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 was very honoured to be asked to give this lecture in memory of Douglas Bryant,
librarian of Harvard, who took a passionate interest in the English-speaking
peoples and was a firm believer in what he saw as their particular virtues.  Like

Winston Churchill, he believed that the inter-mingled history of the United States and
Britain, the common language and literature and the pervasive network of family and
personal ties have instilled a common value system and that those common values have
an enduring validity, notwithstanding the increasing diversity of the peoples of both
Britain and, especially, the United States.

Like Douglas Bryant and Churchill, I believe that the past is an important guide to the
future – and certainly it is the only guide we have, so let us reflect for a moment on
what lessons we can learn from what has gone before.

When I left the foreign service, I wrote a book about the relationship with the United
States – the real or supposed “special relationship”.  I did so because this is a subject on
which no-one in this country is afraid to pontificate.  The book is called Fighting With
Allies.  It is an attempt to de-mythologize the relationship, to describe just how bumpy
and difficult it has often been, but also how important it has been in shaping the world
in which we live today.

It begins with an episode – the burning of the White House by Admiral George
Cockburn – which few in this country care to remember, but which all good
Americans are brought up on at school.  Advancing on Washington, Admiral
Cockburn sent the President’s wife, Dolly Madison, a message that he looked forward
shortly to making his bow in her drawing room.  Very sensibly, Mrs Madison fled the
White House, while President Madison made his escape in a rowing boat across the
Potomac.

On arriving at the White House and finding the table laid for President Madison’s
dinner, Admiral Cockburn insisted on having the dinner served and eating it himself
before setting fire to the White House, the Capitol, and every other public building in
Washington.  His subsequent bombardment of Fort Henry, south of Baltimore, gave
the new nation its national anthem.

Throughout the nineteenth century, relations were tense and sometimes worse.  Yet
there was tremendous indignation in Britain at the failure of the United States to rally
to the Allied cause in World War I.  President Wilson was insufferably sanctimonious,
lecturing both sides on the folly of their conduct.  When the Lusitania was torpedoed
by a German submarine, Wilson famously responded by describing the Untied States as
“too proud to fight”.  My exasperated predecessor as Ambassador in Washington,
Cecil Spring-Rice, complained that there was nothing to be done with “this hardened
saint”.

The United States, when it did enter the war, turned out to have virtually no army
and hardly any equipment.  U.S. forces played very little part until the last three
months of the conflict.  Yet, with the Allies at the limit of their manpower resources,
the war could not have been won without them.  After the war Woodrow Wilson set
out his “fourteen points” for the future ordering of the universe.  As Clemenceau
observed, “the Lord God had only ten”.
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In 1928, taking Wilsonian diplomacy to its extreme, the U.S. Secretary of State signed
with the French prime minister the Kellogg-Briand Pact, whereby sixty-three
countries solemnly renounced the use of war as an instrument of policy.  “The United
States”, wrote Denis Brogan, “which had abolished the evils of drink by the
eighteenth amendment, invited the world to abolish war by taking the pledge. The
world, not quite daring to believe or doubt, obeyed”.

Throughout the inter-war period, the relationship was one of impatience and
exasperation. In 1932, the head of the Foreign Office, Robert Vansittart, wrote: “It is
still necessary, and I desire as much as ever, that we should get on well with this
untrustworthy race, but we shall never get very far:  they will always let us down.”

These fashionable prejudices against the Americans were shared by Lord Halifax, who
was ousted by Churchill from his post as foreign secretary and sent instead as
ambassador to Washington.  In 1941, Halifax wrote to his friend King George VI that
“Americans very much resemble a mass of nice children – a little crude, very warm-
hearted and mainly governed by emotion.”  Halifax claimed to be unable to
understand the American system of government, which he was in the habit of likening
to “a disorderly day’s rabbit shooting”.

Yet, for all his defiant speeches, Winston Churchill knew that the war could never be
won without the United States.  When he heard on a crackling radio at Chequers of
the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbour, he understood immediately the full import of this
news.  “So we had won after all … we should emerge, however mauled and
mutilated, safe and victorious … I went to bed and slept the sleep of the saved and
thankful”.

It was in Algiers in 1943 that Harold Macmillan made his famous statement to Richard
Crossman that “we, my dear Crossman, are the Greeks in the American empire.  You
will find the Americans much as the Greeks found the Romans – great big, vulgar,
bustling people, more vigorous than we are”.  The same slightly plaintive and
patronising echo is to be found in much of the Foreign Office correspondence at the
time.

When I left the embassy in Washington, my friend and colleague, the Saudi
ambassador, Prince Bandar, gave a party to which he summoned the Secretary of State,
Defence Secretary and National Security Adviser.  He read out an extract from a
foreign office paper, written at this time, about relations with the United States.  “If
we go about our business in the right way, we can help to steer that great unwieldy
barge, the United States, into the right harbour.  If we don’t, it is likely to continue to
wallow in the ocean, an isolated menace to navigation”.  This, he explained to the
astonished Americans, was they way both he and I saw our roles.

Then, as now, whatever was “special” about the relationship depended more on
No.10 than on the Foreign Office.

The war-time collaboration between Churchill and Roosevelt was marked by fierce
disagreements about strategy, with the Americans convinced that Churchill’s objective
was to embroil them in the Balkans and Churchill, haunted by the ghosts of
Passchendaele, no less convinced of the hazards of launching a cross-channel invasion.
When Alan Brooke asked General Marshall why the Americans went on pressing for



an invasion of occupied France in 1943, Marshall said that it was the quickest way to
end the war.  “Yes,” replied Brooke, “but not the way we want to”.

The most profound differences of all concerned the policy to be adopted towards the
Russians – as Churchill tried and failed to alert the United States to Stalin’s plans for
the subjugation of Eastern Europe.  When his repeated pleas that the Allies should
occupy Prague before the Red Army did were ignored by Eisenhower – costing the
Czech Republic half a century of freedom – Churchill exclaimed in exasperation to
General Brooke:  “There is only one thing worse than fighting with allies – and that is
having to fight without them”.

But he firmly believed that the United States could be relied upon to do the right
thing in the end, “having first exhausted the available alternatives”.

The post-war collaboration between Attlee and Truman has been regarded in
retrospect as one of the apogees of the “special relationship”.  In reality, Truman’s
abrupt cancellation of Lend Lease nearly bankrupted the United Kingdom, his
advocacy of a Jewish state in Palestine infuriated the British and fears that MacArthur
might use nuclear weapons against China sent Attlee scurrying across the Atlantic. But
Attlee and Bevin consolidated the post-war alliance by the military support Britain
gave the United states in defeating communist aggression in Korea – notwithstanding
the advice of the British Chiefs of Staff, who did not want to get involved in a land
war in Asia.

When Churchill returned as Prime Minister in 1951 he asked Dean Acheson, at a
dinner on board the Presidential yacht, if he did not feel that “around this table there is
gathered the governance of the world – not to dominate it, mind you, but to save it”.

But Churchill gave way to Eden, who was exactly the sort of Englishman the
Americans suspected, rightly, of wanting to patronise them.  He infuriated Dean
Acheson by his habit of addressing him as “my dear”.  While Eden plotted Suez –
lying both to Parliament and to Eisenhower about his military plans – neither he nor
Harold Macmillan took the slightest interest in the negotiations at Messina leading to
the signature of the Treaty of Rome.  The links with the Commonwealth and the
United States were among the reasons given for the rejection of this continental system
– and this despite the fact that the Americans at the time were urging the British not
just to join but to lead the movement towards great European economic integration.

But Macmillan did succeed in re-building the relationship with the United States.
Though he got little credit for it at the time, the Polaris agreement assured the future
of the British nuclear deterrent for the next thirty years – now extended for a further
thirty years with the acquisition of Trident – thereby consolidating a defence
relationship that is not so much special as unique.

And much the same could be said of the relationship between the President and the
Prime Minister.  When Kennedy visited Macmillian in London after his bruising
encounter with Khrushchev in Vienna, Kennedy complained bitterly first about
Khrushchev’s threatening behaviour and then – ever a favourite subject with Presidents
and Prime Ministers – about the iniquities of the press, and in particular their
treatment of his wife.  For although Jackie Kennedy eventually was canonised by the



American press, at the time she was being criticised for spending too much money on
clothes and decorating the White House.

Macmillan asked why on earth Kennedy worried about such matters.  Kennedy said
that, surely, the Prime Minister would be concerned if the press criticised his wife.
“What if they wrote that Lady Dorothy is a drunk?”  “Well”, replied Macmillan, “I
would say you should have seen her mother!”

So much for what I might describe as the deep history of the relationship.  How
relevant has any of that proved to be in the more recent past?

I was fortunate to serve in Washington with two excellent ambassadors – with Sir
Oliver Wright, who is here this evening, and as one of Sir Nicholas Henderson’s
deputies during The Falklands War.  The conflict took the Americans, as it did us, by
surprise.  And as they had friendly relations with Argentina, and important interests to
protect in Latin America, as well as their long-standing alliance with the United
Kingdom, it was entirely natural that their initial response should have been to try to
mediate between the two warring parties – disconcerting and frustrating as this was to
many of us at the time.

But thanks in no small part to the extraordinarily effective efforts of the ambassador,
when the time came to choose, the United States did so decisively and in our favour.
And even before that formal decision was made, we were able to obtain from Secretary
Weinberger and the Pentagon all the military material we needed for our forces
engaged in war in pretty desperate conditions in the South Altantic.  I am well placed
to testify, and Margaret Thatcher herself has testified, that without that American
support, we would not have been able to recover the Falkland Islands.

When Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, there were two schools of thought within the
US administration at the time.  As General Colin Powell has recorded, he enquired
whether the US should not concentrate on defending Saudi Arabia and its oil fields,
drawing a line at the Kuwait border.  That was not the view of Mrs Thatcher who
urged on George Bush from the outset the need to defeat the aggression and liberate
Kuwait, including use of the famous phrase:  “This is no time to go wobbly, George”.
In reality, that was already the President’s own conviction, as well as that of his
Defence Secretary, Dick Cheney, and the national security advisor, General Scowcroft.

But Mrs Thatcher’s support was crucially important to the Americans.  For if no other
ally had been prepared to share in the military risks of fighting in the Gulf, the
American people would have been unable to understand why U.S. soldiers should risk
their lives while no Europeans did, in a conflict in which European interests were at
least as much engaged as those of the United States.  The French, to President
Mitterrand’s credit, participated as well, but their decision to do so was not made until
a very late stage.

In the Bosnia crisis, we saw the reverse of this model.  Neither the outgoing Bush
Administration nor the incoming Clinton administration really wanted to get involved
in what was after all a regional conflict on Europe’s doorstep – indeed this side of
Athens.  The Europeans, with unfortunate hubris, declared that they were going to
solve this problem themselves.



And we did succeed in saving a great many lives.  But we also found ourselves engaged
in a peace-keeping operation in the absence of any peace to keep.  To many of us, it
seemed self-evident that there would be no end to this crisis until effective military
action was taken against the main aggressors – the Bosnian Serbs.  But Europe did not
have the stomach to do that and it was only in extremis that it was possible to prevail
on the Americans to stop criticising from the sidelines and to get directly involved.

This was described at the time as one of the most serious disagreements between
Britain and America since the Suez crisis.  There also were many at the time who were
writing that, with the end of the Cold War, Nato had lost its raison d’être.

After the fall of Srebrinica and the humiliating surrender of the Dutch contingent
there, I went to see President Clinton.  I did so on my own account, without any
instructions from the Foreign Office.  By then I had got to know him well and we
were on very friendly terms.  I argued that if we permitted the same thing to happen
to Gorazde and, in due course, Sarajevo, the reputation of no western leader would
survive – least of all his own.  I found that the President himself had concluded that
the risks of doing nothing by this stage outweighed those of involving the United
States directly in the conflict, including, if necessary, the deployment of U.S. ground
forces.

The subsequent events demonstrated that it was Nato and not the U.N. that could
bring peace to Sarajevo and that whereas our efforts had been largely unavailing so
long as we were divided, once Britain and the United States did resolve to act
together, we were able to prevail.

Those of you who have heard me speak on this subject before will know of my
conviction that it is an entirely false proposition to suggest that we must choose
between Europe and the United States.  We will not have much influence in
Washington if we have little influence in Europe.  The Americans count on us to exert
our influence to ensure that Europe is outward-looking, supportive of further trade
liberalisation, ready to embrace the newly established democracies in Eastern Europe
and anchored in an enduring economic and defence relationship with the United
States.

What they ideally would like to see and what we ideally would like to achieve would
be a Europe able to act as effectively in concert with the United States, whenever our
interests coincide, as we have done over the past fifty years and to participate directly
in the actions needed to deal with crises in other parts of the world.

That, unhappily, remains a far off goal.  Neither in Bosnia nor in the Gulf did Europe
display the unity of purpose or will to act that would have enabled it to play that role.
And it will, frankly, be a long time before it does.

One of the more extraordinary though permanent features of the Anglo-American
relationship has been the obituary notices it periodically receives in sections of the
British press.

When George Bush took over from Ronald Reagan this, we were told, was the
beginning of the end.  He did not have the same unbounded admiration for Margaret
Thatcher.  Indeed, according to his former ambassador here, Ray Seitz, he looked



forward to meetings with her with the same enthusiasm as he did going to the dentist.
And his Secretary of State, James Baker, was supposed to be more interested in
Germany.
In reality; it would be hard to think of any more anglophile President than George
Bush and, within a year of these predictions, the sight of British and American troops
fighting alongside one another to defeat aggression in the Gulf was sufficient to leave
Americans at least in no doubt as to who, once again, had proved to be their closest
allies.

When Bill Clinton succeeded George Bush as president there was, yet again, much
talk about the end of whatever was “special” about the relationship.  Conservative
Central Office had, after all, despatched emissaries to help his political opponents and
the Home Office, inadvertently, revealed that it had checked the files to see if, while at
Oxford, he had applied for British citizenship in an effort to avoid the draft in the
Vietnam war.

Embassies sometimes have their uses.  We had managed to establish very good relations
with Governor Clinton and his team well before he was elected to the presidency and
this helped us to overcome these political difficulties.  The differences over Northern
Ireland also caused much agitation here.  Yet, in the end, the efforts of the United
States, and especially Senator Mitchell, surely have been positive in contributing to the
agreement now reached.

The complaint today is not that relations are too remote, but that our present Prime
Minister is “too close” to President Clinton.  The fact is that the Prime Minister sees it
as his duty to be close to the President of the United States and does not regard that as
inhibiting in any way his ability and intention to play a more active role in Europe.

So this century is ending with the relationship in good repair and, certainly, still
“special” in some important respects.

I do not know if President Clinton will survive his present troubles, though I suspect
that, probably, he will.  If not, he will be succeeded by Vice President Gore, who was
my friend and neighbour in Washington and who, I can assure you, does believe in
the value and special character of the Anglo-American relationship.  And that applies
also to the person most likely to stand against him in the presidential election in two
years time – George W. Bush, the Governor of Texas.

I have not dwelt this evening on all the intangible factors – the ties of language,
literature, and family – which, arguably, make up what really is special about the
relationship.

Of course there have been major changes in the relationship, of which the most
important has been the increasing disparity of power.  The United States Marine Corps
alone today has more men than the British Army, more ships than the Royal Navy and
more planes than the Royal Air Force.  Yet our forces, through drastically reduced in
size, remain the most capable in Western Europe.

And in a political sense, both in Europe and outside it, I am convinced that our
interests will continue to coincide.  Beyond that, what really has made the relationship
special has been the willingness of successive British governments to give active and



not merely passive support to the United States in crises in which our interests also are
involved.  And here we do face a paradox in our policy.  For if, in such crises, we
were to wait for a European consensus to emerge, we might have to wait forever.

While the president struggles with his domestic difficulties in Washington, Saddam
Hussein has succeeded in virtually nullifying the U.N. inspection regime.  President
Milosevic has continued to get away with murder in Kosovo.  Iran remains intent on
acquiring a military nuclear capability and when that prospect becomes more
immediate, there will be another crisis in the Middle East, with the Israelis tempted to
launch a pre-emptive attack.

The United States is likely to find itself once again having to deal with one or more of
these dangers and when they do so, they are going to be looking for European support
– as, currently, they are doing in Kosovo.  If history is anything to go by, they are
likely to receive it mainly from us.  Of course there is an alternative strategy for us to
pursue.  That would be to huddle together with our European colleagues issuing
statements of which no dictator is likely to take any notice at all.

I do not myself believe that we will take that course and certainly our present Prime
Minister believes that Britain can and should do better than that.  So long as the
political will exists and we are prepared to continue to devote the resources needed to
give our armed forces the capacity to act militarily when we need them to do so, I
believe that we will continue to have an important role to play in helping to make the
world a somewhat safer place – as, certainly, we have helped to do over the past half
century and more.

Protectionism and isolationism have been described as recessive genes in the American
body politic.  Who can really doubt that, if the United States had been left alone to
accept the risks of military intervention in the Gulf, we should today be witnessing an
isolationist backlash, an unwillingness to get involved in far off quarrels?  A
disproportionate part of the burden of supporting the United States in such crises has
fallen upon this country.  That is a service we have rendered Europe, without getting
much credit for it.

Because it is one of the ties that bind Europe and North America, the relationship will
remain an important one, and not only to Britain and the United States.  Beyond that,
it indisputably is the case that it played a major part in the fashioning of the post-war
world.  There are many on both sides of the Atlantic who will think that the world
would have been poorer without it.  Nor has the world yet assumed so secure and
predictable a form as to render it redundant.  And that is why I am convinced that it
will endure.


