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We need to remember that security provision is in the insurance business – it has to be, in a sense, pessimistic, calibrated to what we fear might happen, not to what we would like to happen or even what we think most likely to happen.

Sir Michael Quinlan, former Permanent Secretary to the Ministry of Defence, speaking at, ‘The Global Non-Proliferation Context of the UK’s Trident Renewal Debate’, United Nations Association/David Davies Institute, Cathays Park, Cardiff, 2 December 2006
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Prologue to the New Edition:

The Cold Rules for National Safety


It was not the pomps or profits of governing Africa which moved the ruling élite, but the cold rules for national safety handed on from Pitt, Palmerston and Disraeli.

Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians: The Official Mind of Imperialism, 19611


Intelligence is the last assurance of our national sovereignty.

Sir Richard Dearlove, former chief of the Secret
 Intelligence Service, MI6, 20092


We don’t do own-side intelligence. A JIC paper on derivatives would not have been a winner.

Sir Richard Mottram, former chairman of the Joint
 Intelligence Committee, 20093


During the Cold War, because the opposition was so rooted in a secret state, we needed a bit of a secret state ourselves … We were there to do things nobody else was allowed to do – receive stolen goods; arrange defections; envelopes full of money. The Sovbloc may have been a historical wrong-turning, but it jolly well mattered at the time.

Former senior Secret Intelligence Service officer, 20094




The state, General de Gaulle liked to remark, is the ‘coldest of cold monsters.’5 And in open societies, like Britain’s, its intelligence and security capabilities especially comprise its chilliest parts, however much the ‘cold rules for national safety’ are redefined generation-upon-generation.

Since British intelligence and security came of age in the Second World War and remained a sustained and substantial national instrument during the four decades of Cold War that followed there have developed three unspoken deals between the UK secret state in its various configurations and the politicians and public it serves.

Firstly, that the covert capabilities of the state should be confined to penetrating those elements of external and domestic threats which are beyond the reach unaided of the usual institutions for national protection such as the police, the armed forces or Revenue and Customs. Secondly, that those threats should be as effectively countered as possible either through counter-espionage, civil defence and what is called today resilience planning and investment. Thirdly, that encroachments upon the liberties of the Queen’s subjects in pursuit of deals one and two should be as limited as possible in both extent and duration.

The danger of ‘mission creep’ is powerfully undermining of the three deals because it risks a loss of confidence in the overall secret apparatus of the state. The triple deal, which itself represents one of the ‘cold rules for national safety’, is tacit rather than explicit in the UK and has been under considerable strain since 11 September 2001, given the extension of the state’s legal and technical reach as part of its counter-terrorism strategies. Such tensions were present, too, during the country’s responses to the Cold War throughout the various phases of the long East–West confrontation when, until its very last days, much of the secret state operated without the benefit of statute, external regulation or oversight.

This book is about the activities, the geography and the anthropology of the UK secret state during the forty-plus years of East–West confrontation during the Cold War and the early years of what may prove to be at least a forty-year struggle against jihadi-related terrorism. The two parts of the UK response are clearly linked, as the book will show. The senior generation in Whitehall who constructed a new protective state at considerable speed in the UK after 11 September 2001 came to their formation in the Cold War years. Several of them had been involved, too, in what was a forty-year struggle against Northern Ireland-generated terrorism, principally, but not solely, stemming from the activities of the Provisional IRA. Their early twenty-first-century remaking of the ‘cold rules for national safety’ was conditioned, in part, by these shared experiences – though all involved recognized the limits the singular ingredients of post 9/11 threats placed on parallels and lessons. Nevertheless, the question of where the lines are, or should be, drawn around the secret state, applies today as it did during the Cold War.

The chief architect of the early twenty-first-century riposte to the post 9/11 threat, now known as CONTEST 1 (CONTEST standing for Counter Terrorism Strategy), was Sir David Omand during his spell as Security and Intelligence Coordinator in the Cabinet Office, 2002–5. He had accumulated a long experience of Cold War policy and operations first at GCHQ and then the Ministry of Defence from the early 1970s, becoming director of the Government Communications Headquarters (the signals and electronic intelligence agency based in Cheltenham) 1996–7 before serving as Permanent Secretary at the Home Office 1998–2001.

He illuminates the ‘change of paradigm with the end of the Cold War’ by drawing a contrast between the Whitehall he joined in 1970 and the Whitehall from which he retired in 2005:

‘THE SECRET STATE’ OF THE COLD WAR


	Thinking the unthinkable with nuclear deterrence.

	Civil defence, but with plans kept secret from the public.

	The secret, unavowed status of intelligence agencies.

	International mistrust and intelligence competition (except for US, UK, Australia, Canada and New Zealand).



‘THE PROTECTING STATE’ OF MODERN COUNTER-TERRORISM


	The public sees what is being done in their name.

	Intelligence agencies are avowed and regulated.

	Widespread international co-operation in policing and intelligence.

	Community engagement in emergency planning.6




The most obvious continuity between the two states is a high and understandable level of operational secrecy about human and technical means of gathering intelligence, of surveillance and of blunting attacks on the UK home base and its interests abroad.

There are other, less obvious ones. For example, in the days immediately following 9/11, the then Cabinet Secretary, Sir Richard Wilson, exhumed the old Cold War nuclear retaliation files from the early 1960s (of which more later) when Harold Macmillan as Prime Minister picked two ‘nuclear deputies’ from amongst his Cabinet authorized to take the decision if he were out of reach or killed by a ‘bolt-from-the-blue’ attack. The system lapsed after the demise of the Cold War. Tony Blair reinstated it in 2001 and it was maintained by his successor. There are also three ministerial deputies (not necessarily the same ones) for taking a decision to shoot down a hijacked airliner whose hijackers intend to fly it into 9/11-type targets.7

Perhaps the most crucial continuity of all is what intelligence can and cannot provide. For all the developments in electronic surveillance and so-called ‘data mining’ since the Berlin Wall came down, there remain serious limits to what UK national intelligence capabilities can produce for their customers in Whitehall, the armed forces and the police. Such limitations are not readily appreciated in the aftermath of an attack when the label ‘intelligence failure’ is usually instantly draped across the newspaper headlines. Such accusations can be justified as with President Obama’s strictures about the failure of US intelligence to prevent the ‘Christmas Day Bomber’ from boarding the North-West Airlines flight bound for Detroit in December 2009. But, I suspect, this instinctive reaction is also partly due to the erroneous impression in what were then Fleet Street newsrooms from the emergence in the mid-1970s of the formidable World War II code-breaking triumphs of Bletchley Park (the ‘Ultra’ secret, in the shorthand) that British boffinry had the Axis tyrants wired-up-for-sound twenty-four hours a day. Of course, they did not. Codes changed and the capacity to break was lost again. Some were never broken – and the listening stations could only pick up messages sent by wireless, not those transmitted across the land-lines of ‘Fortress Europe’.

Combating jihadi-inspired international and domestic terrorism adds its own sheaf of difficulties. When the Soviet Union and its satellites were the chief target of the UK’s intelligence attack and counter-intelligence effort, Whitehall had states – and highly bureaucratic and hierarchical ones at that – as the object for penetration and surveillance. Similarly, the Provisional IRA, though not a state (even within a state), had a hierarchy of command against which to operate. Al-Qaeda has none of these. It is a state-of-mind rather than a state, presenting a shifting, fluid yet tough target.8

Both the purposes and limitations of intelligence and counter-intelligence were captured to considerable effect in the first years of the new century by a pair of insiders. One was a former customer for intelligence, Sir Michael Quinlan; the second an anonymous provider, Peter Freeman, a long-standing GCHQ analyst. In 1993, having retired from the Ministry of Defence in 1992, Quinlan was asked by the then Prime Minister, John Major, to review the need for secret intelligence in the post-Cold War world and to examine the systems for tasking and financing it. He reported in the spring of 1994. In 2004, the Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction, the report prepared by the former Cabinet Secretary, Lord Butler, and a team of privy counsellors, contained a chapter on ‘The Nature and Use of Intelligence’ drafted by Peter Freeman, which Eliza Manningham-Buller, former Director-General of the Security Service, MI5, described as ‘one of the best descriptions of intelligence I know.’9

Only a part of the Quinlan Report has been declassified under freedom-of-information provisions.10 But Sir Michael delivered a summary of its thrust and philosophy in September 1999 during a conference at St Antony’s College, Oxford, whose papers were published the following year.11 Quinlan was writing in what now appears to be that strange limbo world between the collapse of the Soviet Union and the attacks on the Twin Towers – that heady decade of 1991–2001. His inquiry, too, was conducted against the backdrop of a Treasury drive to find a substantial intelligence ‘peace dividend’, which included an absurd idea pushed by the Treasury that intelligence operations should be undertaken only if a Whitehall customer asked for them and was prepared to pay for them.12 (It was absurd because it wholly failed to appreciate the serendipitous character of much intelligence gathering, the indispensability of a long-term accrual of assets both human and technical and the degree to which an attack on an intelligence target cannot be sliced up into mini-operations to meet an immediate but possibly transient need.)

Quinlan advanced three reasons for the sustenance of the country’s covert intelligence capabilities in the early post-Cold War world:


1: … the countries in relation to which the West … is most likely to have to contemplate difficult external-policy decisions against the wishes of others will more often than not be precisely those whose character makes sure and timely information hardest to come by openly, especially in time of crisis.


2: … the West increasingly recognises a need to deal with formidable non-state actors, often operating globally or at least across some borders, in fields – notably terrorism, narcotics, illegal armaments trade and financial wrong-doing – where the attempted concealment of information is at the centre of the business.


3: … secret intelligence may have special value in support of international treaties and other agreements, as in arms control, trade bargains or sanctions regimes.13



The Major government accepted the Quinlan justifications and to this day Sir Michael is credited by the Whitehall intelligence community with having saved them from even deeper cuts in the late 1990s.14

In two respects his mid-nineties thinking anticipated some of the factors shaping Peter Freeman’s analysis in 2004. Firstly, given the controversies on which the Butler Report concentrated about the publication of Iraq-related intelligence dossiers and Tony Blair’s use of the intelligence product on the road to war in the Gulf, one Quinlan sentence, as spoken at St Antony’s, stands out:


However splendid the covert intelligence we collect, it has in practice to operate through various gears or filters, which, if they are not up to the job, may gravely dilute or even destroy eventual value.15



His other naturally unanticipated link with Butler’s later concerns has to do with the classic distinction made in the intelligence world between secrets which can be covertly acquired (order of battle of a potential enemy’s forces; the capabilities of his weapons) and mysteries (whether or not he intends to use them; against whom; and when). Or as Quinlan himself put it, ‘even the most successful covert intelligence capability cannot find out what is not available to be known’.


The distinction between secrets and mysteries is, I think, well established in intelligence discourse; but I am not sure that publics and Parliaments always grasp the difference between finding out existing but concealed facts and divining the likely course of future events amid the caprices and uncertainties of world affairs. It is foolish to expect, or to claim, too much in the latter respect.16



The classic late-twentieth-century example of this is Western intelligence on Mikhail Gorbachev’s Soviet Union in the late 1980s. Even if the UK’s Secret Intelligence Service had been running a top flight ‘mole’ at the highest level inside the Kremlin in regular receipt of Mr Gorbachev’s confidences, MI6 could not have had early warning of the demise of the Soviet Union, because the Soviet leader himself (a) had no inkling of this eventuality; and (b) certainly did not intend it to be the outcome.

Even when hard intelligence is acquired which stands up to all the scepticism and the testing of the old (and now, post-Iraq, restored) Requirements Section of SIS (MI6’s in-house ‘oh, come off it’ capability), it is dangerous to confer too much predictive power upon it. As the social anthropologist of institutional life Professor Mary Douglas put it: ‘Certainty is only possible because doubt is blocked institutionally. Most individual decisions about risk are taken under pressure from institutions … We know that certainty cannot be squeezed out of facts.’17 This is especially so in the intelligence world. The crucial and continuous test of intelligence is the question ‘What load will it bear?’

Peter Freeman probed uncertainty, too, as part of his ‘Nature and Use of Intelligence’ chapter in the Butler Report, claiming ‘Intelligence merely provides techniques for improving the basis of knowledge. As with other techniques, it can be a dangerous tool if its limitations are not recognised by those who seek to use it’ in the preamble to his section on ‘The Limitations of Intelligence’, which is now regarded in Whitehall as a primer for new customers for the intelligence product, including ministers.18


Freeman began by describing the gold standard for the triple, linked processes of ‘validation, analysis, assessment’ which


are designed to transform the raw material of intelligence so that it can be assimilated in the same way as other information provided to decision-makers at all levels of government. Validation should remove information which is unreliable (including reporting which has been deliberately inserted to mislead). Analysis should assemble fragmentary intelligence into coherent meaningful accounts. Assessment should put intelligence into a sensible real-world context and identify how it can affect policy-making.



Then came the caveats: ‘But there are limitations, some inherent and some practical on the scope of intelligence, which have to be recognised by its ultimate recipients if it is to be used wisely.’19 He singled out ‘incompleteness’ as the ‘most important limitation on intelligence’:


Much ingenuity and effort is spent on making secret information difficult to acquire and hard to analyse. Although the intelligence process may overcome such barriers, intelligence seldom acquires the full story. In fact, it is often, when first acquired, sporadic and patchy, and even after analysis may still be at best inferential.



And here, without quite saying so, Freeman swung into the central critique of the Blair government’s use of intelligence in the run-up to the Iraq War of 2003:


The very way that intelligence is presented can contribute to this misconception. The necessary protective security procedures with which intelligence is handled can reinforce a mystique of omniscience. Intelligence is not only – like many sources, incomplete, it can be incomplete in undetectable ways. There is always pressure, at the assessment stage, if not before, to create an internally consistent and intellectually satisfying picture. When intelligence becomes the dominant, or even the only, source of government information, it can become very difficult for the assessment process to establish a context and to recognise that there may be gaps in that picture.20



Which brought Freeman to his version of the secrets and mysteries conundrum:



A hidden limitation of intelligence is its inability to transform a mystery into a secret … mysteries are essentially unknowable: What a leader truly believes, or what his reaction would be in certain circumstances, cannot be known, but can only be judged. JIC [Joint Intelligence Committee] judgements have to cover both secrets and mysteries. Judgement must still be informed by the best available information, which often means a contribution from intelligence. But it cannot import certainty.21



This takes us back to Mary Douglas – the institutional pressure for certainty. Freeman concluded by stressing the indispensability of


ensuring that the ultimate users of intelligence, the decision-makers at all levels, properly understand its strengths and limitations and have the opportunity to acquire experience in handling it. It is not easy to do this while preserving the security of sensitive sources and methods. But unless intelligence is properly handled at this final stage, all preceding effort and expenditure is wasted.22



I would add another permanent and binding criterion to the Quinlan/Freeman requirements. It was one frequently stressed in conversation by Professor Sir Harry Hinsley, Bletchley hand, official historian of British intelligence during the Second World War and my mentor at St John’s College, Cambridge in the late 1960s. For Harry the prime virtue of British intelligence tradition, as refined during World War II, was that it always rigorously kept separate those who painted the intelligence picture and those who decided what or what not to do on the basis of it. The duty of the producers was to speak reality unto authority, never to varnish it to suit the existing views of the customers, ministers in particular. This secret-state version of the wider crown service tradition of speaking truth unto power was, in Harry Hinsley’s view, what gave British intelligence its competitive edge over rival systems. He made this point with particular force to a group of senior businessmen at Templeton College, Oxford, on the ‘Stimulus 2000’ course run by Sir Douglas Hague, Norman Strauss and myself in March 1991. In fact, the Hinsley precept is a fourth deal of the UK system, this one being an unwritten pact between insiders – ministers and the British intelligence community.


But how best to school new political masters into this tradition or indoctrinate them into the traditional deal between producers and customers? It is exceedingly hard – impossible, in fact – to do this for rookie prime ministers or ministers who have no prior intelligence experience from an earlier incarnation. Now that all the intelligence agencies are avowed and non-partisan creatures of statute, premiers-in-waiting can and do have private prior conversations with their chiefs or directors.23 Yet even when, once in office, they have acquired some experience in one area of intelligence and security it does not necessarily transfer to another. For example, pre 9/11, Tony Blair and several of his colleagues were very well primed on Northern Ireland-related terrorism. There was more human and technical surveillance at work in the province than probably anywhere else in the democratic world. (Contrast that with the meagreness and unreliability of SIS’s human sources in Iraq pre-invasion.)24 But though the JIC Assessments Staff had produced six papers on Osama bin Laden pre-9/11, the primary focus of their most important ministerial readers fell upon such briefings only after the atrocity had occurred.25 There are human and understandable reasons for this: there are limits to the width and sustainability of concentration and every hugely busy Prime Minister especially has to ration his or her attention. In the early days of his presidency, at the height of the Cold War and the rolling Berlin crisis of 1958–62, Jack Kennedy told Richard Rovere: ‘The intelligence cables are all fire alarms,’26 by which he meant genuine causes for concern not just routine drills – a judgement British heads of government would recognize. (‘A warning is a different thing from it happening, isn’t it?’ as the former Conservative Prime Minister, Alec Home, once put it to me.27)

At crisis moments, during the Cold War, as now, the ‘fire alarm’ reports surge. This was certainly true of the Security Service, MI5, after the London bombings of 7 July 2005.28 But there has been a significant shift in the overall intelligence picture since the collapse of the Soviet Union, for in the post-9/11 world the secrets and mysteries problem has reversed. In the Cold War, certainly once the first US spy satellites were aloft after August 1960,29 Western intelligence was generally and continuously well primed on the ‘secrets’ of what military kit the Soviet Union and its allies had and where.30 The mystery remained not the capabilities of the Warsaw Pact countries but the intentions of the leadership in the Kremlin. This is why all the transition-to-war exercise scenarios began with a change to a bunch of real hardliners (and adventurous ones, to boot) in Moscow and finished with a nuclear exchange, as we shall see later.

In the early twenty-first century, there was no mystery at all about the intentions of Al-Qaeda, its associates and its imitators. They wished to wreak as much havoc, the more spectacular and indiscriminate the better, as they possibly could, as often as they could. The immediately compelling problem was where the terrorist was, in which back street or which hotel room and what was the nature and destructive power of his explosive device, that is, his capacity. The institutional arrangements for vigilance have changed, too. In the Cold War both sides watched each other constantly, using signals and electronic intelligence especially,31 like a pair of hi-tech hawks. But the normal duty-officer watch system converted into a twenty-four-hour intelligence alert only on receipt of warnings and observations listed on two JIC ‘Watch Lists’ – the Red List, dealing with actions the Soviet bloc would take rapidly in the last days of peace if planning an attack on the West from pretty well a standing start; the Amber List, reflecting a slower and considerably more detectable build-up to war.32 Now the Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre (JTAC) and the Intelligence Operations Centre (IOC, also known as ‘Phoenix’) are permanently at twenty-four-hour readiness in the Thames-side headquarters of the Security Service, bringing together not just MI5 officers but those of SIS, GCHQ, the armed forces and the police.33 These contrasts and others – including the physical consequences and aftermaths of attacks – will be described and discussed in this expanded version of my original The Secret State (first published in 2002 and updated in 2003).

The core of the book remains its original Cold War sections, although refreshed in several places thanks to new documents and new studies that have appeared since 2003. I have separated out the transition-to-war exercises into a free-standing chapter ‘Endgames’ (Chapter 6). It also contains a new chapter on the ‘Last Redoubts’ of the Cold War (Chapter 7), especially the Corsham bunker intended to house the World War III War Cabinet in the 1960s, about which we know much more thanks to a spate of Cabinet Office declassifications. There is a fresh examination, too, of the human side of national nuclear capability, those men and women – Prime Ministers, alternative nuclear decision-takers, military and Civil Service advisers, the men of the RAF V-force and of the Royal Navy Polaris and Trident squadrons who have, so far, comprised ‘The Human Button’. This is based on a BBC Radio 4 programme with that title, first broadcast on 2 December 2008, made by Richard Knight and myself and Chapter 8 very much reflects our combined effort. (In fact, the book concentrates a good deal on the first and last lines of UK defence – intelligence collection and analysis and, as you read this, the Trident submarine somewhere in the North Atlantic on what is known as the Royal Navy’s Continuous At Sea Patrol.)

If Sir Richard Dearlove is right and British intelligence is ‘the last assurance of our national sovereignty’, perhaps, at some point, the country will have to examine it in the way it has the concept of an independent nuclear deterrent since the V-bombers gave way to Polaris submarines carrying US-made missiles topped with UK warheads. When the Joint Intelligence Committee meets on Wednesday afternoons, between 50 and 80 per cent of the product discussed stems from US sources of one kind or another, according to private estimates I have heard. Its intelligence and nuclear sharing aspects are far and away the most important elements in the US–UK ‘special relationship’ (the balance of intelligence trade about four to one in the UK’s favour in the early twenty-first century). In the absence of sharing arrangements, Britain would no longer enjoy global intelligence reach, leaving only the US and Russia in that position. As for nuclear weapons, without Anglo-American collaboration over the past forty-plus years it would have cost the country three times as much to maintain a deterrent comparable to France’s. Indeed, now, without sustained co-operation under the 1958 Mutual Defence Agreement, the UK would swiftly cease to be a nuclear-weapons power.

Chapter 9 concentrates on ‘The Safety of the Realm Since 2001’. The book is rounded off by an attempt in Chapter 10 to describe a national security strategy which embraces not just the themes and anxieties caught by the old secret state and the new protective state, but those threats to the country which at the moment escape its net, such as volatile financial instruments and other aspects of ‘own-side intelligence’, as Richard Mottram put it, that feature neither at the Wednesday afternoon meetings of the Joint Intelligence Committee in the Cabinet Office nor at the Home Secretary’s Security Meeting in the Home Office on Thursday mornings.

In preparing this expanded Secret State I have incurred substantial debts from academic colleagues (my current and former research students especially); the participants in The Human Button and my outstanding producer, Richard Knight; records staff in the Cabinet Office and at the National Archives in particular; and from friends, serving and retired, in the secret world.

The book is dedicated to a remarkable and special guardian of the nation’s security, Sir Michael Quinlan. Michael was the Whitehall defence intellectual of the post-war years. He brought to the grimmest aspects of the state not just a formidable set of grey cells but a genuine humanity and, when possible, lightness of touch. For example, cricket somehow often seemed to insert itself into Michael’s version of the defence of the realm. It was he who pointed out to me that our moment of greatest peril in the Cold War was, in a sense, not October 1962 and the Cuban missile crisis but June 1963 and the Lord’s Test, England versus West Indies. The last over saw a lowering sky, a very fast Wes Hall bowling to David Allen of Gloucestershire with Kent’s Colin Cowdrey, nursing a broken arm, at the other end. The result was still truly open. A West Indies win. An England win. A draw or a tie. All were possible. It took longer than four minutes to complete that over, said Michael, and all the screens of the RAF’s operations room in Whitehall were switched from the Ballistic Missile Early Warning system at RAF Fylingdales on the North Yorkshire Moors to the Lord’s Test. The Russians could have had us cost-free!

In his days as Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Defence in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Michael was on the distribution list for the SIS’s weekly summary of its ten most important reports. To make sure he read it, the SIS officer who drafted it, another cricket-lover, would always write a cricket question at the end. Not once did Michael Quinlan fail to answer it and get it right.34 A great man.








Prelude:

‘The Queen Must Be Told’


We agreed that there is a requirement for the Queen to be informed, wherever she may be … of decisions to implement the various stages and procedures for a transition to war.

Commander J. R. Stephens to Denys Laskey,
 Cabinet Office, 5 March 19651




Historically speaking, scraps of paper have had something of a bad press since Neville Chamberlain landed at Heston Aerodrome on 30 September 1938 fresh from Munich and told the waiting newsmen, ‘This morning I had another talk with the German Chancellor, Herr Hitler, and here is the paper which bears his name upon it as well as mine …’2 But for those who both devil and revel in archives, their discovery can bring moments of pure elation and illumination. The file coded CAB 21/5655 containing the internal exchange quoted above between Commander Stephens, the keeper of the Government War Book in the mid-1960s, and his boss, the head of the Cabinet Office’s Overseas, and Defence Secretariat, contained a classic of this kind when, with one of my students, I called at the Historical and Records Section of the Cabinet Office in Marsham Street, Westminster, one Friday afternoon in the spring of 2001 to inspect it.

I had long been keen to read the GWB, as it is known – the central War Book which pulls together all the individual department versions of itself and lays plans for a World War III supreme command built around the Prime Minister and a small War Cabinet. In correspondence with the head of the Historical and Records Section, Mrs Tessa Stirling, I had sought access to it and its supporting documentation.


On 26 January 2001 Mrs Stirling (whose staff had worked tirelessly at re-reviewing Cold War material under the ‘Waldegrave Initiative’ for several years) replied in a moderately encouraging letter but warned me not to be too expectant. ‘As to CAB 21/5655,’ she wrote,


I have asked my Archives Section to remove the sensitive information so that it can be released in redacted form. From our discussions some while back, you will realise that the file is likely to be extensively sanitised and the result may not be of great interest. The material that is likely to be released deals mainly with matters associated with the maintenance of the Government War Book (GWB) and its circulation rather than a copy of the GWB itself. But as you pointed out to me, every little helps.

The GWB itself is in CAB 134 [the class containing Cabinet committee minutes and papers] and is presently retained under Section 3 (4) of the Public Records Act. This too is under review but I have to say that I think it is unlikely that the review will result in the release of the GWB once it has been completed.3



The supporting file, CAB 21/5655, in ‘redacted’ form as Mrs Stirling had indicated, was quickly made available. And, as my students needed it for their ‘Secret State’ course, we were kindly allowed to view it at the Cabinet Office before its dispatch to the Public Record Office. At first glance, it was as routine as we had expected, consisting chiefly of correspondence between the Cabinet Office’s War Book-keepers – Mrs Beryl Grimble (of whom more in Chapter 6) and a succession of military officers for whom she worked – plus Mrs Grimble’s correspondence on questions of updating and classification of the Government War Book (with the General Post Office, for example, about the timing of the erection of protective blocks outside telephone exchanges during a transition to war).4

Suddenly the file came to life, when the war planners realized the following spring that, though no fewer than ninety-six copies of the GWB were in circulation,5 Buckingham Palace did not have one. The Queen did not fully know either the drill that, should the stage of a nuclear exchange be reached, would leave her kingdom largely a smoking and irradiated ruin or the plans for carrying on her government in its aftermath. ‘It’s very strange, isn’t it,’ Sir Derek Mitchell, the Prime Minister’s Principal Private Secretary in 1965, who was involved in putting this right, commented when I talked to him thirty-six years later about the Queen and the potential end of the world.6 Indeed it was – nearly seventeen years after the Berlin airlift (which gave an immense stimulus to contingency planning for a third world war) and over two years after the Cuban missile crisis, the Palace was, unusually, very largely in the dark about an important area of state.

The files suggest that it was a new arrival in the top military seat of the Cabinet Office Secretariat, Commander J. R. Stephens, RN, who noticed the omission (perhaps as part of reading his way into the job). For the first trace of ‘the Queen must be told’ question is a minute from W. I. McIndoe, Private Secretary to the Cabinet Secretary, Sir Burke Trend, to Commander Stephens, dated 22 February 1965, recalling:


You asked me a few days ago whether I knew who was responsible for informing the Palace of decisions to implement the various stages and procedures for a transition to war.

I have spoken to Mr Mitchell who tells me that No. 10 have no War Book of their own and are not aware of any obligation to inform the Palace.

You may therefore wish to consider whether our War Book ought to contain some instruction to the effect that we (or some other Department) must inform the Palace of the various steps which are to be taken.7



After a dash of toing and froing between Stephens and the head of the Cabinet Office’s Overseas and Defence Secretariat, Denys Laskey,8 it was agreed that the Queen should be told of the drills and that the Cabinet Office, rather than No. 10, would be responsible for this.9

Stephens finished by reminding Laskey, ‘You invited me to suggest a list of decisions which should be communicated to The Queen. I attach such a list at Annex.’ The annex to this memo of 5 March 1965, however, has been retained under Section 3 (4) of the Public Records Act 1958 – plainly still deemed too sensitive for release.10 Four days later McIndoe in Trend’s office wrote to Mitchell in Harold Wilson’s following up a telephone conversation ‘about our discovery that there appear to be no War Book arrangements for informing the Queen, wherever she may be, of the major decisions taken during the transition to war’.11


McIndoe, briefed by the war planners, thought


It should not be necessary to inform Her Majesty of the mass of detailed measures, and we suggest that the decisions which ought to be communicated to Her might be those at Annex. You may wish to suggest additions or deletions. Since the meaning and scope of some of those decisions will not be known to the Queen, a brief guide would need to be provided to her Private Secretary.12



No sign of the annex here, either.

But there is a god of the archives and he was with us that day in the Cabinet Office reading room. For tucked away in the file and easily overlooked was a scrap of rough paper upon which Stephens had drafted in longhand the decisions to be ‘communicated to the Queen’. As can be seen from the photographic section, he has written it out in three sections, in Biro with amendments in pencil. From the Ministry of Defence’s 1963 War Book,13 which was declassified in full some three months before our eyes fell upon CAB 21/5655,* it is possible to decode most of it, ‘it’ being a neat summary of the very Government War Book which is still too delicate for outsiders to read. As Derek Mitchell said when it was described to him (neither he nor Bill McIndoe14 had any recollection of the episode): ‘People had a great gift for summarizing.’15

It began with the NATO sequence:


NATO

1. Simple Alert. [The ‘preparatory measures which will place assigned forces in a state of combat readiness and should bring forces earmarked for assignment to minimum attainable readiness for war’.16]

2. Reinforced Alert. [The ‘measures necessary to place NATO forces in the best possible position to meet an attack’.17]

3. Military Vigilance (ORANGE). [‘State Orange … comprises the military measures when information received indicates a possible enemy attack within one or more hours’.18]

4. Counter Surprise (SCARLET). [‘State Scarlet … comprises the military measures when information received indicates an enemy attack within a few minutes’.19]

5. Assumption of operation command by NATO Major Commanders.


USA/RUSSIA

1. Any important information concerning transition to war of these countries.


UK

1. MACMORRIS. [‘… a warning state during which Departments are merely required to have available a responsible officer and a WTN [Whitehall Tele-printer Network] operator who can be contacted by telephone out of work hours’.20]

2. FLUELLIN. [This should be ‘FLUELLEN, which would be instituted, for example, on the declaration of a NATO Simple Alert, when Departments are required to establish immediately and maintain on a 24-hour basis a Departmental Control Point’.21]



The creators of codewords have shown a pleasing literary touch here. For Captains Fluellen and Macmorris provide the stage Welshman and Irishman respectively in Shakespeare’s King Henry the Fifth.22 Along with Corporal Nym, Lieutenant Bardolph and Ancient Pistol, this pair, as Professor Sir Michael Howard has noted, constitute the first instance of professional soldiers, rather than gentlemanly knights, making their appearance in military literature.23


3. Mobilisation. [Cabinet decision to order a partial or general mobilisation; proclamations to be issued; Parliament to be informed, if sitting, and messages from Parliament to be conveyed to the Queen; if Parliament is not sitting, ‘the Queen to make a Declaration in Council in respect of each Service to be mobilised…’24



Here, originally, Stephens had placed at 5 the ‘Setting Up of Regional Govt’. In pencil, however, he has moved it down to rest with the ‘Dispersal of Central Govt’ or, in his redrafted version, the ‘manning of TURNSTILE’, the central government bunker under the Cotswolds between Bath and Corsham.

So, his revised sequence from ‘Mobilisation’ onwards reads like this (the numbers are now out of kilter so I have not used them).



Assignment of forces to NATO.

Repatriation to UK of dependants overseas.

Dispersal of ‘priority classes’ [women, children and the elderly] of population within UK.



Originally, alongside ‘Dispersal of Central Govt’ Stephens had placed ‘Reinforcement of BAOR [British Army of the Rhine]’. ‘Manning of TURNSTILE’ becomes his revised number 9. Pencilled-in as the last stage of the transition to war is number 10, ‘Operation VISITATION’, which looks like the early to mid-1960s codename for nuclear retaliation.25 ‘That would be a logical deduction to make,’ as one old nuclear hand put it.26 It has a truly Old Testament ring to it. So Stephens’s summary of the sequence to World War III – Koestler’s Absolute War – starts with Shakespeare and ends with the Bible.

My guess about Operation VISITATION turned out to be wrong when in 2007 the relevant file reached the National Archives. It was the codename for the plan to whisk the Prime Minister, the Foreign Secretary and twenty-three others in their inner group of official and military advisers, away from Whitehall to Corsham at the last minute once it was plain that their last-ditch efforts at preventive diplomacy had failed and war was imminent. VISITATION involved RAF helicopters based at Little Rissington in Gloucestershire flying to RAF Northolt in the north-west suburbs of London to refuel before carrying on to Horse Guards Parade ready for the prime ministerial party to come out of the back gate of the No. 10 garden and climb aboard.27

Stephens’s scrap of paper is, in its way, a remarkable historical arte-fact. Not only does it give its reader the essence of a very substantial item of evidence he or she could not yet actually consult; (until the 1970 Government War Book was declassified in 2009 as we shall see in Chapter 6) it reflects a huge piece of government apparatus constructed piece by piece since the late 1940s, when the intelligence world, senior officials and military, and certain ministers came to appreciate the magnitude of the Soviet ‘threat’ – that, in Eric Hobsbawm’s phrase, ‘the strength of the Cold War and its justification was that the potential aggressor to American ideals and interests was a real and formidable superpower’.28 From the earliest days of the Cold War, it was plain to British war planners that, with or without a home-grown nuclear capability, the United Kingdom, as the USA’s number one ally in Europe and, from 1948, a forward base for its soon-to-be-atomic bombers, would be a prime target for Soviet bloc assault in the opening phase of a global war and that, in the meantime, the Russian intelligence service would expend every effort to penetrate the country’s state, military and intelligence machinery. Stephens’s draft encapsulated the interlocking measures pieced together to protect as far as was deemed feasible the Queen’s (and her father’s) realm from the possible attentions of Stalin and his successors. There is no evidence that Her Majesty or her Private Office, on receipt of Stephens’s summary, asked for a short historical explanation of how her Cold War machine came to be as it was by the spring of 1965. But, if such a volume had been requested, it might have looked like this …









Introduction:

From Total War to Absolute War?


Many of you may know the striking comment penned by Wilkie Collins in 1870, at the time of the Franco-Prussian war: ‘I begin to believe in only one civilising influence – the discovery one of these days of a destructive agent so terrible that War shall mean annihilation and men’s fears will force them to keep the peace.’ My own view is that the reality of that in the nuclear age was deeply recognised and internalised by ultimate political decision-takers almost throughout the Cold War. But the logic of preventing war did nevertheless require that terrible ‘What if?’ questions be truly faced …

Sir Michael Quinlan, former Permanent Secretary,
 Ministry of Defence, 20021


Neither the saint nor the revolutionary can save us; only the synthesis of the two. Whether we are capable of achieving it I don’t know. But if the answer is in the negative, there seems to be no reasonable hope of preventing the destruction of European civilization, either by total war’s successor Absolute War, or by Byzantine conquest – within the next few decades.

Arthur Koestler, The Yogi and the Commissar,
 October 19442




That neither absolute war nor the equivalent of Byzantine conquest happened – at least during the following five or more decades since he wrote – would have struck Koestler and many of his internationally attuned contemporaries as near miraculous. Of course, when he penned those words the number of people in the United Kingdom who knew how far the intensely secret combined US, UK and Canadian atomic weapon programme had progressed was limited to a tiny circle around Winston Churchill3 – though Stalin knew, thanks to the extraordinarily rich supply of human intelligence from his agents inside the Manhattan Project (the US codename for the bomb programme),4 whose later discovery, as we shall see, did much to stimulate the construction of a vetting system that was to become an integral part of the British Cold War state.

It is simple to the point of being seriously misleading to suppose that the creation of a nuclear weapons capability on both sides of what became the Cold War divide within four years of the dropping of the atomic bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 offers an all-embracing explanation of why the nuclear taboo has not been broken since those devastating blows were visited upon Japan, powerful factor though it was, as Sir Michael Quinlan has made plain. But whatever the cause, the result has been that my own generation, born in the early post-war years, have enjoyed a kind of ‘armistice with history’ of the sort attributed by George Steiner to the European bourgeoisie roughly ‘from the time of Waterloo to that of the massacres on the western front in 1915–16’.5

The Cold War had plenty of casualties, physical and psychological, but not only did the unimaginable body counts of Mutually Assured Destruction fail to materialize, no external enemy has launched an armed assault across Europe’s boundaries (the Balkans apart) since 1945 either. Nor, since the passing of national military service in the early 1960s, has a young British male been required by being conscripted to die or risk death in the uniform of sovereign and country. The twentieth century as a whole is littered with the corpses of British dead – but not my half of it.

Because what President Kennedy later described to Harold Macmillan as ‘the conventions of the international stalemate’6 were not ruptured to the point where one or both superpowers released nuclear weapons (though Kennedy considered Nikita Khrushchev had broken the conventions by placing missiles on Cuba in 1962), the history of the Cold War can be reflected upon in the kind of tranquillity which may too easily lead to a failure to appreciate the degree of peril generated and the scale of impact involved within the state, society and economy of even a second-rank participant such as the United Kingdom. Yet in British terms what might be called the short post-war – the first twenty or so years after VJ Day – were to an extraordinary degree shaped by the failure of the main Potsdam powers (the USA, the USSR and the UK) to reach a European accommodation in 1945 amid the ruins of Hitler’s push for supremacy. It is the Cold War which gives the UK of the late forties, the fifties and the sixties one of its most special flavours and distinguishes it from what came after, even though formally the Cold War had another two decades to run.

The book which needs to be written about it is huge, probably multi-volumed, and some way off. More is required by way of declassification of the official British archives before it can be fully attempted [there has been a considerable flow of declassifications since 2003, so the day of a truly substantial survey is much closer now than it was when this Introduction was written]. The process of review and release set in train by the Major government under the so-called ‘Waldegrave Initiative’ in 19927 does mean, however, that a first stab can be made at an anatomy of the Cold War state which British insiders built alongside the existing one, from roughly 1947 onwards. Describing this construction site, the impulses and thinking behind it, is the purpose of this book.

Apart from the new material (much of it of intense sensitivity when created) which has reached the National Archives/Public Record Office in successive tranches over the past fifteen years, this book has enjoyed two other stimuli. The first has been the pleasure of going through swathes of the primary material with the first and second cohorts taking my ‘Secret State’ undergraduate special subject at Queen Mary, University of London. Their companionship and insights combined to provide a necessary though not a sufficient condition for my writing on this subject. For it was the invitation from Penguin Books and the University of London’s Institute of Historical Research to deliver the Penguin Lectures in the autumn of 2001 which caused me to pick up my pen. The theme of those four lectures is also that of this book.

It should be seen very much as work in progress – not mine alone but that of a vigorous platoon of academic colleagues from the Study Group on Intelligence, and from former insiders such as Sir Percy Cradock8 and Sir Michael Quinlan9 who are writing or have already written to such great effect. I have not sought either in the compass of the Penguin Lectures or within this book to replicate, for example, Professor Richard Aldrich on the US–UK intelligence relationship or active Cold War operations such as those mounted for counter-propaganda or deception purposes by the Information Research Department of the Foreign Office or the Ministry of Defence’s Directorate of Forward Plans.10 Nor have I sought to tackle the history of the Joint Intelligence Committee on the scale of Sir Percy Cradock,11 or to wrap my mind around the theocratics of nuclear deterrence like Sir Michael Quinlan,12 or intelligence philosophy in the manner of another former insider, the historian and philosopher of intelligence Michael Herman.13

I entertain the fond hope that it will be one of my students who will, in the fullness of time, direct his or her mind to the great work of synthesis on Cold War Britain. And it is with those who attended the first two runs of ‘Secret State’ Monday afternoon seminars in the Mile End Road that my gratitude must begin. Matthew Grant, Samina Malik, Justine Rainbow, Alban Webb, Helen Welch, Rezia Choudhury, Jo Lang, Dean Jeffreys, Daniel Sherman, Ian Trembling, Robert Walker, Robert Worthington and Joseph Wright took it as an undergraduate course. Matt Lyus, Roderick Jones and Jon Davis attended as research students. David Frank, Matthew Laban and Catherine Haddon sat in while pursuing their MA in Contemporary British History. The groups saw things in the papers that would have remained lost on me. From the first week to the end (when we relived, as it were, the actual Whitehall transition-to-war exercise of autumn 1968), the sessions were events I looked forward to, not least when former Cold War operators came to pool their insights now that a good portion of their old archives had been (legitimately) sprung. Thanks must go to Matt Lyus, without whose word-processing prodigies the Penguin Lectures and this volume would have missed their deadlines, and to my daughter Polly for unearthing some special gems at the Public Record Office.

In preparing the 2010 extended edition of The Secret State I have acquired still more debts. I am hugely thankful to Alan Glennie and Nick Weekes in the Cabinet Office and David Chinn at the National Archives for helping me navigate my way through the streams of Cold War-related files declassified since 2002–3. I am enormously indebted to my friend and library builder, Joe Few, for converting my scribbles and lines into the organograms of the post-9/11 ‘new protective state’. Stuart Proffitt and the team at Penguin have done me proud as always and I am very grateful to my copy-editor, Trevor Horwood, for agreeing to look after me once more. My daughter, Cecily Crombie, took some marvellous new pictures of the Corsham bunker, TURNSTILE, when we visited it with Peter Hudson, David Young and Richard Knight, my BBC producer for the Radio 4 The Human Button documentary in 2008. Rich made all the difference to the making and shaping of that programme and was the ideal travelling companion as we struggled in and out of the last flying Vulcan bomber and clambered down the ladders of the Royal Navy’s Trident submarine HMS Vanguard.

Finally, I should like to acknowledge the help given to me by a range of people of my generation and older during the 2002 and subsequent literary festivals at Cheltenham, Hay, Dartington and Edinburgh, who have added through their recollection of the Cold War years to both my detailed and general sense of that extraordinary epoch in our country’s experience. My college room-mate Bob Salem, long resident in Brazil, was back in Britain during the spring of 2002 when the first edition of The Secret State was published. I told him I was surprised by both the pace and quantity of sales. Bob reckoned it might be partly because we had not cared to ponder what might await us in too much detail back in the 1950s and 1960s. ‘Perhaps it’s a kind a retrospective panic buying,’ he said.14 An intriguing thought.

The last word on this, to illustrate the Salem theory, should perhaps go to another friend, Giles Dolphin, who was at school with me in Stroud in mid-Gloucestershire from 1959 to 1965. Giles waited until 2002 to tell me of the nightmare he had in the autumn of 1962 just after Cuba. In his dream, Giles said, the missile crisis had continued and worsened to the point of war and beyond. We were just outside the gym at Marling School with a group of friends when suddenly, over Selsey Hill to our south, there was a huge vivid flash. I turned to Giles with the words, ‘Fuck! There goes Bristol!’ 15 (where my sister, Maureen, was living). The Dolphin dream adds a whole new dimension to the notion of ‘Forty Years On!’

In the days spanning the fortieth anniversary of the Cuban missile crisis, I wrote the Epilogue for the first paperback edition of the book, comparing the UK’s Cold War processes with the management of the protracted emergency which followed upon the events of 11 September 2001. As I finished, the Prime Minister, Tony Blair, made my point for me when he told the Lord Mayor’s Banquet in the City of London on Remembrance Day, 11 November 2002, that ‘extremism, personified either in terrorist groups or rogue states, is now preoccupying decision-makers in the way that the struggle between liberal democracy and communism had dominated the thinking of Western leaders during the Cold War’.16 Four days after the Prime Minister spoke, I read a fifty-two-year-old file at the Public Record Office which powerfully underscored his point. In a report drawn up during the anxious early months of the Korean War in September 1950, a highly sensitive Whitehall group, operating under the harmless and deliberately misleading title of the Imports Research Committee, examined the possibility of a clandestine atomic attack on the United Kingdom launched by the Soviet Union. They examined the contingency of ‘the detonation of an atomic bomb in a “suicide” [civil] aircraft flying low over a key point’.17 The IRC concluded, ‘it is possible and there doesn’t seem to be any answer to it. The crew of the aircraft in order to detonate the bomb at the right time would have to know what their cargo was and would therefore be a suicide squad. Short of firing on every strange civil aircraft that appears over our shores we know of no way of preventing an aircraft that sets out on such a mission from succeeding.’18 Few files I have read in the course of preparing this book have had such a dreadful contemporary resonance.

Peter Hennessy
 Walthamstow and Mile End
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1

‘Secrets and Mysteries’: The Intelligence Picture


The long-term aim of the Russian leaders is to build up the Soviet Union into a position of strength and greatness fully commensurate with her vast size and resources. They are convinced of the greatness of Russia’s future under the Soviet system. We believe it to be their firm conviction that, within the next fifty years or perhaps a hundred years (unlike Hitler they are not pressed for time), the Soviet Union will inevitably become the most powerful, the richest and the best ordered country in the world.

‘Russia’s Strategic Interests and Intentions’,
 Joint Intelligence Committee report, 1 March 19461


The policy of the Soviet Union can only be understood if it is realized that she is not merely, like Nazi Germany, a totalitarian dictatorship engaged in power politics, but a unique and abnormal member of international society inspired by a dynamic ideology with a strong international appeal.

‘Soviet Interests, Intentions and Capabilities …’,
 Joint Intelligence Committee report, 6 August 19472


Neither side would allow themselves to believe the other side was as frightened as they were.

Senior British intelligence officer looking back on the Cold War, 20013




As the twentieth anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall approached, a British intelligence veteran, who, suitably disguised, had crossed it both ways several times during his service, mused about the old days when the Queen’s most secret servants were up against the KGB. This former officer was not in the habit of belittling his opponents or exaggerating their undoubted weaknesses. Quite the reverse. They gave him the most stretching time of his career. ‘The dreamtime’, he called it (in the way the Australian Aborigines talk of their ancestral provenance4).

Another officer of the same vintage reckoned that


not until late in the Cold War did we achieve consistent success against the Russians. They were always difficult to work against. The East Europeans were much easier. At the time, Penkovsky was something of a one-off. Gordievsky came later and was very important. His high point was the 1980s, by which time we were doing really well. But this was against the backdrop of Soviet decline when the West was taking a decisive strategic advantage – something we were slow to realize at the time.5



The former officer who recalled ‘the dreamtime’ had not the slightest doubt that ‘we were the decent ones’ any more than one of his chiefs, Sir Colin McColl, had the slightest hesitation in telling Gordon Corera, the BBC’s security correspondent, that recruiting agents behind the Iron Curtain was nothing more than asking them ‘to betray something that needs betraying’, when he spoke on the BBC Radio 4 programme MI6: A Century in the Shadows in July 2009.6

During the forty-year Cold War, the intelligence was the surrogate for hot war. It was unceasing at both the human and the technical level. As Gordon Barrass, who was chief of the Cabinet Office Assessments Staff with a seat on the Joint Intelligence Committee as the Cold War ended, put it: ‘Historians have had difficulty

























	Those indicating long-term military preparations for war.

	Those indicating that the whole nation is being prepared for war.

	Those indicating the bringing of operational units and facilities, and also civil defence, to immediate readiness for war.34




















































































































































	The speed of the Western Allies’ advance, after crossing the Rhine in March 1945 must have given rise to Russian fears that their allies would beat them in the race to Berlin, would then refuse to withdraw into their allotted Zones and so would rob the Soviet Union of many of the spoils of victory.

	The use of the atomic bomb disclosed a weapon which seemed to constitute a new threat to that security for which they have been striving ever since 1917 and which, in late 1944, they seemed, at last, to be on the point of attaining.

	The attitude both of the Americans and ourselves towards Russia seemed to them to harden after the end of hostilities. Both in South-East Europe and in the Far East, the United States Government seemed to them to be pursuing a policy designed to restrict Russia’s aspirations. His Majesty’s Government appeared to be pursuing a similar policy in South-East Europe, Turkey and Persia.

	On the other hand they must now appreciate that both the British Commonwealth and the United States are incomparably weaker than they were in the summer of 1945. Great Britain is faced with great manpower and financial problems leading to rapid demobilisation, while the United States has let her military forces disintegrate, and since the death of President Roosevelt has an executive which lacks decision.

















































































































































































































	the Soviet Union or the West in some critical or tense situation were to make a false appreciation of what was considered by the other side to be intolerable; or

	the Soviet Union or the West were to believe wrongly that the other had weakened in its determination to use nuclear weapons if pressed too far; or

	either side were to fail accurately to foresee the consequences of the policies being pursued by a third party with which it was associated.139
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