inside the Western structures or outside them, and the task of statecraft was to bind it in — in NATO, in Europe — not to stand on the shore ordering back the tide. It was the Americans, above all President George H.W. Bush and his Secretary of State James Baker, who managed the great negotiation — the "Two Plus Four" talks, the two Germanies plus the four wartime occupying powers, including Britain — that brought a united Germany into NATO in October 1990, with Soviet agreement, in exchange for promises and money. Britain signed the treaty, as an occupying power must. But its voice in the settlement was a minor key, and the Prime Minister's private resistance had been noted everywhere. The country that had done so much to build the post-war order was oddly graceless at the moment of its vindication.
Thatcher herself did not see the end. In November 1990, her own party removed her — over Europe, over the poll tax, over eleven years of accumulated enmities — and the Iron Lady left Downing Street in tears. The Cold War she had fought all her adult life outlasted her premiership by barely a year.
The final act was Russian. In August 1991, the old guard struck back: a coup of Communist hardliners seized Gorbachev at his Crimean dacha and declared a state of emergency, and tanks — for the last time — rolled into Moscow. It collapsed in three days, defeated by Boris Yeltsin standing on a tank outside the Russian parliament, by a hundred thousand Muscovites in the streets, by soldiers who would not shoot, and by the simple fact that the coup's leaders were drunk, divided, and decades too late. Britain's small part in those days was characteristic: GCHQ and the BBC. The BBC Russian Service, at the moment of maximum danger, was one of the main channels by which Russians themselves learned what was happening in their own capital — the voice behind the curtain, one last time, telling the truth when the official voices lied. On Christmas Day, 1991, Gorbachev resigned, and the red flag came down over the Kremlin for the last time. The Soviet Union — the adversary of half a century, the empire that had cost the West a trillion dollars and the East immeasurably more — was gone, without the war that everyone for forty-five years had believed would be its ending.
That is the thing to hold onto. The Cold War ended, and nobody fired the missiles. Given the alternative histories available, it counts among the best things that ever happened.
Chapter Fourteen. The Grey Sea and the White Heat
Two great theatres of Britain's Cold War have been running beneath this story without a chapter of their own, and it is time to surface them. One is made of water. The other is made of equations.
The water first.
If the Cold War had ever gone hot in Europe, the decisive battle would not have been fought in the Fulda Gap. It would have been fought in the North Atlantic — the grey, cold, submarine-haunted ocean across which every American soldier, shell, and ration would have to come. The Soviet Northern Fleet, based on the Kola Peninsula, was the largest submarine force in history; its mission, in war, would be to sever the Atlantic lifeline, exactly as the U-boats had twice tried to do. And the British contribution to NATO — the thing the alliance actually needed from Britain, more than its army, more than its diplomacy — was to make sure that never happened.
This was the Royal Navy's Cold War, and it was a war of listening. British frigates and submarines, patrolling the choke point where Soviet submarines had to pass — the gap between Greenland, Iceland, and the United Kingdom, the Greenland-Iceland-UK gap, a phrase that lived in every naval officer's dreams. RAF Nimrod maritime patrol aircraft, flying out of Kinloss in Scotland, quartering the ocean for hours on end, dropping sonobuoys, plotting contacts. The hydrophone arrays on the seabed. The quiet, endless, unglamorous work of knowing where the other side's submarines were. In a war, this would have been the Battle of the Atlantic, third time unlucky, fought with nuclear depth charges. In the peace, it was a permanent, invisible contest of hide and seek, played out week after week in the Norwegian Sea, in which British submariners became acknowledged masters of the most dangerous game in the world: trailing Soviet missile submarines, in silence, sometimes for days, close enough to photograph a propeller through the periscope. The crews could never talk about it. Some of the collisions that occasionally resulted — steel brushing steel in the dark, both boats limping home, neither government saying a word — are still officially secret on both sides.
The British Army's Cold War, meanwhile, lived in Germany. The British Army of the Rhine — the B A O R, a name that became a home address for hundreds of thousands of British servicemen and their families — held its sector of the North German plain for forty-five years: four divisions in the early years, still fifty thousand strong at the end, armour parked against the eastward roads, families in married quarters in Münster and Osnabrück and Herford, children who grew up more German than British. Whole generations of the British Army passed through the Rhine. It was the largest permanent overseas commitment in British history, and its purpose was never to fight and win — everyone knew what a Soviet offensive would do to the plain — but to be there, unmistakably, so that any Soviet move west was, from the first hour, a war with Britain and therefore with NATO and therefore with America. The tripwire. It was an expensive, grinding, essential way to spend half a century, and it is barely remembered now, except by the hundreds of thousands who did it.
And then there is the strangest naval episode of the whole era, because the opponent was an ally. The Cod Wars — three of them, between 1958 and 1976 — pitted the Royal Navy against the coastguard of Iceland over fishing limits. Frigates rammed, nets were cut, shots were fired across bows, and a British trawlerman was killed. On the face of it, a fisheries dispute. Underneath it, pure Cold War: Iceland held the keystone of the Greenland-Iceland-UK gap and hosted the American base at Keflavík, and every time the dispute escalated, Reykjavik threatened to leave NATO and expel the Americans — and Moscow smiled. Three times, the alliance held its breath while two of its members played chicken with frigates. Three times, Britain backed down, because the fish, in the end, mattered less than the gap. It was the Cold War in miniature: a conflict in which the real adversary was not even present, but won or lost every round.

Now the equations.
Britain entered the Cold War as, arguably, the most technologically sophisticated nation on Earth. It had invented radar, the jet engine, the programmable computer, the cavity magnetron; it had cracked the atomic problem first; it had built Colossus and broken Enigma. The white heat was real. The story of the next forty years is the story of how a country with that inheritance repeatedly produced world-beating machines — and repeatedly failed to turn them into power.
Some of the failures were famous. The TSR-2, cancelled in 1965 — a strike aircraft years ahead of anything flying, killed by cost and politics, its prototypes scrapped and its jigs destroyed with a thoroughness that looks, in retrospect, almost vindictive. Blue Streak, the missile that became a space rocket that became nothing — fired perfectly from Woomera in Australia, then abandoned; offered to Europe as the first stage of the Europa rocket, which failed; leaving Britain, in 1971, to launch its own satellite, Prospero, on its own rocket, Black Arrow — the only country ever to develop an independent satellite launch capability and then give it up. The programme was cancelled while the final rocket was already on the pad; they let it fly anyway, a farewell gesture, and it worked. Prospero is still up there. It will be for another half-century or so, a small, silent, slightly reproachful monument to the road not taken.
But against the catalogue of cancellation, set the quieter successes, because they were the ones the Cold War actually ran on. The Comet and the VC10; the Harrier jump jet, the only genuinely novel military aircraft concept of the post-war years, which the Americans eventually bought — to Britain's mingled pride and fury. Jodrell Bank, the great radio telescope in Cheshire, which in October 1957 was one of the few instruments on Earth able to track Sputnik's carrier rocket — and which spent the space age in the odd position of being trusted by both sides, Bernard Lovell's giant ear listening impartially to the beeping of the superpowers' ambitions. The signals intelligence machines, built with GCHQ's requirements in mind, that kept Britain at the leading edge of computing for classified purposes long after its commercial industry had faded. The world's first nuclear power station to feed a public grid, at Calder Hall in 1956 — opened by the Queen, powered by the same Windscale plutonium programme that would catch fire a year later, the sword and the ploughshare sharing a chimney.
The pattern, in the end, was the national pattern. Britain could produce genius; it could not produce scale. The Americans could do both. And so the white heat of technology, like the bomb and the empire and the sterling area, ended in the same place: partnership. British warheads on American missiles, British submariners on NATO's ocean, British codebreakers inside an American-built machine, British genius as a component in someone else's system. It was not the future anyone in 1945 had imagined. But it worked — and "it worked," after forty-five years on the edge of the abyss, is not a small thing to carve on the era's monument.

Chapter Fifteen. The Cold War at Home
Before we take stock, let us go back and walk through the Britain that fought this forty-five-year conflict — not the Britain of treaties and summits, but the Britain of ordinary life. Because the Cold War was not only something that happened abroad. It was a climate, and the British lived in it.
It lived, first, in the landscape. The Cold War built a secret geography across the country that you could learn to read if you knew how. The great golf-ball radomes of Fylingdales on the North York Moors — the ballistic missile early warning station, whose four minutes' warning of Soviet attack was the margin on which civilisation rested, and whose motto, "Vigilamus," we are watching, was not a boast but a job description. The listening stations: the masts of Cheltenham's GCHQ, the aerial farms at Bude in Cornwall hoovering up the satellite traffic of the world. The bunkers: beneath the Ministry of Defence, beneath Whitehall, beneath a Wiltshire hillside at Corsham, where an entire underground city — Burlington, the Central Government War Headquarters — was kept ready to receive the government, with dormitories and kitchens and a BBC studio from which the Prime Minister would address whatever was left of the nation. Regional Seats of Government, scattered around the country, from which the regions would be governed after the bombs. The Royal Observer Corps, thousands of volunteers, manning tiny underground posts across the country to measure the fallout. The RAF's V-bomber bases, where for years the Quick Reaction Alert crews lived in readiness at the end of the runway, bombed up, engines able to start within minutes. The Polaris submarines slipping out of Faslane on the Gare Loch, unseen, unmissed, on patrol. An entire shadow-architecture of Armageddon, built into the moors and the sea lochs and the Wiltshire chalk, largely invisible to the people it was built to outlast.
It lived, second, in the culture. British Cold War culture is a whole library, and this chapter can only wave at the shelves. The films: The Third Man, made in 1949 in the rubble of Vienna, with its zither and its sewers and Harry Lime's cuckoo-clock speech, the definitive portrait of the Cold War's moral twilight before the Cold War had a name. The Ealing-dark comedies and the angry plays. The war films that kept refighting the good war while the strange one went on. The television: the apocalyptic The War Game, made by the BBC in 1965 and then banned by the BBC for twenty years as too horrifying to show — a documentary-style account of a nuclear attack on Rochester that, when it was finally broadcast in 1985, lost none of its power to silence a room. Threads, made in Sheffield in 1984, which followed two families through a nuclear strike and its aftermath with a remorselessness that traumatised a generation — people who saw it as teenagers still speak of it in a particular tone of voice. The government leaflet, Protect and Survive, which advised householders to build a fallout shelter from doors and sandbags and to remain indoors with tinned food and a bucket, and which, when the public actually read it, provoked not reassurance but derision and terror — because everyone could see that the state, for all its bunkers, had no serious plan to save anyone but itself. The E.P. Thompson essays and the Greenham songs; the comedy — Yes Minister's nuclear jokes, the whole genre of Whitehall satire. And above it all, the two great literary monuments: Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four, which gave the enemy its face, and le Carré's Smiley novels, which asked whether, in fighting that face, we had grown one like it. A country that produces both is arguing with itself at the highest level, and the argument is the culture.
It lived, third, in the anxieties of ordinary life, which were real and strange. A generation of British children grew up knowing — not being told, just knowing, the way you know weather — that the world might end in four minutes, and that the siren test on a Thursday morning was practice for it. They grew up with the Protect and Survive booklet in the house, with the maps in the papers showing blast radii over their own towns, with the knowledge that the Americans' bases at Mildenhall and Lakenheath and Greenham made East Anglia a target zone. Opinion polling through the eighties found that a majority of young Britons expected nuclear war within their lifetimes. Think what it means to come of age expecting that. Some of what the eighties were — the hedonism, the fury, the politics, the music, the strange apocalyptic glitter of the decade — is downstream of that expectation. No future, as the punks said. They meant the dole queue, but also the mushroom cloud.
And it lived, fourth, in costs and sacrifices that were quietly borne and unevenly shared. The nuclear test veterans of Christmas Island and Maralinga, fighting the state for recognition of what the radiation did to them and their children. The communities of Cumbria living beside Sellafield, with its leukaemia clusters and its buried secrets. The airmen of the Berlin Airlift, the conscripts of Korea and Kenya and Cyprus and Borneo, the submariners who spent the whole war we never fought under the sea. The families of the agents Philby and Blake sent to their deaths, most of whom never learned what had happened or why. And, on the other side of the ledger, the millions of Britons for whom the Cold War state was also the welfare state — the same Attlee government built both, with the same money, in the same years, which is one of the most remarkable facts in this entire book.

Chapter Sixteen. The Third Chair
So: what was Britain's role in the Cold War? After forty-five years and sixteen chapters, let us try to say it plainly.
It was not the role Britain wanted. In 1945, the British expected to remain a world power of the first rank — one of the Big Three, an empire with a seat at every table. That expectation died hard: it died in Greece in 1947, at Suez in 1956, east of Suez in 1968, at the IMF in 1976. The story of Britain's Cold War, on one level, is simply the story of that death — of a great power managing its own reduction, with moments of brilliance and moments of denial, over half a century.
But reduction is not the same as irrelevance, and this is the point the declinist version of the story misses. Consider the balance sheet.
Britain built the alliance. The Brussels Treaty and NATO — the structures that held Western Europe for the whole Cold War — were, in their conception and their diplomacy, substantially British achievements, Ernest Bevin's above all. The doctrine that bound America to Europe was written, in large part, in London, by a bankrupt country that needed it to be true and therefore made it true.
Britain fed the hostage. The Berlin Airlift — the conflict's first great test, the moment the Cold War could have been lost in its first year — was sustained by the RAF as much as by the Americans, at a time when Britain itself was on rations. The moral foundation of the Western position in Germany was poured by British and American pilots, and the Germans of the West never entirely forgot it.
Britain fought the war's only hot wars alongside the Americans, at a price it could not afford — Korea above all — and thereby bought credibility in Washington that outlasted the price.
Britain was the alliance's brain in ways that never made the headlines. The UKUSA intelligence partnership — GCHQ and the NSA, the deepest and most durable alliance arrangement of the entire era — made a medium-sized country indispensable to a superpower. So did the nuclear partnership: the only country with whom America shared its crown jewels. So did the diplomatic machine: the test ban, non-proliferation, Helsinki, the endless Geneva negotiations where British draftsmanship was the lubricant of arms control. So did, at the end, the intelligence victory of the century: Penkovsky in the missile crisis, and Gordievsky in the endgame — the two most consequential agents of the Cold War were both, at the British end, British operations. When the archives are all open, the final verdict may be that Britain's secret services, for all the Philby catastrophe, ended the conflict ahead on points.
And Britain supplied the conflict's language and its conscience. Orwell named the enemy. The BBC told the truth behind the curtain for forty-five years, in Russian and Polish and a dozen other tongues, to people who risked prison to listen — and it is hard to think of a more honourable use of a national institution. The dissidents read British books, cited British-drafted treaties, and, when the wall came down, said so.
And the failures? They are part of the ledger too, and this book has not hidden them. Suez — the great folly, the moment the imperial reflex overrode the Cold War brain and handed Moscow a propaganda victory at the exact moment of its maximum shame. The spy scandals — Philby, Burgess, Maclean, Blake — the worst intelligence betrayals in Western history, enabled by a class system that vetted by accent. The colonial emergencies, whose methods, from Kenya's camps to the resettlement of Malaya, sit uneasily — to put it at its mildest — beside the values the Cold War was supposedly fought to defend. The surveillance of the state's own citizens, the files on the trade unionists and the peace campaigners, the secret state's periodic certainty that the enemy was within. And the four-minute warning: the decision, never voted on, never frankly debated, to make the whole population a hostage in a thermonuclear standoff, with bunkers for the government and sandbags for everyone else.
Both columns are real. A history that keeps only one is propaganda, and the Cold War had enough of that.

One last thought, because every ending asks for it: did it matter? Could the Cold War have been won without Britain?
Counterfactuals are parlour games, but this one is worth a round. A Cold War without Britain would have had no NATO in 1949 — or a weaker, later one, built by a reluctant America on a resentful Europe. It would have had no Berlin Airlift as it happened, and perhaps no West Berlin. It would have had the bomb two ways instead of three, and the test ban might never have found its third sponsor. It would have had no GCHQ, no Penkovsky, no Gordievsky, no BBC Russian Service, no Orwell, no Smiley, no Greenham. It would have been, in short, a poorer, blunter, more purely bilateral conflict — two superpowers staring at each other over a Europe that was merely occupied rather than allied. Would it still have ended as it did? Probably — the Soviet system carried the seeds of its own collapse, and Gorbachev would still have been Gorbachev. But the West's side of the story would have been told in a flatter voice, and some of the pages where the West looks best would be missing.
There is a smaller, stranger measure, and it is the one this book has kept returning to. Through the whole forty-five years — from Bevin's Brussels Treaty to the Two Plus Four Treaty — Britain kept a chair at the table where the world's fate was discussed. It kept it when it was broke. It kept it when it was humiliated. It kept it through scandal and decline and the pound in your pocket, and it kept it, in the end, through sheer, continuous, unglamorous competence at the unglamorous arts: drafting, listening, translating, deciding, enduring. The third chair. Never the biggest, never the loudest, but always — from 1945 to 1991, without interruption — occupied.
For a country that had spent the whole period being told it was finished, that is not nothing. It is, in its way, as remarkable as the empire whose passing it accompanied.
The Cold War is over now, longer ago than the entire stretch from Yalta to the fall of the Wall. The bunkers are museums. The Greenham fence is gone. The Wall is a souvenir. And the four-minute warning, the siren test, the door taken off its hinges against the blast — they live now only in the memories of those who grew up beneath that long shadow.
This has been their story, and their country's.
End of The Long Shadow.
