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Praise for Deterring Armageddon:

‘Peter Apps has created a quintessential guide for understanding NATO, from its historical development to its future pathways... Deterring Armageddon is a must-read as we enter a new era of heightened global risk and shock events.’

Dr Maha Hosain Aziz

‘Compelling and informative - a must-read for anyone serious about understanding both the history and future of Western military strategy.’

Anna-Joy Rickard, The Great British Foreign Policy Podcast

‘Utterly eye-opening - compelling, haunting and continually illuminating. As Peter Apps so brilliantly demonstrates in this gripping book, the story of the NATO alliance is in many ways a parallel global history of the last 75 years. As well as all the outbreaks of seething tension between the US and its European allies - and the counter-moves of rival powers - this is also an account of just how often in those postwar years that we all stood on the edge of the most terrible abyss. With mesmerising fluency, and dazzling research, Apps follows the criss-crossing threads of the Cold War and beyond. Those threads converge in our shadowed present, and the conflict in Ukraine. In order to fathom today’s dark world, Apps has explored a labyrinth of once-classified history, and he brings dazzling clarity.’

Sinclair McKay




About the Book

DETERRING ARMAGEDDON: A Biography of NATO

The history of the world’s most successful military alliance, from the wrecked Europe of 1945 to Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine.

As they signed NATO into being after World War II, its founders fervently believed that only if the West’s democracies banded permanently together could they avoid a catastrophic global atomic conflict. Over the 75 years since, the alliance has indeed avoided war with Russia, also becoming a major political, strategic and diplomatic player well beyond its borders. It has survived disagreements between leaders from Eisenhower, Churchill and de Gaulle to Trump, Stoltenberg and Merkel, faced down Kremlin foes from Stalin to Putin and endured unending questions and debate over what new nations might be allowed to join.

Deterring Armageddon takes the reader from backroom deals that led to NATO’s creation, through the Cold War, the Balkans and Afghanistan to the current confrontation with the Kremlin following the invasion of Ukraine. It examines the tightrope walked by alliance leaders between a powerful United States sometimes flirting with isolationism and European nations with their ever-evolving wishes for autonomy and influence. Having spent much of its life preparing for conflicts that might never come, NATO has sometimes found itself in wars that few had predicted - and with its members now again planning for a potential major European conflict.

It is a tale of tension, danger, rivalry, conflict, big personalities and high-stakes military and diplomatic posturing - as well as espionage, politics and protest. From the Korean War to the pandemic, the Berlin and Cuba crises to the chaotic evacuation from Kabul, Deterring Armageddon tells how the alliance has shaped and been shaped by history - and looks ahead to what might be the most dangerous era it has ever faced.




To those I’ve worked with, served with and loved.




Introduction

Those who founded the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation and built its first civilian and military structures believed they knew exactly what its mission was. ‘I regard NATO as the all-important organisation today in the world,’ NATO’s first Deputy Supreme Allied Commander, Field Marshal Viscount Bernard Montgomery, told students at NATO’s new Defence College in 1953. ‘It is my very firm belief that if NATO had come into being earlier, there would have been no Second World War . . . It is also my belief that in the strengthening of NATO lies the best hope of preventing a Third.’1

Montgomery had been shot and nearly killed in World War One, defeated Hitler’s best general Erwin Rommel in the desert during World War Two and led British and Commonwealth forces in mainland Europe after D-Day. These were individuals who knew what war was like, and believed the advent of atomic weapons meant any future global conflict could end the human race. They saw the banding together of European and North American democracies in mutual self-defence as the best way to prevent catastrophe in Europe. As the first generation of NATO ambassadors looked back on its first forty years, they noted it had outlasted all but one significant long-term international alliance in history. The only past historic rival to its record by that point was the ancient Delian League, the Athenian-dominated group of city-states formed against the Persians in 478 BC and dismantled seventy-four years later having created the building blocks of modern Greece.

Italian diplomat Egido Ortona wrote in 1985 that NATO came into existence because of a sense of danger. The result, he said, was ‘an alliance that is even more necessary and unavoidable today than when it was created’.2 As long-serving Belgian ambassador to NATO André de Staercke put it, also in the 1980s: ‘I for my part can think of no other democratic alliance that has ever succeeded, in times of peace and for an indefinite period, in building anything approaching a common political or military policy.’3

NATO is, even its greatest supporters will concede, a very imperfect institution, one perpetually beset by divisions and where decision-making by consensus can sometimes lead to choices not being made at all. Zach Wolfraim, a former NATO official who wrote his PhD on national narratives within the North Atlantic Council, notes that countries often conform to the most basic stereotypes in their discussions and approaches.4 Plenty of those who have worked within its structures admit to finding much infuriating. It has unquestionably made mistakes, particularly in its longest war in Afghanistan and other interventions. For all that, since the moment of the treaty NATO has proved remarkably effective at ensuring that ‘not a single inch’ of its territory in the North Atlantic area has fallen to a foreign power (the ‘NATO area’ does not extend south of the Tropic of Cancer nor into the Pacific, excluding most colonial territories like the British Falklands). While it has faced conflicts outside its borders in the Balkans, Afghanistan and Libya, within NATO’s member nations whole generations have been able to grow up largely in peace without the global conflicts that tore the world apart from 1914 and 1939.

The scale of fighting in Ukraine from 2022 takes the alliance again into uncharted waters, a situation where a major war is raging on the European continent and might yet escalate to something worse. It has sent NATO back firmly to its roots, to the defence of its most vulnerable members and borders.

Cold War confrontations like Berlin and Cuba showed the complexities of an alliance between democracies of very different size and power. Even in a world where the US called the shots, it has not always been obvious who was actually in charge. At times, decisions intended to make accidental war less likely may have had the opposite effect. More such challenges are almost certainly on the way. Those who built NATO believed that without it, the Soviet Union would almost certainly have attempted to overrun at least part of Western Europe in the early 1950s, just as the Soviet-backed North invaded South Korea. Many in Eastern Europe today similarly believe that had they not gained alliance membership in the 1990s and 2000s, they too might already have found themselves attacked. Recent history suggests the United States, Russia and a rising China are all becoming much more unpredictable, as is European politics, with the alliance caught somewhere in the middle.

As NATO turns seventy-five in 2024, it has finally outlasted the Delian League, its position as the world’s longest-lasting multinational alliance no longer open to debate. As incoming US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis told a newly elected Donald Trump in 2017, it would be necessary to invent it if it did not exist already.5 But it now faces multiple new questions, not least what to do about Ukraine and whether it can survive if the US turns isolationist.

NATO only got where it is today through leadership and vision. US Air Force General Lauris Norstad recalled that one of the reasons Dwight D. Eisenhower was so effective as NATO’s first supreme military commander was that he believed in individuals, ideas and institutions, impressing on every member of the alliance his belief that it could work even when he privately had his doubts.6 Other NATO leaders since have picked up that task with varying effect.

The coming years may be as dangerous – perhaps more – than anything that has come before. If NATO is the conflicted, flawed protagonist of a multi-decade struggle to stop a global war beginning once again in Europe – and this book argues that it is – then that work is very far from over.




Part 1:

The Shock of Ukraine




1

‘A Sense of Threat and Fear’ (2022–2023)


‘Is Estonia next? Well . . . we are doing our maximum to prevent it.’

Estonian Defence Minister Hanno Pevkur, 16 February 20231



It was the twelfth month after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, and the sound of gunfire echoed through the trees of central Estonia. In wood-lined trenches, soldiers snapped magazines into automatic rifles, scanning the forest for infantry and advancing armour. British Challenger 2 tanks charged down woodland tracks, draped with camouflage branches and white sheets to match the snow and pines. Somewhere nearby waited a squadron of slightly smaller Danish Leopards crewed by the Jutland Dragoons. In support were Alpine infantry from France, their winter and mountain warfare skills now tested in the Baltic.

‘The scenario is that there’s been an enemy incursion into Estonia,’ said Major Nick Bridges, Chief of Staff of the UK-led ‘enhanced Forward Presence’ (eFP) NATO battle group in Estonia. ‘They have penetrated quite far to the west – and this is us trying to launch a counter-attack.’ As soldiers knelt in shallow snow, a Chinook helicopter touched down, blasting clouds of whiteness upwards. This was just an exercise – but one taken very seriously.2 Almost a thousand miles to the south-west, Ukraine’s army had been fighting for national survival against the Kremlin for almost a year.

For the bullish, grey-bearded commander of Estonia’s First Infantry Brigade, Colonel Andrus Merilo, Exercise WINTER CAMP was a chance to show enemies and allies that his country would be just as tough to conquer – and to ensure that Estonian troops and their NATO allies were fully prepared for fighting in the freezing cold of winter if they had to. Events in Ukraine had given his troops ‘confidence that so far what we have done has been right,’ Merilo said. ‘Russia has been our neighbour for centuries. We have been practising for this one.’3

Ever since seizing their renewed independence as the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, many in the Baltic states had warned that only strong defences and NATO membership could protect Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and the other new democracies of Eastern and Central Europe. As they signed up to join in 2002, Latvian President Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga described alliance membership as the only guarantee that Baltic citizens could ‘go to bed and not worry about someone knocking on the door and putting you on a train for Siberia’.4

Vladimir Putin’s February 2022 invasion of Ukraine offered further proof of that, Estonia’s Prime Minister Kaja Kallas told journalists at NATO’s HQ in Brussels sixteen months later. When Ukraine was loosely invited to join the alliance but denied an immediate path to membership in 2008, it had been left in a vague ‘grey zone’ between East and West. The world was now facing the cost of that decision, Kallas said – and had Estonia itself not been allowed to join in 2004, it too would almost certainly be facing ‘some really dark times’. ‘Any grey zone in Europe is a source of conflict,’ she said. The only security guarantee that really works is NATO.’5

For the alliance, the 2022 Ukraine invasion was a shot of adrenaline that would kickstart its most ambitious planning and activity since the early 1950s. ‘NATO relies on momentum,’ said former US intelligence official Andrea Kendall-Taylor. ‘And a lot of the momentum is generated by a sense of threat and fear.’6 It was a dynamic NATO’s founders would have recognised.

As the scope of the new alliance became clear during the 1948 discussions for its creation, US ambassador to Britain Lewis Douglas wondered whether the US was ‘biting off more than we can chew’. A British general at the same meeting conceded that binding their nations together was ‘a risk’, but warned the ‘worse risk was to allow one country after another to be picked off’.7 As NATO’s first Secretary General Hastings Ismay later wrote, that was exactly what Hitler had done in the run-up to 1939, and the alliance was intended to stop it from happening again.8

As representatives of twelve nations signed the North Atlantic Treaty in Washington in April 1949, President Harry S. Truman described it as a ‘simple document’ that, if it had existed earlier, might have prevented two world wars. ‘In this Treaty we seek to establish freedom from oppression and from the use of force in the North Atlantic community,’ he told the signatories. ‘To protect this area against war will be a long step toward permanent peace in the whole world.’9 The fourteen articles of the NATO treaty, modern-day NATO officials say, have offered just the right balance of clarity and vagueness to keep the alliance going, providing both flexibility and a sense of mission. US diplomat Lucius Battle, one of the last surviving witnesses to the signing, described it as a ‘superb idea, and it turned out to be a superb accomplishment’. But, he noted fifty years later, ‘there was by no means universal agreement that it was the right way to go’.10

‘Universal agreement’ has rarely occurred since either. NATO’s survival and effectiveness have never been something it or its members could take for granted. Its history, in many respects, is one of successive crises, both internal and external – and in an organisation run entirely through ‘consensus’, where one country’s veto can sometimes block agreement, even a relatively minor disagreement or misunderstanding can stop anything happening at all. ‘Just by reading the newspapers or watching the television you can see that NATO allies disagree on many issues,’ Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg told a press conference in Washington for the alliance’s seventieth anniversary in April 2019, describing trade, climate change and Iran as among the largest issues that year. ‘[But] the strength of NATO is that despite these differences we have always been able to unite around our core task, and that is to protect and defend each other.’11

In the aftermath of the Ukraine invasion, many – particularly those from Eastern Europe – believe the alliance has again reached a critical inflection point, where it once again must adapt and rebuild to protect its members. ‘Aggression cannot pay off,’ said Estonian Prime Minister Kallas in December 2022, arguing that any nation that attacked another should be punished rather than allowed to walk away with more territories or resources. ‘We have agreed in the international rules-based order that it’s illegal to attack another country.’12

In barely four months following February 2022, NATO’s policy planning team under Stoltenberg’s direction drew up its first new strategic concept since 2010. Whereas the previous version had talked of the Euro–Atlantic area being ‘at peace’, this explicitly said the opposite. It described Russia’s invasion as having ‘shattered peace and gravely altered our security environment’, further exacerbating a security environment already defined by ‘pervasive instability, rising strategic competition and advancing authoritarianism’. NATO’s three core tasks, it said, were now: ‘deterrence and defence’, ‘crisis prevention and management’ and ‘cooperative security’.13 Officials talked of a new feeling of urgency and purpose. ‘There’s no question of the sense of mission,’ said one official.14 ‘NATO is more unified than I’ve ever seen NATO unified before,’ General Christopher G. Cavoli, commanding the US Army in Europe and soon to take on Eisenhower’s old role as NATO’s supreme commander, told reporters in Poland shortly after the invasion. ‘I’ve been working since I was a second lieutenant in 1988, and I can tell you, I’ve never seen the resolve . . . it’s remarkable.’15

‘He [Putin] made a big mistake by invading Ukraine because he totally underestimated Ukrainians, their strengths, their resilience and their courage,’ said Secretary General Stoltenberg. ‘He totally underestimated NATO and NATO allies . . . NATO is the most successful alliance in history because of our unity and because of our ability to adapt. When the world changes, NATO changes.’16

For anyone wondering whether a modern Western democracy could fight off a concerted, brutal attack from an authoritarian state like Russia, Ukraine’s success in surviving the initial onslaught was inevitably encouraging. But the sheer scale of the war – and the resulting human losses – outstripped anything the alliance had considered possible in its recent history. UN reports of some 8,500 civilian casualties in the first year of the war were, the officials who drew them up acknowledged, likely a dramatic underestimate.17 Associated Press used civilian satellite footage to track more than 10,000 new graves in the coastal city of Mariupol alone following its devastating siege and capture – and warned many more bodies were likely buried where they lay as Russian bulldozers razed neighbourhoods. Some local sources put the true number of dead at 25,000 in that city alone, others three times that.18 By August 2023, US officials estimated almost 200,000 troops had lost their lives on both sides, with approximately two-thirds of them Russian and the remainder from Ukraine, plus another 300,000 wounded.19

Other more localised reports were equally disturbing. As Ukrainian troops re-entered the Kyiv suburb of Bucha in April 2022, they discovered dozens of bodies in the streets, many with hands tied behind their backs. The Ukrainian government later put the death toll at 458. Those planning alliance defence now had an appalling, visual indicator of what even a limited war in Europe might look like. ‘This is the biggest war on the European continent since World War Two,’ said one senior NATO official. ‘There cannot be a Bucha [style massacre] on NATO territory. Ever.’20

Former US ambassador to NATO Donald Rumsfeld once said that the alliance had a lucky habit of being ‘saved’ once a decade by a new crisis between the West and Kremlin.21 Following the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, NATO appeared to embrace action and reform on a scale not seen since the early 1950s.

For the first year of its existence after the 1949 signing of the treaty, the alliance had no permanent structures at all to speak of, just a series of meetings with ministers and generals. For months, increasingly concerned military commanders contrasted Kremlin military preparations with their own and warned that if the Soviets attacked, Western defences might crumble fast. When war came, however, it was on the far side of the world. NATO was barely a year old when North Korean troops launched a massive and unexpected assault across the 38th parallel in June 1950, almost overrunning the entire peninsula before being halted by the US and its allies. Events in Korea would change NATO forever. President Truman recalled Eisenhower, the architect of Allied victory in Europe in World War Two, to the US Army, and immediately appointed him NATO’s first Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR). In the space of barely a year, ‘Ike’ and many of the team that had planned the D-Day landings built what remains the basis for NATO’s modern military machine.

During the 1990s and 2000s, many of those at the top of the alliance shifted to viewing Russia as much a partner as a potential foe, with NATO refocusing ‘out of area’ as a tool of intervention in first the Balkans and then Afghanistan. Like its later 2011 war in Libya, these were often controversial actions. Some within the alliance talk of an awkward search for relevance during the years the Russian threat appeared diminished. But that is not a problem now.

Concern over Russia’s actions began growing from 2007, when Estonia found itself under a suspected Russian cyber attack, further intensifying through Russia’s 2008 war with Georgia and a series of increasingly aggressive Russian military exercises in Eastern Europe – including some that simulated nuclear strikes against eastern NATO members. The annexation of Crimea in 2014 and fighting in eastern Ukraine that followed re-orientated NATO firmly back towards ‘classical deterrence’, sending the first eFP battle groups to Eastern Europe. By the time the Covid-19 pandemic hit in March 2020 the US was committed to a series of annual DEFENDER exercises moving forces across the Atlantic to continental Europe; a twenty-first-century equivalent of the Cold War-era REFORGER drills that had defined the 1970s and 1980s. Stoltenberg described the alliance as ‘actually quite prepared’ for the 2022 invasion, ‘partly because we had very precise intelligence, but also partly because the Russian invasion was part of a pattern that started in Chechnya and then Georgia, and then Crimea . . . We may as people be shocked by the brutality, but we should not be surprised by the fact that President Putin invaded Ukraine.’22

As the pandemic eased in April 2021, the Russian military began moving more than 100,000 troops towards the Ukraine border. Most Russian units returned to their bases from the start of May, but there was little let-up in rhetoric from the Kremlin, increasingly questioning Ukraine’s right to exist as an independent state. From November 2021 Putin’s army headed back in even greater numbers, with US and British spies increasingly convinced that this was not an exercise. When global leaders met in Glasgow for the COP climate summit later that month, senior US officials told Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky they believed his country was about to face invasion.

As Putin’s attack preparations reached their final stages, US intelligence officials did what they had done for every major international crisis since Cuba in 1962: fly in US experts to brief NATO’s North Atlantic Council and to prepare alliance members for what might happen next. As throughout alliance history, predictable divisions fast became apparent. There was, those involved say, scepticism from several European nations, mutterings over past US errors on Iraqi weapons of mass destruction, and doubt the Kremlin would truly launch a major war.23

NATO’s eastern members – particularly the Baltic states and Poland – were much more openly alarmed, lobbying for more alliance troop deployments to further deter an attack on them.24 In September 2021 they had watched Western forces quit Afghanistan in chaos after two decades of ‘ironclad’ commitment from the alliance. Now they were watching embassies flee Kyiv.

As always in a crisis, all eyes turned to the United States. As he boarded the Marine One helicopter outside the White House in December 2021, President Biden made it clear that sending US forces to defend Ukraine was ‘not on the table’. Those nations already inside the alliance, however, would be defended to the hilt. Both assertions were to be repeated on multiple occasions in the coming weeks. ‘We have a moral obligation and a legal obligation to our NATO allies if [Russia] were to attack,’ Biden said. ‘It’s a sacred obligation. That obligation does not extend . . . to Ukraine.’25

Throughout the eight decades since 1945 the US has always been by far the most powerful NATO member. Its importance stems from its simultaneous political, economic and military strength, its status as the first Western atomic power, and its history as the ‘arsenal of freedom’ that came late to both world wars before being critical to victory. Ending that isolationist tradition was top of the agenda for those who built the alliance, locking the US into a binding commitment to the defence of Europe in a way previous American generations had always avoided.

That has not been enough to stop decades of discussions in Washington and beyond over whether the US bears an unfair burden. Several US presidential candidates have favoured withdrawing troops from Europe over the decades, while senators and congressmen have attempted to pass bills to achieve the same. Most recently, Donald Trump’s dismissal of NATO as ‘obsolete’ and his rows with almost every member prompted some to ask if the alliance could survive. Even in more united times, the power imbalance between Washington and other capitals has always been a source of tension, with smaller allies accusing the US and other major powers of making decisions behind their backs. In fact, the Trump era saw the US increase its military contribution to the alliance – although whether the president was aware of this remains another question.

From February 2022, the Biden administration showed its colours as even more resolutely transatlanticist. The US has deliberately placed itself at the heart of a Western strategy to support Ukraine with weapons, punish Russia diplomatically and economically, and shore up NATO’s own defences. That might only be a temporary rebalancing. November 2024 could see Trump returned to the White House, while the Republican primaries showed isolationism, if anything, growing within the party. Even amongst Americans committed to engaging with the world, priorities are shifting firmly to the Pacific, with some warning of conflict sparked by an invasion of Taiwan as soon as 2027. ‘For the US, Russia is a regional power, a pain but not the centre of their attention,’ said former French ambassador to Washington DC Gerard Ardaud. ‘They want to put an end to the war in Ukraine as soon as possible to face the real threat: China.’26 How European states and NATO itself might respond to that long-term US shift away from Europe remains unclear.

Initially, few in Russia or the West expected Ukraine’s government to survive the 2022 invasion. An airborne assault and armoured thrust from Belarus was expected to overrun Kyiv and ‘decapitate’ its military and civilian leadership. As the US, Britain, the Baltic states and Poland poured rocket launchers and other hand-held weapons into the country, they expected to be supporting an insurgency against a Russian occupation, not a functioning Ukrainian state.

As Russia initiated its offensive in the early hours of 24 February, Stoltenberg and his NATO team had already planned their immediate response. They scheduled an immediate meeting of ambassadors of the North Atlantic Council, also ordering the mobilisation of 40,000 troops to locations across Eastern Europe. The next day, thirty NATO national leaders – together with other partners including the European Union, Sweden and Finland – held an emergency virtual summit, condemning Russia’s ‘senseless’ war and committing again to the alliance principles of mutual aid and self-defence.27

Next, Stoltenberg and alliance military leaders moved to demonstrate just how much force the alliance could muster in a hurry. Within days, NATO had increased the number of operational forces under its direct command to 140 ships at sea, 32,000 ground troops on the eastern flank, and 135 aircraft devoted to NATO operations.28 Expectations that the Kyiv government would prove an easy victim were swiftly overturned. Russian airborne troops failed to secure Hostomel airport near the capital, while its troops advancing from Belarus struggled to move forward.29 Cities that Russia had expected to take readily – such as the predominantly Russian-speaking university town of Kharkiv and the coastal steel-manufacturing centre Mariupol – instead offered fierce resistance. ‘We meet here at the NATO headquarters facing the most serious security crisis in a generation,’ Stoltenberg told reporters as leaders arrived in Brussels for an emergency summit a month after the invasion. He announced a ‘new sense of urgency’ to build up alliance defences, and a decision to send further eFP battle groups to Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary and Slovakia.30

Like every other foe that it had faced, from Stalin to the Taliban, Putin hoped the alliance would fracture under pressure. ‘Putin was banking on NATO being split,’ said Biden. ‘In my early conversations with him in December and early January, it was clear to me he didn’t think we could sustain this cohesion. NATO has never, never been more united than it is today. Putin is getting exactly the opposite of what he intended.’31 On 26 April 2022, the sixty-second day of fighting, more than forty nations met at Ramstein Air Base in south-west Germany to coordinate arms shipments and supply. ‘Putin never imagined that the world would rally behind Ukraine so swiftly and surely,’ said US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin.32

Of course, the fact the war was happening at all was a sign of NATO and wider Western failure. As he lobbied for weapons, Ukraine’s Zelensky noted diplomatically that leaving his country in the fragile ‘grey zone’ between membership and abandonment was perhaps a long-term recipe for trouble. Others blamed the mayhem of the Trump era and earlier US-led Middle East interventions for creating a narrative of strategic weakness. Without the chaotic fall of Kabul and the unravelling of the US and NATO Afghan machine in August 2021, some suggested Putin might not have had the confidence to launch the Ukraine invasion just six months later.

These were now uncharted waters. Never before had NATO members been so directly involved in arming and supporting a major European state at existential war with Russia. When it came to arming Ukraine, countries struck deals directly with the Kyiv government through the US-coordinated Ramstein process. NATO’s involvement was limited, although it was able to use its structures to support mass purchasing of artillery shells. Without the existence of the alliance, however – and specifically its ‘Article 5’ mutual defence guarantee – insiders say that few of its Eastern and Central European members would have felt so confident to support Ukraine, nor that they could have done so without facing some form of attack by Russia. ‘The invasion of Ukraine has broken the taboo on the state-on-state use of force in Europe,’ said an Eastern European diplomat. ‘NATO is fulfilling its role . . . by managing escalation, by providing a safe space for the help effectively to be delivered.’33 ‘I really think this will come to be seen as NATO’s finest hour,’ said former Assistant Secretary General for Operations Stephen Evans. ‘Without it, I don’t believe Ukraine could have been supported as it has.’34

NATO members had never truly contemplated a sustained war in Europe on the scale of present-day Ukraine. By 2023, the Kyiv government was estimated to be spending 34 per cent of gross domestic product on defence, ten times its pre-war levels, while many NATO members were still struggling to reach their long-running target of just 2 per cent.35 As the war progressed, the realisation grew in Western capitals that it could last for years. The government in Kyiv had halted male citizens fleeing the country to conscript them for the front, a step few had felt possible in the hyper-connected, hyper-mobile modern age.

Now, NATO’s most exposed nations felt they had to prepare themselves for such a potential conflict while also continuing to support Ukraine. The level of firepower being used by both sides outstripped anything Western states had previously considered. Within the first two months of the war Ukraine used up a significant proportion of the entire Western consignment of Stinger hand-held anti-aircraft missiles, with manufacturers struggling to restock supplies.36 Ukrainian officials reported Russian artillery firing up to 600,000 shells a month in the first months of conflict, equivalent to an entire year of European defence industry pre-war production output.37 At the height of the Cold War, US strategists calculated the US military needed to set aside artillery shells for no more than sixty days of high-intensity fighting before a conflict either stopped or became nuclear and apocalyptic. European states had never been persuaded to match those stocks, running down supplies even further after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

The US, the ally with by far the biggest arsenals, delivered a million shells by the end of 2022, but only by breaking into strategic stockpiles held outside Europe in Israel and South Korea.38 The European Union pledged another million shells, itself an unprecedented step. One NATO official called the allied effort to deliver Ukraine ammunition as an ‘incredible, unforeseen strain on the supply system’ – but a ‘military necessity’.39 In US artillery production plants that had barely changed since the 1950s, manufacturing lines were now running 24 hour days throughout the working week as officials and defence executives scoped out locations for new sites and recruited a new generation of munitions workers. Alongside such ‘old-fashioned’ mass-production warfare sat equally dramatic demand for high-tech drones, missiles, microchips and satellite communications, not to mention all the requirements of continuous cyber and information warfare.

‘The magnitude of this war is incredible,’ NATO’s SACEUR Cavoli told a Swedish military audience in January 2023. ‘The Russians have lost almost 2000 tanks . . . the scale dwarfs all our recent thinking but it is real and we must contend with it.’40 ‘People need to be aware that this is a long fight,’ said another NATO official. ‘This is not a crisis. This is not some small incident somewhere that can be managed. This is an all-out war. It’s treated that way now by politicians all across Europe and across the alliance, and that’s absolutely appropriate.’41

With most of Russia’s forces bogged down in Ukraine, Central and Eastern European states were, by mid-2023, temporarily less nervous about an imminent attack. Their worry, however, was that once that war was paused or over, a humiliated Kremlin might re-arm and come for them. ‘I don’t think this war will weaken Russia so much that it would stop being a threat,’ said Latvian Defence Minister Artis Pabriks. Latvia’s National Security Adviser Jānis Kažociņš, a former spy chief, described Russia as a problem to be handled ‘for ever’: ‘There’s no imminent sense of crisis, but there is a sense of danger.’42 Most NATO officials had a similar diagnosis. ‘We are convinced that the Russians are going to reconstitute,’ said NATO Military Committee Chairman Admiral Robert Bauer, previously defence chief for the Netherlands.43

‘For years and years, time was on our side,’ said Bauer. ‘We thought for a while that if we have mutual relationships with a nation that we trade with, and economic interdependency, there will never be war again. Well, that has been proved wrong.’44




2

A Very Political Alliance (2023)


‘People think of NATO as a military alliance, but everything here is political – even the military decisions.’

Eastern European diplomat, 20231



NATO’s seventy-fourth birthday, 4 April 2023, was cold and clear in Brussels. Outside NATO’s vast steel and glass HQ, a single new and empty flagstaff stood erect and ready for its latest member: Finland. As foreign ministers arrived in limousines, Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg described the moment as a personal failure for Putin, and a direct consequence of his invasion of Ukraine. ‘He wanted less NATO along his borders,’ he told reporters, his comments translated almost immediately into Ukrainian and Russian for the NATO website. ‘He is getting exactly the opposite.’2

With the addition of Finland, NATO’s total population stood at 955 million across almost 25,000,000 km². If it were a single and unified nation state – and some of its founders hoped that it might be that by now – it would be by far the richest in the world, the third most populous after India and China, and the geographically largest country in history, surpassing for the first time the total area of the Soviet Union at its height.3 Even after the Cold War ended, it had remained relatively unthinkable that either Finland or Sweden might join the alliance – such a move was simply not popular enough within their countries. The February 2022 invasion of Ukraine, however, upended that reality.

At NATO’s military Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE) in the Belgian city of Mons and across the Atlantic at its Allied Command Transformation in Norfolk, Virginia, work was soon afoot to defend both countries and integrate them into wider military plans. That would include using the Swedish–Finnish road and rail network to move forces fast in times of trouble, either to defend the Baltic states or potentially threaten Russia. Sweden and Finland might have remained neutral through the first Cold War, but they had built powerful militaries optimised for self-defence. That now included Finland’s F-35 Joint Strike Fighters, 250,000 military reservists and Sweden’s cutting-edge submarines. NATO officers integrating the potential new arrivals into the alliance described it as ‘a huge step forward’ from a military perspective.4 But almost immediately after the May 2022 announcement that Finland and Sweden had applied to join, a stumbling block emerged as Turkey announced it would veto them.5 It was a stark reminder of one of NATO’s ‘core realities’. If it wished, a single nation could leave decision-making deadlocked by refusing to agree – and the North Atlantic Treaty offered no way to stop them, let alone evict them if required.

Persuading Turkey to agree to Finland’s membership took almost a year of focused diplomacy. Over multiple meetings between Turkish, Finnish and Swedish officials, several deals emerged, including an agreement from the two Nordic nations to clamp down on Kurdish militants and lift arms embargoes on the government in Ankara. In March 2023, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan announced Finland had done enough to join – but still not Sweden. There were, he said, several reasons – including the Stockholm government’s tolerance of ‘blasphemy’ over the burning of the Qur’an at a far-right demonstration.6 That incident would later turn out to have been organised by a journalist with links to Kremlin-funded media, prompting suggestions it was a deliberate provocation.7 The dispute was, some warned, undermining NATO credibility. ‘Any fissure, any lack of solidarity provides an opportunity for those who would oppose the alliance,’ said former US ambassador to NATO Douglas Lute.8 ‘NATO has set up Swedish membership to be one of the jewels of the crown of that summit,’ said a diplomat in Brussels. ‘If it cannot deliver it, that will inevitably raise questions.’9

The other unanswered long-term question was what to do about Ukraine. As Finland’s flag rose outside NATO HQ in April 2023, several dozen protesters chanted and waved banners. ‘Ukraine is Europe!’ they chanted, still loud enough to be heard even after being moved away by the police. ‘Give us weapons! Ukraine in NATO! Ukraine in NATO!’10

From its inception in April 1949, squaring such political circles has been at the heart of the job for those running the alliance. Of the roughly 4,000 who come to work each day in the sprawling civilian HQ by Brussels airport, which some refer to as the ‘Death Star’, approximately half work for the national delegations of its members. Another 500 military personnel make up its International Military Staff, with several hundred more from other partner countries or organisations. Then there are the one thousand ‘international staff’, the core team including those around the secretary general tasked with keeping it all together.11

Some parts of NATO have a reputation for being somewhat sedentary. International NATO jobs are well remunerated and its staff do not pay tax, prompting some incumbents to stay for years. In 2020, the average age of NATO staff was forty-seven,12 and there have long been jokes about the ineffectiveness of parts of its bureaucracy (asked how many people worked for NATO, its longest-serving Secretary General Joseph Luns is once said to have replied: ‘About half.’)13

At the centre of the alliance, however – particularly those working with the secretary general – the pace has always been relentless, and as the alliance has expanded it has increased further. Particularly during a ministerial meeting, dozens of decision-makers can be seen striding through the building, surrounded by their staff: young, earnest men, power-dressing women, officers in uniform and a multinational crowd of journalists, all clutching their smart phones. Former NATO secretary generals have complained at the ‘tiny’ size of the central bureaucracy compared to other major institutions like the European Union or International Monetary Fund, blaming the constituent members of the alliance for failing to provide the proper resources. George Robertson, who ran the alliance from 1999 until 2003, describes it as being ‘as weak as the . . . nation states want to make it or as strong as they want to make it’. ‘I could decide to go to Moscow and negotiate with President Putin,’ Robertson said after leaving office. ‘I could go to the White House and negotiate with President Bush. But I couldn’t upgrade a gardener or a security guard, and I couldn’t move a single euro from one of the budget heads to the other [without the agreement of all members].’14

That relentless necessity to get multinational sign-off is a constant across many NATO structures. As well as its main HQ, the alliance has centres, operations rooms and offices in almost every member, including several dozen ‘centres of excellence’ on everything from cyber security to military veterinary medicine. Their staff include NATO’s Young Professionals, usually in their early to mid-twenties, on three-year schemes that moves them between different alliance institutions – and often countries – every year. Then there are the tens of thousands of service personnel and smaller numbers of civilians who pass through other NATO structures, exercises, courses and validation programmes, all aimed at helping them work together.

The political dynamics shape all else that happens. ‘What you realise when you work in NATO is that there are all sorts of unwritten ground rules that unite the nations of the alliance,’ said British General Sir James Everard, Deputy Supreme Allied Commander Europe from 2017 to 2020. ‘Most of them are about mutual respect and impeccable politeness.’15

As Winston Churchill persuaded Defence Minister Lord Hastings Ismay to become NATO’s first secretary general in February 1952, he told him that the alliance offered the best chance of securing global peace – but that to do so, it needed to be run and managed properly.16 Some of NATO’s most sophisticated diplomats have since struggled to find the language for what that really means. In 1969 US NATO ambassador Harlan Cleveland described the alliance to a newly elected President Richard Nixon as an ‘organised controversy’ attempting to resolve sometimes almost irreconcilable and enduring differences between its members.17

Cleveland was attempting to explain to Nixon – accurately, as it turned out – why achieving what he wished to within the alliance would be hard. In May 1984, US ambassador to the UN Jeane Kirkpatrick reached for a more human metaphor, describing NATO as ‘a colossal success, the greatest single success of the post-World War Two years’, but also as ‘not a perfect marriage’.18 Few of these metaphors really work in detail. If NATO is a marriage, it is an unusually complex partnership, more a polyamorous commune with multiple overlapping relationships and atomic arms. Certainly, its multimember nature and internal drive for consensus make it an eternal challenge to direct and mould. ‘Some folks are more transactional – “I want this for that” – and you can work with that,’ said one senior NATO official. ‘Sometimes there is an absolute bedrock principle and they won’t budge at all. Then you look for ways of bridging the gap . . . finding the middle ground. Consensus isn’t everyone saying yes. It’s no one saying no.’19

Times of tension have sometimes delivered unity, but also savage rows. Rows over how to tackle the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961 prompted Secretary General Dirk Stikker to warn his US colleagues that the alliance could ‘not stand many more scenes like that of last Friday’.20 More minor frictions and diplomatic wrangling are endemic. One present-day senior diplomat at the headquarters described her first encounter with NATO committee work as ‘absolutely horrendous’, with alliance members battling incessantly over individual words and punctuation. ‘Only years later do you realise what you’ve learned,’ she said.21 ‘The glue that holds this whole thing together is that there is an extremely strong conviction in every capital that the purpose of NATO is really worthwhile fighting for – and so unity is usually reached at the end of the day,’ said another diplomat based in Brussels. ‘That can take a very long time – it’s the slowest boat in the convoy, so to speak, that decides how fast this organisation can move.’22

Resources are another permanent constraint. When most journalists or academics talk about ‘NATO forces’, they are often referring to the totality of all military units under the control of alliance nations. On paper, that is a vast number – statistics website Statista calculates that, in total, NATO alliance nations have some 3.35 million regular service personnel and another 1.7 million reservists.23 Only a relatively small proportion of those, however, are allocated to NATO at any particular point in peacetime. When it wants to achieve something significant militarily, the alliance must either go back to its members or react smartly with what it has. That means the limited number of military assets the alliance directly controls at any given time – such as the handful of AWACS airborne early warning planes operated by the alliance since the 1970s – can find themselves deployed a lot to deliver useful headlines and presence.24

If it is to defend itself, it must also keep its secrets – and that has often been another challenge. During the Cold War, NATO was penetrated several times, with more than one senior official spying for the Eastern bloc. The Balkan and Afghan wars brought their own leaks, while the modern era has added cyber attacks to a growing list of threats.

It was March 2023, and NATO was making a quite deliberate show of force around the platforms of Norway’s largest offshore gas field, Troll. Over the year since the Ukraine invasion, Norway had increased production of natural gas, feeding an anxious Europe missing the cheap Russian energy on which it had become increasingly dependent. Those resources, however, were under mounting threat, including from drones and submersibles ‘actively mapping’ critical infrastructure, including on the seabed. ‘The Russians are more active than we’ve seen in years in this domain,’ NATO Assistant Secretary General for Intelligence and Security David Cattler told reporters, describing Russian vessels – some with armed guards on board – taking ‘more risks’ in the North and Baltic seas.

Surrounded by a gaggle of reporters, Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen and Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Støre disembarked from helicopters in yellow overalls and white hard hats. In the background cruised several warships from NATO’s Standing Maritime Group, providing a signal of commitment to protect critical offshore infrastructure from a growing number of new threats. ‘We have seen how President Putin has tried to use energy as a weapon,’ said Stoltenberg. ‘Norwegian gas has helped us respond to that [but] since these structures are so vital, they are also vulnerable.’25 By May 2023 NATO’s new ‘cell’ to track these risks was up and running, led by Germany’s Lieutenant General Hans-Werner Wiermann. ‘We have increased our vigilance and surveillance activities,’ he said. ‘We have significantly increased the number of ships patrolling . . . but we need to do more.’26 It was a classic piece of NATO action – some smart use of military forces already allocated to the alliance, and some slick PR, including inviting TV crews aboard warships of NATO nations and a briefing in Brussels – coupled with some genuinely useful coordination. Defending the entire continent against a concerted Russian assault, however, would be a very different matter.

At the Madrid summit in June 2022, NATO’s national leaders authorised the alliance to take its most recent military thinking – dubbed ‘Defence and Deterrence of the Euro–Atlantic Area’ (DDA) – and supercharge it through actionable regional defence plans. They also approved a new NATO force structure, with three ‘tiers’ of readiness: 100,000 troops supposedly ready to move into action within ten days; another 200,000 at ten to thirty days’ notice; and another 500,000 who could be mobilised in between one and six months.27 Efforts to turn those plans into reality began immediately after, with the aim to get at least some ready for review in Vilnius a year later. The result was arguably the most concerted, urgent burst of military planning since the years following NATO’s creation.

When Dwight D. Eisenhower arrived in Europe in January 1951, the only forces the new SACEUR had were twelve combat-ready divisions, compared to 175 on the Soviet side. The result was a challenge each NATO Supreme Commander and secretary general would face: how to construct a credible narrative of deterrence and defence with limited means and political constraints. But, as Eisenhower wrote to White House adviser Averell Harriman later in that year: ‘The last thing that a leader may be is pessimistic if he is to achieve success.’28 Leading NATO has always required that balance – an optimistic approach, and a willingness to act creatively. It has also required a lot of political awareness, particularly when it comes to reassuring vulnerable-feeling members that their territory will not be readily surrendered. As NATO’s third Supreme Allied Commander Alfred Gruenther put it in 1953: ‘I am charged with defending all of Western Europe, not merely the easy portions.’29 Expansion since has only made that harder.

Throughout most of the Cold War NATO’s war plans and exercises were fiendishly complex, allocating tens of thousands of troops, hundreds of aircraft and entire naval forces including nuclear weapons. Their aim was twofold: to prepare for any fight, and to be seen as sufficiently credible by the Kremlin in order to deter aggressive action. That, NATO leaders agreed in Madrid in 2022, was needed once again. Few were blunter than Estonian Prime Minister Kaja Kallas. Her mother was six months old when she and her entire family were deported to Siberia after the Soviet invasion of 1940, returning only ten years later. Visiting Brussels shortly before Madrid in June 2022, she told journalists that her country would be ‘wiped from the map’ under current NATO planning, which lacked the forces to put up a concerted defence against a serious attack on the scale of that launched against Ukraine. As an aside, she said she had spoken to NATO soldiers of the UK-led force in Estonia – in the case of an invasion, she believed they knew they would be overrun, and that they did not like the idea any more than she did.30

As of mid-2023 NATO had around 10,000 service personnel deployed in Eastern Europe as part of its eight eFP groups in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary and Slovakia. In the aftermath of the Ukraine invasion, SACEUR Cavoli ordered the eFP battle groups to increase their readiness so they could be prepared to ‘fight tonight’ – a tacit admission that that was not currently the case.31 In Madrid, NATO agreed each battle group should be prepared to triple its strength to a full brigade in times of crisis – something the Baltic states, Poland and Romania argued should be done as fast as possible. ‘This change will move us from an alliance that is optimised for out-of-area contingency operations to an alliance built on the purpose of large-scale operations to defend every inch of the alliance’s territory,’ Cavoli said. ‘This is necessitated by the new realities we face.’32

Ever since Eisenhower first took the role in 1951, every SACEUR has been American – and, from his departure in 1952, also explicitly ‘double-hatted’, as the commander of all US forces on the continent. Critically, in times of war, that status should give them relatively unrestricted access to US intelligence and resources, as well as atomic weapons. Several other critical roles are also US-held – including the command of air and land forces across the alliance, as well as NATO forces in the Mediterranean. Others are divided across the rest of the alliance: Britain commands maritime forces while a French officer leads the long-range planning Allied Transformation Command in Norfolk, Virginia. The permanent chair of NATO’s Military Committee responsible for bringing national defence chiefs together to make key decisions is also always a European or Canadian.

But since the job was created in 1952, it has been the secretary general that sets the tone for NATO more than any other individual. In its first seventy-five years, thirteen men have held the role – although there is a growing feeling it is time a woman had the job. Past holders include three Britons, three Dutchmen, two Belgians and one Italian, German, Spaniard and Dane – and the current incumbent, Stoltenberg from Norway. A more activist and larger NATO has often inherently found itself more controversial. Former Spanish physicist turned foreign minister Javier Solana, who led the alliance through the 1999 war in Kosovo, described the role of secretary general as being a ‘catalyst for consensus’.33 But he found that approach pushed to its very limit by the Kosovan conflict, in which the alliance almost tore itself apart.

Stoltenberg’s father was UN ambassador, defence and foreign minister, and Stoltenberg himself was once termed ‘Norway’s Tony Blair’. As prime minister, he bolstered defences in the Arctic, sent Norwegian forces to Afghanistan and Libya – and negotiated with the Kremlin to end a border dispute that had run for decades. When Anders Breivik launched Norway’s worst ever terror attack in July 2011, killing seventy-seven, his response was regarded as just the right blend of empathy and strength, securing his global ‘brand’. At NATO’s ministerial and national meetings, Stoltenberg’s timekeeping and that of his team is ruthless, whether clapping his hands together to hasten a photoshoot or calling the meeting to order before evicting reporters. While some criticised him for his assiduous handling of Donald Trump during his years in office, others credit his management of that relationship – sometimes dubbed ‘Trump-whispering’ – with holding NATO together. Stoltenberg describes the sometimes tough bilateral and group negotiations as ‘part of being secretary general . . . It is also part of being a politician. I’ve been a prime minister for ten years, I’ve been a minister for several years before that in the 1990s. Part of that is to take positions and negotiate and agree with people from other parties or from other countries.’34 Taking over from Denmark’s Anders Fogh Rasmussen in 2014, he also has the advantage of a single defining theme: his tenure has been dominated by mounting confrontations with the Kremlin.

In July 2023 his tenure was yet again extended for another year, postponing once again the endless diplomatic parlour game of guessing who comes next. As always, diplomats and officials remarked, the appointment would be made through a deeply untransparent process of negotiation between the major powers, and ultimately decided by the United States. ‘What usually happens is you get agreement first,’ said one diplomat at NATO. ‘Then you have a meeting, and the US ambassador says: this person would be good. And everyone agrees.’35

Stitching up such deals in advance has long been an alliance habit. ‘Ideally, you only call a meeting when you already know what decision will be made,’ said Jamie Shea, who first joined NATO as a junior official in 1980 before retiring as Deputy Assistant Secretary General for Emerging Security Challenges in 2018, noting an element of theatre to many interactions.36 The larger the alliance has become, however, the more difficult those deals can prove to be.

Just off the vast main hallway of the new Brussels HQ sits the chamber of the North Atlantic Council – universally known within the alliance as the NAC – and its supreme decision-making body. It is, most agree, the best home the NAC has ever had – dominated by a giant oval table, open in the middle to allow media photographers to take pictures at the start of otherwise secret sessions. At one end sits the secretary general – and next to him, when present, the Supreme Allied Commander Europe. Giant screens allow speakers – such as Ukraine’s President Zelensky, who refused to leave his country in the first months of the war – to address the NAC remotely. Illuminated signs remind all that discussions are classified ‘NATO SECRET’. Mobile phones must be left outside.

Inevitably, given the size of the alliance, NAC meetings that reach critical decisions often only do so after diplomatic shepherding, both by NATO officials and the more powerful delegations. Most of the day-to-day sessions – and there can be multiple each week on different topics – are attended by national ambassadors or their deputies, holding discussions as stepping-stones to the gatherings of foreign and defence ministers. These in turn now occur several times each year, both virtually and in person, building to summits of national leaders. The frequency of the latter has varied wildly over NATO’s history, but it now seems increasingly established that they occur each summer.

As well as the actions of its enemies, much of the drama in NATO’s history has come from the contest for influence and status between member nations and individual leaders. The national delegations at the headquarters are at the forefront of handling what that really means.

With thirty-one members, speakers often only have three minutes to address the NAC. Less formally documented are the bilateral and group discussions between the member states. They too often cluster in groups. France and Germany often work together, their positions frequently supported by Italy, Spain and other Western EU nations – all of whom are sometimes accused by Eastern and other Central European members of being too soft or naïve about the Kremlin. Southern European states often stick together – a position formalised under the new regional defence plans. Those in the Balkans and the Black Sea complain their regions have been excessively ignored, while Britain periodically asserts a leadership position despite widespread speculation – largely consistent since 1945 – that its influence is terminally in decline.

Several nations – most recently Bulgaria, the Czech Republic and Slovakia – have shown a recent trend of alternating between pro and anti-NATO governments, a trend that some suspect might soon also become the norm with the United States. As illustrated with the potential expansion to Sweden and Finland, however, it is Turkey and to a lesser extent Hungary that have won the most significant reputations as the most disruptive states.

The NAC has often struggled to make decisions – and, with increased membership, in the early 2020s that situation is arguably becoming worse. Some in NATO suggest this is not necessarily a problem, providing consensus can be reached and all remain agreed on the need to defend each other, but that belief has not always been universal. NATO’s second secretary general, former Belgian Prime Minister Paul-Henri Spaak, argued throughout his career that the right to veto by permanent members of the Security Council had wrecked the United Nations, and was unwelcome elsewhere.37 In the 2020s some Eastern and Central European NATO members suggested that, in the event of an attack on any member, the triggering of the Article 5 self-defence clause should be a ‘self-evident fact’, even if not every alliance delegation was willing to vote to that effect.38 Whether that ‘self-evident fact’ is enough for nervous nations to count on is another question. Quietly, over the last decade, some of NATO’s members have begun to plan for what to do if the alliance proved unable to agree to ‘play’ in a time of crisis.

While NATO’s regional war plans are – theoretically, at least – intended to provide the backbone of Western preparations, they are not the only options. Each nation that feels threatened has the option of negotiating its own bilateral and often secret deals with other allies, including the US – although whether an isolationist US administration would fight or not remains another question. Such secret plans have existed throughout NATO’s history. There are also other structures – including the Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF), a UK-led military structure that also includes Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden. ‘The JEF is particularly important to us,’ said one official from the Baltic states, where it is seen as a potential ‘last-ditch’ alliance should they be abandoned by the US and Western Europe.39

Whatever happens, Eastern and Central European states would likely fight in the event of a Russian attack. Poland, in particular – seen as the fastest-rising major military power in Europe following the invasion of Ukraine – could almost certainly emulate the Kyiv government in battling on alone if necessary.40

Even if no such conflict comes to pass, as NATO approached the Vilnius summit in the summer of 2023 there was also mounting discussion of what Europe’s ‘security architecture’ might look like once the fighting in Ukraine ceased – with little agreement on whether Ukraine itself should join the alliance once the war was over.

It was a topic on which divisions would become more obvious in the run-up to Vilnius in July 2023, with Eastern and Nordic members committed to bringing Ukraine into NATO fast, but the US and others still reluctant. ‘Ukrainian people deserve to hear what we think,’ said Lithuanian Foreign Minister Gabrielius Landsbergis, one of the strongest supporters of Ukrainian membership. ‘We have to have an answer for them.’41

Even more important, others warned, was that the alliance looked suitably serious if it came to a real fight. ‘We will not have sustainable peace in Europe unless there is credible deterrence in Europe,’ said Sinikukka Saari, an expert on Russian foreign policy and research director at the Finnish Institute of International Affairs. ‘That is the bottom line . . . even if the [Ukraine] war ends soon there will be no going back.’42

It was the same challenge NATO’s founders faced after 1945, as those that had lived through two world wars worked desperately to stop a third.
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From the Ruins of Dunkirk (1945–1948)


‘We have before us the prospect of two or three monstrous superstates, each possessed of a weapon by which millions of people can be wiped out in a few seconds . . . in a permanent state of “Cold War” with its neighbours.’

George Orwell, October 19451



Hitler had been dead less than two weeks, and Winston Churchill was already planning for the next major European conflict. The Second World War itself was not yet over – but having won in Europe, the US was now firmly pivoting to Asia to defeat Japan. Following Franklin D. Roosevelt’s unexpected death the previous month, the US now had a new, untested president in Harry Truman, a man neither the British nor the Soviets yet felt they had the measure of. Mainland Western Europe was in ruins, its military forces practically non existent and its citizens almost starving. The Soviet Union under Stalin had just conquered most of Eastern Europe, and Churchill believed it could keep as many as 200 divisions – several million soldiers – mobilised and ready to push further west.2 ‘I am profoundly concerned about the European situation,’ Churchill cabled Truman on 12 May 1945. ‘I learn that half the American Air Force in Europe has already begun to move to the Pacific theatre. The newspapers are already full of the movement of American armies out of Europe . . . In a short space of time our armed power on the Continent will have vanished, except for moderate forces to hold down Germany . . . Meanwhile, what is to happen about Russia?’

Within five years, the North Atlantic Treaty would be signed, locking the US, Canada and Western Europe into a lasting alliance that would hold back the Kremlin for three-quarters of a century. Conflict might rage around the rest of the world, from Korea to Angola, but not an inch of alliance territory would be lost between 1949 and the present day. But none of that was inevitable in 1945, with millions already watching their hopes of post-war freedom crushed under Kremlin rule. ‘An iron curtain is drawn down upon their front,’ Churchill wrote to Truman of the areas under Russian domination, using for the first time the phrase he would make famous in a speech in 1946. ‘We do not know what is going on behind.’ Without consulting allies, Churchill ordered his commanders to draw up Operation UNTHINKABLE, a unilateral British plan to launch an immediate pre-emptive war against the Soviet Union in mid-1945.3

How seriously it was considered remains impossible to truly know. British demobilisation – the release of UK soldiers, sailors and airmen back to their civilian lives – slowed notably and perhaps deliberately that May and June, perhaps a sign of official consideration that they might be required elsewhere.4 Field Marshal Montgomery – thrown overnight from commanding Britain and Canada’s armies to finding himself military governor of a swathe of Germany – later reported being ordered that May to cease destruction of German military weaponry ‘in case they might be needed . . . for whatever reason’.5 As its name suggested, UNTHINKABLE was a little mad. The plan’s controversial willingness to turn Nazi Germany’s only-just-defeated military into an ally was just one reason its existence remained classified until the 1980s.

The Potsdam ‘big three’ meeting in July 1945 was Truman’s first true foray into great power politics. The ‘little man from Missouri’ had never expected to be president. Returning from service as an artillery officer in World War One, he first went into business and then local politics before entering the Senate, remaining largely unknown overseas until he was picked as Roosevelt’s running mate in 1944. Shortly after the Potsdam summit began on 17 July there was another shock, as Churchill and his Conservative government were swept from power, bringing more untested participants to the table. They would include the man who would strike the initial spark that started NATO. The elitist world of international diplomacy had never seen anything like him before, and arguably, it has not since.

Born in 1881 to a single mother in rural Somerset, Ernest Bevin had started work as an unskilled labourer aged eleven before founding Britain’s most powerful labour body, the Transport and General Workers’ Union. His early years, which included the Great War and Depression, all left him with a distrust for the ruling classes. But in 1922 he had returned from an international socialist conference in Berlin with an even deeper distaste for the Soviet state and its brand of communism. ‘It is contrary absolutely to our concept of democracy,’ he told a union conference afterwards.6 From 1940, Bevin ran much of Britain’s Second World War ‘home front’ as Minister for Labour in Churchill’s coalition government. Following the election, he expected to take a short break in Devon with his wife before taking on another domestic role. Instead, he found himself in Potsdam.7 New Labour Prime Minister Clement Attlee appointed Bevin as his Foreign Secretary specifically to stand up for Britain and a devastated Europe against the Kremlin. ‘I thought affairs were going to be pretty difficult,’ Attlee told Bevin’s first biographer Alan Bullock years later. ‘And a heavy tank was what was going to be required rather than a sniper.’8

The new US president wondered quietly whether the loss of Churchill might make it easier for him to cut a deal with Stalin. He was not impressed with Bevin or Attlee – describing them in a letter to his daughter as ‘sourpusses’ and commenting on Bevin’s weight.9 While Truman found Bevin’s relentless anti-Soviet positioning annoying in Potsdam, he eventually concluded it was reasonable. After leaving office, Truman would describe his own mindset at the time as naïve, calling himself ‘an innocent idealist’ who had ‘liked the little son-of-a-bitch’ Stalin. In private conversation in Moscow on his return, Stalin told his deputy Nikita Khrushchev that the new US president was ‘useless’.10 Truman could be forgiven for having other matters on his mind. Throughout the Potsdam conference, secret communications kept him updated as the cruiser USS Indianapolis carried the atomic weapon ‘Little Boy’ to a
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