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Preface and Acknowledgements


IT WAS ON the road from Moscow to Zagorsk in November 1977 that I began to understand that the Cold War might be something of a fraud, a confrontation dreamed up by politicians, East and West, to scare us all senseless and to swell the pockets of arms manufacturers. I was part of a small group of writers visiting the Soviet Union at the invitation of the Soviet Writers’ Union, the others being the poet Liz Lochhead and the novelist Allan Massie, and we were late for lunch. As our guide and translator became more agitated I suggested that we phone ahead from one of the towns which lined the road. It soon became clear that this would be impossible for all sorts of nonsensical technical reasons. The Russian capital is only 75 km from the town which houses the Trinity-Sergius Monastery we were due to visit, but a simple phone call was off limits. Coming on top of the scantily filled department stores in Moscow (even the world-famed GUM in Red Square was a disappointment) and the shabby restaurants reserved for nomenklatura who had access to the foreign-currency Beryozka shops, this seemed to be a different place from the Soviet Union which was leading the space race and whose nuclear missiles threatened the West on a daily basis. And it was indeed another world. For a group from Scotland, a country which was on the front line throughout the confrontation thanks to its geographical position and the presence of American and British nuclear weaponry, the road to Zagorsk was a real eye-opener.


Not that our hosts were inhospitable. On the contrary, they went out of their way – within reason – to make us feel welcome. After a few days in Moscow we took the overnight train to Leningrad, as it then was, before flying to Tbilisi in Georgia which offered a completely different experience. For a start Georgians considered themselves to be an independent people with their own language and culture, and the country was also home to Stalin’s birthplace at Gori, which we duly visited. But the highlight was our last night back in Moscow, when we were entertained to dinner at the British Embassy. Our host was the resident minister, a brilliant if unorthodox diplomat, Robert Wade-Gery, whose previous appointment had been Madrid and who likened the experience of transferring to Leonid Brezhnev’s Moscow as ‘like going into a dark tunnel’. To our delight the other guests were the distinguished poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko and his British-born partner and soon-to-be wife, the translator Jan Butler; after dinner we all piled into an embassy car to drive to Peredelkino, south-west of Moscow, to light candles at the grave of Boris Pasternak. At the time the village with its church and cemetery had not yet been designated a ‘historical and cultural reserve’ and was supposedly off limits, but with Wade-Gery and Yevtushenko at the helm there were no problems. Until I visited the Soviet Union the true significance of Pasternak had escaped me. In the West we take so many freedoms for granted that it is difficult to realise fully the courage of Pasternak’s rebellion against authority, the clearness of his voice in speaking to the outside world at a time when his seminal novel Dr Zhivago had been refused publication in the Soviet Union. He died in May 1960 but it was to be another 28 years before Dr Zhivago saw the light of day in Moscow; it had taken a man strong in spirit to risk its publication in the West during the tortured days of the 1950s and then to accept the Nobel Prize for Literature, which his son said had caused Pasternak nothing but grief and harassment at the hands of the state. More than any other factor, the Soviet treatment of Pasternak underscored the madness of the period and reinforced the importance of our visit to Peredelkino, where my diary tells me ‘we stood around the grave talking without false seriousness and hugging each other for warmth and in affection beneath the snow-filled sky’.


In most respects the Cold War was a pale imitation of a conflict, being an ideological bipolar confrontation between the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact allies and the United States of America (USA) and its allies in the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO). It ran roughly from the end of the Second World War until the events following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 which led to the collapse of the Communist system of government in eastern Europe two years later, and during that time it consumed huge resources and created dangerous international tensions. Although it never quite descended into ‘hot’ war with open hostilities – the Berlin airlift of 1948, the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 and the Yom Kippur War in 1973 were exceptional near-misses – much of the confrontation was dominated by intensive espionage and counter-espionage, ‘proxy’ wars in Africa and the Middle East, and by the Korean War (1950–3) and the Vietnam War (1955–75) in which both sides tested their weaponry and each other’s resolve. The Cold War also sparked an expensive and dangerous arms race which hastened the development of weapons of mass destruction and introduced the fear of nuclear annihilation – the US had nuclear weapons in 1945 and the Soviet Union exploded its first atomic bomb in 1949, although the Soviets did not achieve parity in nuclear warheads and delivery systems until the 1970s.


For much of the period Scotland was on the front line, mainly due to its position on NATO’s ‘northern flank’ – the waters of the north-east Atlantic and the Norwegian and Barents Seas with the vital Greenland-Iceland–UK (GIUK) gap through which Soviet nuclear-armed submarines and strategic bombers would have attacked in the event of an outbreak of hostilities. That made Scotland the first major obstacle: it would have been in those northern seas and over Scottish skies that the first battles would have been fought. That accounted for the build-up of sophisticated anti-submarine warfare facilities and air defences in Scotland and it was from the American and British bases on the Clyde that the strategic submarines would have launched the response by way of Polaris and Poseidon missiles, each one of them capable of destroying Hiroshima several times over. If Scotland had not existed NATO would have been hard pressed to invent a similar facility. It should also be remembered that Scots military personnel made a substantial contribution to NATO forces in West Germany and that Scottish soldiers, sailors and airmen saw active service in the Korean War, many of them being conscripts doing their National Service.


The presence of so much weaponry in Scotland, particularly of the nuclear variety, prompted protest and this had an effect on the body politic. When the US Navy sited Polaris-equipped submarines at Holy Loch near the Clyde following a US–UK deal in 1960 the area became a focal point for protestors under the banner of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) which had been founded two years earlier to mobilise opposition to the nuclear deterrent. The movement attracted pacifists, Christians, environmentalists, trade unionists and politicians and it became a vocal and highly visible component of the Scottish political scene, particularly on the left although the only party to espouse outright opposition to nuclear weapons was the Scottish National Party (SNP). Throughout that time, it is safe to say that Scotland would have been a prime target for enemy planners and perhaps that helps to explain the personal concern of those who supported CND in Scotland. As more than one commentator has pointed out, the campaign against nuclear weapons is one of the longest-running single issues in Scottish politics and continued into the twenty-first century as a devolved Scotland maintained its opposition to the presence of nuclear-armed Trident submarines at the Royal Navy’s base at Faslane on the Clyde.


For Scotland the end of the Cold War in the 1990s saw a vast reduction in military activity and associated UK defence expenditure. The US submarines left their forward operating base at Holy Loch in 1992, presumably never to return, and consecutive defence reviews changed forever Scotland’s Cold War infrastructure. Two of the three RAF bases in Scotland, at Kinloss and Leuchars, were closed in 2012 and 2015 respectively and re-emerged as army barracks, leaving only RAF Lossiemouth with its Eurofighter Typhoons to continue the watch in northern skies. Previously secretive facilities such as the US Navy listening post at RAF Edzell were abandoned in 1997 or were turned over to automated operations, as happened at RAF Buchan in 2004, and the Army also contracted, with all the surviving line infantry regiments being amalgamated in 2006 in the multi-battalion Royal Regiment of Scotland. When the maritime headquarters at Pitreavie closed in 1996 and its command bunker was sealed it seemed as if the final vestige of Cold War history in Scotland had been eradicated, but it was not the final curtain for the nuclear presence. Far from it: the Royal Navy’s black-hulled strategic submarines remained in Scottish waters and their Trident missiles continued to have a global reach. First developed as a submarine base during the Second World War, Faslane on the eastern shore of the Gare Loch became the RN Clyde Submarine Base (HMS Neptune) in 1967 and was home to the UK nuclear deterrent in the shape of four Resolution-class strategic submarines equipped with Polaris/Chevaline missiles. It also housed a squadron of hunter-killer submarines and other related units and was the centre for the Navy’s submarine training programme. Together with the armaments depot at nearby Coulport on Loch Long, which housed and maintained the missiles and their warheads, it was the main facility for housing the UK’s nuclear weapons.


The base not only survived the end of the Cold War but prospered. In the 1980s the government decided to replace Polaris with the new missile system known as Trident, also designed and built in the US, which would be bigger and more powerful than its predecessor. As such it needed a new delivery system and the decision was taken to construct four new Vanguard strategic submarines which would be based at an expanded and modernised Faslane. The first boat, HMS Vanguard, arrived in July 1992 and the last Polaris boat, HMS Repulse, left the base four years later to be decommissioned at Rosyth. That same year, 1996, Faslane became HM Naval Base Clyde and the centre of all maritime operations in Scotland under the command of a Commodore; it is also home to the Royal Navy’s senior officer in Scotland, the Flag Officer Scotland and Northern Ireland (FOSNI) and is the equal of similar UK naval bases in Portsmouth and Plymouth. At the same time the Royal Dockyard at Rosyth was closed as a naval base and transferred to the private sector (Babcock Thorne) at a selling price of £20.5 million. Although the new naval base at Faslane was also home to the Navy’s minor war vessels – patrol boats and mine counter measure vessels – the presence of the four Trident boats and the associated nuclear facilities at Coulport was an affront to those who oppose nuclear weapons, and the base remained a focus for demonstrations by protestors. The issue also provoked heated debates during the referendum campaign to vote on independence for Scotland in 2014. The SNP, the Scottish Socialist Party and the Scottish Green Party are all opposed to the development of nuclear weapons and their presence in Scotland and if there had been a majority ‘yes’ vote in the referendum on 18 September 2014, an independent Scotland would have demanded the removal of the Trident boats and their nuclear-armed missiles. In that case, although the Cold War had come to an end, its aftershock was still being felt in Scotland over a quarter of a century later.


In writing this book I owe several debts of gratitude. No book of this kind could have been written without access to the pioneering investigative work undertaken by Duncan Campbell and Malcolm Spaven in their excellent studies, respectively, The Unsinkable Aircraft Carrier and Fortress Scotland. I was also helped by the publication of the papers from the Scotland’s Cold War conference held at Glasgow Caledonian University in January 2003 and expertly edited by Brian P. Jamieson, whose doctoral thesis on the introduction of the Trident system is now in the public domain at https://theses.gla.ac.uk/6551/. At a late stage in my research I was greatly helped by Ann Galliard of Sandbank near Dunoon, who provided much useful local knowledge about the period known as the ‘American years’ when the Holy Loch and its US strategic submarines put the Cowal peninsula firmly in the line of fire. On that score I must thank Arlene Messersmith for recording the memories of those who lived through the American deployment at Holy Loch and in similar fashion my thanks go to Iain Ballantyne and Jim Ring for their pioneering work in interviewing Britain’s Cold War nuclear submariners and creating two fine naval histories which helped immeasurably in my researches. Not for the first time in my writing career I am indebted to my old friend Lieutenant-Colonel Willie Macnair, late Queen’s Own Highlanders, who read the chapter on the espionage and counter-espionage war and made many helpful suggestions – although I must insist that any remaining errors are my responsibility alone.


I have a personal motivation for writing this book. During the latter stages of the Cold War I was invited to write on defence matters for the newspaper Scotland on Sunday, at that time edited by my old friend Andrew Jaspan, and he encouraged me to write a series of articles which examined Scotland’s role in the UK defence structure. Without his support and encouragement this book would not have been written. I also commented extensively on the same subject for BBC Scotland and it would be remiss of me not to remember my main producers, Jack Regan and Geoff Cameron, both alas no longer with us but certainly not forgotten. This is my third book examining Scotland’s role in the wars of the twentieth century, and they would never have been published but for the enthusiastic support of Hugh Andrew, the estimable publisher of Birlinn Books. He and his team made the task a pleasure and I am particularly grateful to Andrew Simmons and Helen Bleck for overseeing the production process with their usual aplomb and professionalism.


Trevor Royle
Edinburgh/Angus
January 2019





Prologue


Saxa Vord


HERE THE NEEDLE starts north.1 Unst is the northernmost extremity in Scotland and the United Kingdom. Part of the Shetland Islands group, the island is only 12 miles long and 5 miles wide, it is home to around 700 people and lies just to the north of the adjoining islands of Yell and Fetlar. A remote and unforgiving place with low rocky shores and occasional sandy beaches, its northern coast is bisected by the inlet of Burra Firth, an austere yet wildly beautiful rock-strewn bay overlooked by high cliffs where the land gives way to the waters of the Norwegian Sea. At this point the seascape is dominated by the rocky protuberances of Out Stack and Muckle Flugga with its famous lighthouse (now no longer inhabited) but the land is overshadowed by a low-lying hill to the east. Known as Saxa Vord and named after a Norse giant called Saxi, it is instantly recognisable by virtue of the camouflaged ‘golf ball’ style radome and its associated buildings, standing sentinel on this far-flung frontier. To begin with the military presence in such a remote wilderness comes as a shock and the tarmacked road seems out of place as it meanders up the 950-foot slope, but this is where the country’s front-line began during the years of the Cold War. Known to the military planners as Royal Air Force Station Saxa Vord, it opened in 1957 and was home to No. 91 Signal Unit, whose task was to monitor the skies to the north as part of the United Kingdom Air Surveillance and Control System (UKASACS). In short, this was the first line of defence against encroaching Soviet aircraft, a watching and listening post whose sole purpose was to make good the station’s motto, Praemoneo de Periculis (‘Forewarn of Danger’), mounted fittingly on a crest which represented an oncoming Viking longboat warship.


The site’s value to the country’s defences had become apparent during the Second World War, when it was developed by the Royal Navy in February 1940 as Admiralty Experimental Station No. 4, equipped with radar equipment to track German surface ships and submarines attempting to break out into the North Atlantic and to intercept hostile aircraft in the skies above. Although it ceased operations in July 1945 it was not the end of the story. In 1956 the site was redeveloped by the RAF as part of its Centrimetric Early Warning (CEW) system known as ROTOR 3 which provided low-level and surface cover to the north and west of the British Isles. Other CEW stations in Scotland were also opened at Aird Uig on the island of Lewis and Faraid Head in Sutherland, but Saxa Vord was the longstop. Over the years the site was developed and improved as radar systems became more sophisticated, and in 1962 the radome was constructed to give much-needed protection to the array of radar equipment – some idea of the problem had come three years earlier when the Type 80 equipment was blown away in a gale, and 30 years later the same station was in the grip of a wind recorded at 197 miles per hour, an unofficial British record for wind speed. Never populated by more than 200 service personnel, RAF Saxa Vord was one of the service’s most remote and challenging postings, but judging from the recorded reminiscences few seem to have been unimpressed by the island’s raw beauty and by the knowledge that it was a job worth doing.2 The official line was that they were there to intercept potentially hostile aircraft entering UK airspace and the RAF made much of the fact that ‘enemy’ bombers were intercepted regularly and effectively by Quick Reaction Alert (QRA) fighters from stations such as Leuchars or further south from Lincolnshire. RAF figures claim that between 1957 and 1987 the station controlled 442 separate sorties, resulting in the interception of more than 800 Soviet bomber and reconnaissance aircraft, but the reality was that the majority of the intercepted Soviet aircraft were maritime patrol aircraft going about their legal business, usually in transit to exercises over the Atlantic. Later, as the Cold War became less tense, the station’s work ran down, so much so that by 1982 it was reported that interceptions of hostile aircraft had been reduced to around one a week.3


Nevertheless, RAF Saxa Vord was an integral part of the country’s defences in a period when Scotland was called upon to play a key role in NATO’s forward maritime defence strategy aimed at containing a Soviet threat from its naval and air forces based in Murmansk and the Kola Peninsula. This was recognised in 1972, when a secret government report listing possible targets in the event of a nuclear war revealed that Saxa Vord would probably be hit by a three-megaton bomb.4 Perceived by some strategists as a well-equipped (though land-locked) aircraft carrier, Scotland had two roles: to guard the North Atlantic approaches in time of war and to provide the forward base for prosecuting any naval war which might have broken out in the Norwegian Sea as Soviet naval and air forces attempted to win control of the vital Iceland–Greenland gap. In the spring of 1989, just months before the collapse of the Warsaw Pact which presaged the end of the Cold War the following decade, Air Vice-Marshal David Brook, the senior RAF commander in Scotland, paraphrased the position when he said: ‘Scotland is very much the forward base in the UK for maritime operations as we perceive them, with NATO’s forward strategy of prosecuting any war which might occur in the Norwegian Sea.’5


To meet the challenge as Brook and his NATO colleagues saw it in the early 1990s, some 10 per cent of the UK’s naval and air forces were deployed in Scotland. For the Royal Navy this meant 10,000 personnel and 52 warships, including four Type 42 destroyers, 35 minor war vessels (minehunters, minesweepers and Fisheries Protection Squadron patrol vessels), nine fleet and patrol submarines plus four Resolution-class strategic submarines equipped with Polaris nuclear missiles at Faslane on the Clyde, while the main RAF stations were at Leuchars in Fife (two squadrons of Tornado F3 air defence fighters), Lossiemouth in Moray (two squadrons of Tornado GR1 maritime strike aircraft) and Kinloss, also in Moray which housed the Nimrod MR2 maritime patrol aircraft. Both the senior naval and air force commanders shared headquarters at Pitreavie Castle near Dunfermline in Fife with a command bunker which would have become the UK’s strategic nerve centre if Fleet Headquarters at Northwood outside London had been destroyed in the event of a major war. All this was in addition to a substantial US presence in Scotland, the most obvious being the ten strategic submarines equipped with Poseidon nuclear missiles which had been based at the Holy Loch on the west coast since the 1960s. Other US facilities included the satellite communications and command stations at Forss and West Murkle in Caithness and Mormond Hill in Aberdeenshire, the Naval Security Group surveillance centre at Edzell in Angus, reserve air bases at Stornoway in the Western Isles and Machrihanish in Kintyre and the Military Airlift Command staging post at Prestwick in Ayrshire, but by the 1980s their days were numbered.


For RAF Saxa Vord the end came in the summer of 2005 when the Ministry of Defence announced that the facility would be mothballed and closed in ‘all but name’, with the loss of around 100 jobs. Operations ceased on 10 October and the base was put on a care and maintenance basis. A year later, in April 2006, the station was finally closed and the sensitive electronic equipment was removed, although the distinctive radome remained in place. At the time fears were expressed by the local community about the economic consequences of the closure and the loss of essential facilities supplied by the RAF such as dentistry and fire-fighting, but help was at hand. The site was bought for redevelopment and opened as a holiday resort, making use of the former RAF accommodation to provide self-catering and hostel accommodation as well as a restaurant and bar. Also included in the site are a small chocolate factory, a brewery and a distillery, and the resort and its attraction feature prominently in Shetland publicity to market Unst as a tourist destination.6


Fortunately for defence purposes, the radar head and associated buildings were retained by the Ministry of Defence which announced in the autumn of 2017 that Saxa Vord would be reactivated as a remote radar station to provide improved coverage of the airspace to the north of the UK. The decision was taken in response to increased Russian military activity in the area and to an unexpected surge in incursions by Russian aircraft and submarines. The cost of reactivation was £10 million but for the time being the station would be unmanned, with information being relayed to RAF Lossiemouth and RAF Coningsby, home to the RAF’s Quick Reaction Alert flights.7 Today the electronic paraphernalia, a Lockheed Martin AN/FPS-117 three-dimensional radar set, is contained within a new radome which gives a sense of continuity to the pedigree of the original base. If ever there was a Cold War structure which typified the long-drawn-out confrontation between the Soviet Union and the Western allies, this is it. The former RAF station and its successor stands on the same latitude as Anchorage in Alaska and is further north than the Russian city of St Petersburg, known as Leningrad throughout the Cold War. From the hill above the Burra Firth the visitor looks north across the grey waters of the Norwegian Sea and, ignoring Muckle Flugga and Out Stack, there is no land mass before the Arctic polar cap and the approaches to the North Pole. Seen from that vantage Saxa Vord is the end of all things.





1


Last Shots, First Shots


IN COMMON WITH every other participant in the Second World War, Scotland emerged from the fighting exhausted, battle-weary and anxious to make a fresh start. It had been a long and bruising six years and thanks to wartime conscription few people had been left unaffected by the conflict, with its casualties, hardships and deprivations; yet in spite of those setbacks there was a sense of expectation in the summer of 1945 that things could only get better. Partly this was due to the onset of confidence that accompanies the end of any war, partly it was prompted by a sense of relief that the fighting was over, but the biggest single impulse in creating a feel-good factor was the creation of the Welfare State and the promises that it seemed to hold for the creation of a better life. The election of a Labour government in July in the so-called ‘khaki election’ only served to underline the anticipation which grew throughout the early summer. Shortly before polling day on 12 July a Gallup poll conducted in 195 of the UK’s 640 constituencies gave Labour a narrow lead, but the election itself was followed by the anti-climax of having to wait another three weeks for the result to be known, the hiatus being caused by the delay in counting the votes cast by service personnel. The outcome was astonishing. When the result was announced on 26 July Labour had won 393 seats to the Conservative’s 213, while the Liberals all but disappeared with only 12 seats. With 47.8 per cent of the vote Labour had a majority of 146 seats, many of them in southern England, the heartland of Conservative support, and Clement Attlee became prime minister.


There was, of course, still a war to be won, for although Nazi Germany had surrendered on 8 May the fighting against the Japanese continued until atomic bombs were dropped on the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August. For the Scottish regiments involved in this phase of the war it meant a hard summer campaigning in the jungles of Burma where the Japanese would fight to the last round rather than surrender to the advancing British and Indian forces. Those killed in Japan during the last days of the war were part of the estimated 57 million people who died during the conflict – the exact figure will probably never be known. Of the estimated 380,000 British war deaths, some 10 per cent would have been Scots, although it is difficult to compute a precise figure as conscription was carried out on a UK basis. All told, some 60,000 civilians were killed in the whole of the United Kingdom, mainly as a result of bombing, and of those 2,520 were killed in Scotland with a further 5,725 injured or detained in hospital. The territorial connections of the Scottish regiments had also been loosened during the conflict and this brought about a reduction in casualties. As the war progressed, reinforcements and battlefield casualty replacements came from all over the UK, with the result that most Scottish infantry regiments contained large numbers of soldiers from outside Scotland and their traditional recruiting areas. As was the case with the First World War, it will probably never be known with any exactitude how many Scots died on active service.


One thing was certain. The war had introduced conscription on a large scale and men and women were anxious to get out of uniform and return to their civilian lives. This proved to be a problem for the incoming Labour government, which had to balance the demands of returning service personnel with an equally pressing programme of social and political reform. Unlike the experience of 1919, demobilisation was carried out more equitably, with a points system based on age and length of service at home or abroad. All service personnel were divided into two categories, Class A, the majority, who had to wait their turn and Class B, who were counted as ‘key men’ whose skills were needed for the vital work of reconstruction – miners, engineers, teachers, police and so on. Release groups were known in advance and the rules were straightforward and, above all else, fair. As was noted at the time the system had no loopholes and enjoyed ‘the main virtues of being clear-cut and unambiguous’, with the result that returning service personnel could find very little to criticise.1


At the time there were ten Scottish line infantry regiments, each with two regular battalions and a varying number of Territorial Army battalions which had all been actively involved in the fighting on the war’s main battle fronts. In the early summer of 1945 their locations were as follows:


India: 1st Royal Scots, 1st Royal Scots Fusiliers, 2nd King’s Own Scottish Borderers, 1st Cameronians, 2nd Black Watch, 1st Seaforth Highlanders, 1st Cameron Highlanders, 9th Gordon Highlanders


Palestine: 2nd Royal Scots, 6th Gordon Highlanders


Germany: 7th/9th Royal Scots, 8th Royal Scots, 2nd Royal Scots Fusiliers, 4th/5th Royal Scots Fusiliers; 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers, 11th Royal Scots Fusiliers, 1st King’s Own Scottish Borderers, 4th King’s Own Scottish Borderers, 5th King’s Own Scottish Borderers, 2nd Cameronians, 6th Cameronians, 7th Cameronians, 9th Cameronians, 1st Black Watch, 5th Black Watch, 7th Black Watch, 1st Highland Light Infantry, 5th Highland Light Infantry, 6th Highland Light Infantry, 9th Highland Light Infantry, 10th Highland Light Infantry 2nd Seaforth Highlanders, 5th Seaforth Highlanders, 7th Seaforth Highlanders, 5th Cameron Highlanders, 1st Gordon Highlanders, 2nd Gordon Highlanders, 5th/7th Gordon Highlanders, 2nd Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, 7th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders


Italy, Greece and Austria: 6th Black Watch, 2nd Cameron Highlanders, 1st Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, 8th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders


There were also three battalions of Scots Guards and the Royal Scots Greys armoured regiment which all ended the war in Germany. Scots also served in the Royal Artillery and specialist corps such as the Royal Engineers, the Royal Signals, the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, the Royal Army Service Corps and the Royal Army Ordnance Corps, all of which had expanded massively during the conflict. These were in addition to the uncounted numbers of Scots who were serving in the Royal Navy, the Merchant Navy and the Royal Air Force. Given the parlous nature of the UK’s post-war economic situation there had to be a good deal of retrenchment, which basically entailed cuts in the defence budget because the possession of large armed forces was a luxury the country could ill afford. Fighting the war had cost the country £3 billion and there remained a high level of debt arising from loans made by the US during and after the conflict; exports had fallen to new low levels and sterling was weak. As a result, in the three armed forces cutbacks and scaling-down became the order of the day. Between 1946 and 1948 the RAF Estimates shrank from £255.5 million to £173 million. The Naval Estimates for 1949 totalled £153 million, a decrease on the previous year’s expenditure of £44 million and the government urged further economies on both services in personnel and materiel. Expenditure on the Army was also reduced, from £350 million to £270 million, and Second World War equipment was not replaced in any quantity until the 1950s, forcing Field Marshal Viscount Montgomery of Alamein, Chief of the Imperial General Staff between 1946 and 1948, to complain that ‘the Army was in a parlous condition, and was in a complete state of unreadiness and unpreparedness for war’.2 By 1951 the size of the infantry had shrunk to 20 per cent of the Army’s total size – 88,100 soldiers out of a total strength of 417,800, all line infantry regiments (including the ten existing Scottish regiments), had been reduced to a single battalion by a process of amalgamation, wartime Territorial battalions had been scrapped or amalgamated and the combat units had fallen to 184, consisting of 77 infantry battalions, eight Gurkha battalions, 69 artillery regiments and 30 armoured regiments.


At the same time the country retained most of its pre-war strategic obligations and still needed soldiers on the ground to maintain them. The scale of the commitments meant that manpower became a problem for all three services, especially for the Army, which was in danger of being over-stretched. Although the government had a commitment to demobilise war service men and women it still needed a regular supply of trained soldiers for a wide variety of tasks. Wartime legislation for conscription was therefore kept in place and under a succession of National Service Acts every male citizen was obliged to register at his local branch of the Ministry of Labour and National Service as soon as he became 18 (women were excluded from the legislation). Between the end of the war and the final phasing out of conscription in 1963, 2.3 million men served as National Servicemen, the majority in the Army. In its final form the period of conscription was two years, following two earlier periods of 12 and 18 months and like every other part of the British Army the Scottish regiments benefited from the contribution made by men who were the first peacetime conscripts in British history.


National Service proved to be a mixed experience. Some undoubtedly enjoyed their time in the armed forces, learned a trade, passed their driving tests or travelled abroad for the first time in their lives. A few gained commissions; others just took to service life and, like Private Alexander Robb from Aberdeen who did his National Service in 1st Seaforth Highlanders, enjoyed the companionship of barrack life and the character training that came with pride and discipline.


We had three super instructors, Sergeant Rennie, Corporal Le Page and Corporal Baker who were very strict but fair to all. Sergeant Rennie told us that he had never had a squad win the passing-out parade at the end of six weeks’ training – at Redford Barracks in Edinburgh there were six Highland regiments, HLI, Argylls, Seaforths, Black Watch, Camerons and Gordons. As none of us had much money, around £1 a week, Saturday was the only day any of us went out, either to Tynecastle or Easter Road to watch football, then a fish supper and a stroll round the centre of Edinburgh before the tram back to Redford. We all decided we would try our best not to let Sergeant Rennie down. We used to practise what we had learned during the day in barrack-room after cleaning our kit. On the two passing out days we won the cross-country run, weapon-training, PT, turn-out and drill and came second in shooting. First overall. As we sat at our passing-out meal – of course we were at the top table – it gave us all satisfaction to see Sergeant Rennie’s face completely light up, as proud as Punch.3


Of course, in contrast, there were also former National Servicemen who had somewhat different memories of their time in uniform, remembering only bullying NCOs, indifferent food, the loss of liberty and counting the days to demob, but as with so many other things in life it all depended on what the individual was prepared to put into the experience. One major gripe was that many of the conscripts were placed in formations which failed to make use of the civilian skills they could bring to service life. Amongst those who felt that way was Corporal Iain Colquhoun from Glasgow, who ended up in the Royal Engineers but was appalled by the apparent wastefulness of the system he encountered while sharing a billet with ‘a cascade of Royal Signals troops’ at Longmoor in Hampshire. ‘Look at all of us! [said one of the Signallers, a Cockney] A painter, four plumbers, a carpenter, two motor mechanics, a plate-layer, two shipbuilders (I forget all the others) and what do we do? March about the square, stand in queues for kit all day, obey orders from stupid bastards who couldn’t get by in civvy street . . . And look around any town in Britain – slums, broken-down buildings, chaotic railways and buses, and where are we, who could fix it all up into a decent country? We’re here, saluting snivelling idiots who don’t know whether their arsehole’s bored or punched!’4


As Colquhoun ‘slowly grasped the non-technical meaning of entropy’, he wryly noted that those men were needed to get the country back on its feet again and should not have been in uniform. A vast rebuilding programme had been instituted to make good the nation’s already inadequate housing stock and to repair wartime bomb damage, the tax-funded National Health Service had come into being and there were ambitious plans to nationalise the coal industry and the railways. All in all, the Labour government was intent on creating a ‘New Britain’ which would make unemployment a thing of the past and introduce a fresh system of benefits under the banner of the ‘Welfare State’; this would address poverty, health care and education and in so doing produce ‘cradle to the grave security’ for the people of the UK.


Even before the fighting stopped and peace of a kind returned to a shattered globe the first steps had been taken to try to ensure that it would be ‘a world fit for heroes’. In fact, the theme was much more intense than a simple appeal to the optimism that had accompanied the end of the previous conflict. For the beleaguered British people who had withstood almost six years of continuous warfare, when for much of the time they themselves had been on the front line, the predominant emotion was ‘never again’. They had seen what could be achieved when people combined in common cause, and the experience of coalition government with united war aims had provided them with the foundations for a new beginning. Now it was their time and they were determined to make the most of it. Many of their hopes were based on the principles embodied in the radical report Social Insurance and Allied Services, which had provided the blueprint for a comprehensive post-war welfare state. Written by the visionary social scientist William Beveridge and published in December 1942 its timing was doubly fortuitous. Not only did it bring the promise of change by challenging the scourges of ‘idleness, ignorance, disease, squalor, and want’ but it provided hope at the very moment when it seemed that the war could be won following the victories at El Alamein and Stalingrad. Not surprisingly perhaps, because it caught the mood of the moment, it became an instant bestseller with a print run of over 600,000 copies plus many thousands more in a truncated version which was distributed to members of the armed forces. Within a few weeks of publication it was estimated that 19 out of 20 people had heard of the report and mainly understood the gist of its findings. From that point onwards support for the Labour Party began to grow and although the wartime electoral truce held firm and support for Churchill as wartime leader never wavered, there was a distinct shift leftwards in the second half of the war as people dared to dream of a New Jerusalem.


Such attitudes were not altogether surprising. During the war people had become used to a collectivist approach to government. They could see what might be achieved by state interventionism on a grand scale and did not want to return to the laissez-faire free market attitudes of the 1930s which had failed to deliver economic recovery and which seemed to have encouraged the policy of appeasement with Nazi Germany. The coalition government had demonstrated what could be done when the will of the country was bent towards defeating the enemy, and with over 5 million men and women conscripted into National Service they wanted that mood to continue into the peacetime years. Nothing else would do. If the evil of fascism could be extirpated by united national resolve then surely a similar effort could be made to defeat poverty, unemployment and social exclusion. There was, too, the added incentive that thousands of men and women had fought and risked their lives on the front line and were not prepared to see their sacrifices dissipated by political inaction. The real problem, though, had little to do with implementing those hopes; it was finding the money in a world which found Britain economically exhausted and saddled with a huge national debt. Hopes were all very well, but the stark reality was that money was in desperately short supply.


Britain also had to deal with its Empire and to determine its future in the much-changed conditions of the post-war world. In 1945 the Empire remained at the heart of British foreign policy and military strategy and Foreign Office officials now led by former trade union leader Ernest Bevin warned that calls for independence in the colonies had to be balanced by the need to maintain Britain’s world position, otherwise the country would be irremediably weakened. In the nearby War Office in Horse Guards Parade maps showed that scores of British military bases still dotted the globe stretching from Gibraltar, Cyprus and Malta in the Mediterranean to Palestine and Egypt, and then beyond the Middle East to India, Burma and across Asia to Malaya and Hong Kong. In Africa, there were British military outposts scattered from Cairo to Cape Town but already in the post-war world nationalist movements across the Empire were making their presence felt and calls for independence from British rule were becoming shrill and insistent.


This applied specially to India, the so-called ‘jewel in the crown’, and one of the first seismic changes in the post-war world was the decision to quit the sub-continent. During the war it had become painfully obvious that the Indian nationalist movement was not an ephemeral movement but the expression of an overwhelming demand for independence, as was the equally insistent demand for the creation of an independent Islamic state to cater for the aspirations of the Muslim population. Britain was also under pressure from the United States to give way to those claims, and at breakneck speed Prime Minister Clement Attlee pushed through a rapid countdown to independence and the partition of the sub-continent into two new countries, India and Pakistan. Guided by the last viceroy, Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, the plans were hurriedly shaped and finalised and on 14 August 1947 the new state of Pakistan came into being followed a day later by the creation of India. Amongst the Scottish regiments present in the sub-continent was 1st Royal Scots, whose war had been spent fighting the Japanese in Burma before moving in January 1947 to Karachi, where they took part in the celebrations by providing the guard of honour and street liners for the ceremony marking the official transfer of power. The occasion could have been marred by a threat to the life of the new leader of Pakistan, Dr Muhammad Ali Jinnah, but both he and Mountbatten agreed that the formal procession and the official opening of the Pakistan Constituent Assembly should go ahead as planned. Mountbatten’s words for the occasion were prescient: ‘We who are making history today are caught and carried on in the swift current of events; there is no time to look back – there is time only to look forward.’5 Four months later the Royals were on the move again. In the middle of December the 1st battalion left Karachi, boarding the troopship SS Empire Halladale after marching through the city with colours flying, bayonets drawn and the pipes and drums playing.


Due to the need to keep order during the transfer of power, a continued British presence was required in Pakistan, and in those final days in the sub-continent this was provided by 2nd Black Watch, which had served in Burma during the latter years of the war. The battalion remained on internal security duties in the North-West Frontier Province, scene of so many earlier altercations between British forces and local tribesmen; following independence it was based at Malir cantonment, where it received the news that under post-war defence cuts it would be reduced to cadre form and its soldiers transferred to other Scottish regiments. Meanwhile it would stay in the country until Britain’s last interests had been secured. As a result, 2nd Black Watch had the honour of being the last British regiment to leave Pakistan, thereby ending a military connection with the sub-continent which had lasted for the better part of two centuries.


Although depleted by demobilisation, the battalion put on a fine show when the men marched through Karachi on 26 February 1948 with colours flying, bayonets fixed and pipes and drums playing. The commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Neville Blair, had been opposed to an official send-off but at the insistence of Major-General Mohammed Akhbar Khan the battalion left Pakistan with full military ceremonial. Their day began at 9 a.m. when a convoy of trucks took the battalion from Malir to the assembly point in the grounds of St Catherine’s School in Karachi. From there, behind the pipes and drums, the men marched through the streets of the Empress Market and down Elphinstone Street to the official residence of the Governor-General, where they formed up and accorded a Royal Salute to the country’s new leader, Dr Jinnah. In his speech of farewell Jinnah made the customary remarks about the spirit of friendship which existed between military men of the two countries; then, for a moment he lost his composure and almost broke down. ‘I couldn’t believe that I would ever be entitled to a Royal Salute from a British regiment,’ he confided to a clearly embarrassed Blair.6


Once the civil ceremony had been completed the battalion then embussed for the military farewell at Karachi’s docks. Their own pipes and drums were silent now but at the dockside waited the massed pipes and drums of two battalions of the Baluch Regiment and the 2nd/16th Punjab Regiment. Also waiting was a huge crowd which had assembled to watch The Black Watch marching off with their colours. With the men formed up in hollow square, facing the troopship the Empire Halladale, the speech of farewell was read by General Akhbar Khan and then a be-garlanded Blair asked permission to continue the parade. As the battalion presented arms the colours were marched out of the hollow square and the colour party took up station to the flank and in front of a guard of honour found from the Punjab Regiment. The guard presented arms and, with the massed pipes and drums playing, the colours were slow-marched up the gangway into the grey side of the troopship. It was a simple and impressive ceremony, bringing to an end 167 years of regimental service in the sub-continent. Touchingly, the last set to be played by the massed bands was the slow march, ‘Will Ye No Come Back Again?’ Before leaving Pakistan, Blair had received news of a further change: ‘Amalgamation with the 1st battalion is now our destiny; not reduction – for which we are all thankful,’ he noted at the time. ‘The future of the battalion’s property is thereby partly solved, and its proud history will not be forgotten.’7 A month later, on 20 March, the Empire Halladale slipped up the Firth of Clyde into Glasgow’s King George V Docks where trains waited to take them back to Perth. After home leave final preparations were made for the amalgamation with the 1st battalion at Duisberg in West Germany and the 2nd battalion went into a state of ‘suspended animation’. (But not for long: it was reconstituted in 1951 during the Korean War.)


It was not as if the armed services had nothing to do. Far from it: peace might have brought an end to the fighting but it had not produced any lasting stability and the threat of further violence was never far away. While India had progressed towards partition and independence and the move had been largely welcomed – not least by the USA, which had pushed for it during the war – there remained similar post-colonial problems in South-East Asia, notably in Indochina (later Vietnam) and the Netherlands East Indies (later Indonesia). Both were former colonies of close allies (France and the Netherlands), both were claimed by indigenous nationalist movements (Viet Minh and Indonesia) and both came under the aegis of Britain’s South-East Asia Command, which had to deal with the problem with limited forces and very little American support. In both countries there were violent confrontations and in both countries the British were forced to use Japanese prisoners-of-war to help restore order. Commanding the British garrison in Indonesia was Lieutenant-General Sir Philip Christison, a Cameron Highlander, who had served with distinction in Burma and who was told by Mountbatten that he was ‘in for a sticky time’.8 Under his command was 1st Seaforth Highlanders, which had been training for the invasion of Malaya and had arrived in Jakarta in September; significantly, they were the descendants of the 78th Highlanders, which had taken part in the capture of the island of Java in 1811. In a grim foretaste of what would happen during future decolonisation Christison found himself having to deal with civil disobedience, rioting and violence in which his forces had to hold the ring as Indonesian nationalists fought for their independence from the Dutch, who regarded British involvement as a gross betrayal by a wartime ally. It was the same story in Indochina where the French felt equally let down while the British were ‘both unprepared and under-resourced to deal with the rise of Vietnamese nationalism’.9


Closer to home there were also difficulties in readjusting to the differing demands of peacetime and the growing needs of people demanding self-determination. Within weeks of the end of the war in Europe the western Allies found themselves confronting their erstwhile comrades-in-arms, the Soviet Union, when British troops were involved in clashes with Communist forces in Yugoslavia and Greece. By far the most dangerous of these incidents was the Trieste crisis which erupted at the end of April 1945 when the first Allied troops of the British Eighth Army (2nd New Zealand Division) entered Trieste in the Italian province of Venezia Giulia to find themselves confronted by the Yugoslav 4th Army which clearly intended to annex the area. Feelings were running high not least because the German forces had no intention of surrendering to the Yugoslavs whom they rightly feared would treat them harshly and Field Marshal Sir Harold Alexander, the Supreme Allied Commander Mediterranean had no clear idea of the policy to be pursued. With good reason he also feared that a clash with the Yugoslavs could either be the last battle of the Second World War or the flashpoint for a third world war. On 1 May Alexander wrote to Churchill warning of the danger facing the Eighth Army: ‘If I am ordered by the Combined Chiefs of Staff to occupy the whole of Venezia Giulia by force if necessary, we shall certainly be committed to a fight with the Yugoslav Army, who will have the moral backing at least of the Russians.’10 He also expressed doubts about the reaction of the troops under his command if he was forced to order his forces to turn their guns on their former Yugoslav allies under the overall command of Marshal Tito, the leader of the wartime Yugoslavian partisans.


In many respects this confrontation was a foretaste of what would lie ahead for the Allies in the aftermath of the final defeat of Nazi Germany as the differences between the West and the Soviet Union became more pronounced. In the case of Trieste Churchill felt that Communist intransigence should be resisted and he was backed by the new American leader, President Harry Truman, who agreed that a strong line had to be taken to prevent further aggression. By the middle of May the problem was resolved when Yugoslav forces withdrew across the Isonzo River, the province was divided into two parts and according to the regiment’s Official History ‘the crisis died away as if it had all been a great misunderstanding.’11 Amongst the regiments involved in BETFOR (British Element Trieste Force) during the initial stages were 1st Scots Guards and 1st London Scottish, which were both based at Rossetti. They were replaced in successive years by 2nd Cameron Highlanders, 2nd Royal Scots and 1st Cameronians before the BETFOR deployment came to an end in 1954. As the Official History noted, ‘the Italian Campaign had finally ended and the first battle of the Cold War had been won by well-staged deterrence.’12


Less satisfying in its outcome was the treatment meted out to the prisoners from the surrendered German Army who belonged to racial groupings hated and despised by the Soviets because of their wartime support for the Nazis. These included 46,000 Cossacks, 25,000 Croats and 24,000 Slovenes plus their families, whose fate had been decided by the Yalta Conference signed on 9 February 1945 – all Soviet citizens liberated by the Allies and all British subjects liberated by forces under Soviet command were to be handed over to their national forces, and this included the Russian Cossacks and the Croats and Slovenes who had become embroiled on the Nazi side in the Balkans. For most of them the decision was a death sentence and it fell to soldiers of the British Army to take part in what the War Diary of one Foot Guards battalion described as an ‘order of most sinister duplicity’.13 Amongst those involved in the operation was 8th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, a Territorial Army battalion from Argyllshire, which had fought in North Africa and Italy with the Eighth Army and, much to its disgust, became involved in the ‘most unsavoury business’ of handing over Cossack prisoners of war to the Red Army at Lienz on the River Drau in the Austrian province of Carpathia. For a battalion which had fought so hard and over so many months it was a dispiriting way in which to end the war.


Equally contentious was the treatment of Ukrainian forces which had served under Nazi colours and fought against the Red Army right up to the dying days of the war and beyond. Of all the displaced persons in post-war Europe the Ukrainians were perhaps the most difficult to understand, basically because there seemed to be two Ukraines. Those from the east of the River Dnieper had been subjects of the Russian Empire and, later, of the Soviet Union and had practised the Russian Orthodox religion; those from the west, also known as Galicia, had been Catholic subjects of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and later, until 1939, of Poland. That shared history had also been deeply divisive and during the war Ukrainians had been caught between Hitler and Stalin: the majority had been conscripted into the Red Army while many more in the western half had helped the Germans in their policy of exterminating the Jewish population. One of the main formations was the Galicia Division, which was created in Lviv in April 1943 as the 14th Waffen SS Grenadier Division (Galizische Nr. 1) and was regarded as the nucleus of a future independent Ukrainian Army. A year later it was largely destroyed at Brody together with most of German XIII Corps during the Red Army’s victorious advance into eastern Europe, and the few survivors joined the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA), which operated in western Ukraine against Soviet forces and was operational as an insurgency force until the early 1950s. The UPA’s aim was the creation of an independent Ukraine and the forcible expulsion of all Poles. At one point it numbered 200,000 fighters, many of whom were military police personnel and other militias who used ethnic cleansing techniques learned from the SS – over 60,000 Poles were massacred during the latter stages of the war.14 By the summer of 1944 there was an all-out conflict between Polish and Ukrainian partisans, the latter led by the ultra-Nationalist Stepan Bandera, and considered to be ‘adroit political intriguers and past masters in the art of propaganda’, well able to play off rival Western intelligence services.15


A different fate awaited other members of the 14th Galicia Division who managed to escape into Austria, where they re-formed as the 1st Ukrainian Division of the Ukrainian National Army under the command of General Pavlo Shandruk fighting against the Soviet Army right to the end of the war. In May 1945 the Division crossed the Alps and surrendered to the British Eighth Army in Carinthia and the men were transferred to the UK in April and May 1947 as ‘surrendered enemy personnel’, the majority of whom were put to work as agricultural labourers under a scheme known as European Voluntary Workers (EVW) which had been established to create a pool of agricultural labourers to ease post-war manpower shortages. All told, under the EVW scheme 8,128 former members of the Nazi-trained Galicia Division ended up in camps across southern Scotland, some 450 were held at Hallmuir Camp in Lanarkshire, south of Lockerbie, where they built a Ukrainian Orthodox Chapel inside one of the huts. It survives as working church and visitor attraction to this day and the Ukrainians remained in Scotland until December 1948, when a decision was taken to deport about 300 of their number. The order sparked a protest and a general strike of Ukrainian EVWs took place on 28 December 1948. Two days later the Home Office announced that only 81 persons were to leave: 45 who chose to go home, mainly to rejoin family, and 36 with records of unsatisfactory behaviour as prisoners of war. Many of the remainder subsequently merged into the local community or emigrated to other countries abroad.16 There was, though, a different and more sinister outcome for some 400 ‘Galizianers’ who remained in Scotland to complete the ‘civilianisation’ process, as it was known: they were detained at the former Amisfield prisoner-of-war camp (Camp 243) outside Haddington in East Lothian, where they were kept under surveillance by MI6 to see if they were suitable for employment as spies behind the Iron Curtain. Eight were chosen and trained near Fort William but on being parachuted into Ukraine they were immediately arrested and executed.17 Soviet infiltration of British intelligence, notably by the traitor Kim Philby, meant that the Soviet security forces had prior knowledge about the timing and the positioning of the drops and the agents were doomed before they set out on their mission.18 Some idea of the Allied confusion surrounding the position of the Ukrainians at the end of the war can be seen in a Foreign Office document sent to British military commanders in May 1946: ‘It is not possible to provide a precise definition of who are Ukrainians. It can only be said that they are those persons who speak the Ukrainian language and wished to be considered Ukrainians.’19


By then the international situation was worsening, with problems in the Middle East where tensions were running high between the Arab and Jewish populations as they struggled to gain the ascendancy in Palestine, which was nominally under the control of a British mandate and which had been designated as a home for the Jewish people in 1917. By the end of the war it was clear that a confrontation was inevitable between them and the Arab population, who resented the steady arrival of European Jews throughout the 1930s, many of them refugees from Hitler’s Germany. As a result of the growing friction the Jewish resistance group the Haganah was strengthened and it began to adopt the offensive ethos embedded in the philosophy of Ze’ev Jabotinsky, the founder of Revisionist Zionism, who believed that if a Jewish state were created in Palestine confrontation with the Arabs was inevitable and that the Jews would be forced to fight for, and then defend, their homeland ‘behind an iron wall which they [the Arabs] will be powerless to break down’.20 Standing between the two sides were the 20,000 men of the Palestinian police force backed by 80,000 soldiers of the British Army’s 1st Division, 6th Airborne Division and, from March 1947 3rd Division. Amongst the battalions involved in the operation were 1st Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders. It was a deployment which Britain was hard-pressed to make and throughout the period the military units involved in internal security duties were severely overstretched.


Inevitably, fighting an invisible enemy had a demoralising effect on the members of the British security forces. They were able to disrupt terrorist activities and in some cases forestall them, as they did during Operation Elephant in March 1947 when martial law was declared for three weeks in Tel Aviv, Petach Tikva and Ramat Gan, but all too often the men of the 1st Argylls found that they had to react to situations about which they had no prior knowledge and for which they had received no special training. This bred a siege mentality best expressed by the military historian Correlli Barnett, who served as a National Service conscript in Palestine in 1946: ‘two British divisions and support troops, some 60,000 soldiers, were stuck in Palestine adding to the balance of payments deficit, carrying out clumsy and ineffective sweeps against the Jewish terrorists who were murdering their comrades, and otherwise doing nothing but guard their own barbed wire.’21 During the deployment the 1st Argylls was brigaded with 2nd Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry and 1st Royal Ulster Rifles in 6 Air Landing Brigade. Given the nature of the conflict it was not surprising that there were Argyll casualties: four killed in action, ten wounded and five dead as a result of accidents. It was all in vain. Under sustained international pressure to retrieve the situation the British government admitted defeat in February 1947 and announced that the problem would be handed over to the stewardship of the United Nations. After protracted wrangling in the UN the new state of Israel came into being at midnight on 14 May 1948, the British garrison was finally withdrawn, and the opposing factions emerged into the open to plunge the country into warfare. For all concerned it had been a grim and dispiriting experience. As the commanding officer of 2nd Royal Scots admitted before taking his battalion to Malta, there had been little satisfaction for his men in being forced to act as armed policemen in a struggle not of their making. Most other British sailors, soldiers and airmen felt the same.


The next post-war crisis came on 16 June 1948 where a state of emergency was declared in the British Crown Colony of Malaya due to the outbreak of a guerrilla war against British rule by the Communist Malayan Races Liberation Army, and the resulting confrontation dragged on into the next decade largely as a result of British determiation to face down the Communist aggression and to hold onto Malaya’s valuable stocks of rubber and tin.


Closer to home, things were hotting up in Germany. Just over a week later and following a period of increasing intention, the Soviet Union took the belligerent decision to cut all land links between West Berlin and western Germany – as part of the post-war settlement Germany had been divided into four zones occupied by the Soviet Union, the USA, Britain and France. At the same time Berlin was similarly divided into four zones with defined air and land corridors to the West. The flashpoint was the decision taken by the Western powers to create the new country of West Germany (properly the Federal Republic of Germany) from their occupied zones and to introduce a new Deutschmark currency, a move which provoked the Soviet Union into closing all rail, road and canal communications with the West. This left the Western powers with the choice of capitulating to the Soviet aggression or to counter it by arranging armed convoys to transport essential goods into Berlin even though that introduced the risk of outright war. Coming on top of an earlier coup in Czechoslovakia in which the Czech Communist Party had seized power with Soviet backing this seemed to be another sign that the Soviet Union was intent on creating a monolithic Communist bloc in eastern Europe even if this provoked confrontation with her former wartime allies. That was certainly the assessment of the UK government’s Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) at the time.


The fundamental aim of the Soviet leaders is to hasten the elimination of capitalism from all parts of the world and to replace it with their own form of Communism. They envisage this process as being effected in the course of a revolutionary struggle lasting for many years and assisted, should favourable conditions arise, by military action.22


The same document also made clear that Soviet land and air forces already had that capacity and were ‘sufficiently strong, at the present time, to achieve rapid and far-reaching successes against any likely combination of opposing land forces’. This was not scaremongering but the JIC assessment and its successor papers formed the basis of the UK response to the Soviet threat in 1948, namely that the Soviet Union had a long-term aim of world domination and was fully capable of attacking the West without warning. In that case the Berlin crisis seemed to presage the beginning of a new confrontation which could quite easily provide a casus belli for a third world war. For the Western allies there appeared to be two options: to form armed convoys and send them along the autobahn to Berlin (this was briefly considered by General Lucius Clay, the US commander-in-chief in Europe) or to threaten the Soviet Union with the newly developed atomic bomb (by way of underlining the reality of that option three additional squadrons of US Air Force B-29 strategic bombers were deployed in East Anglia in July). As only the US possessed these weapons it was a dangerous moment which could have led to further escalation or, as Attlee was told by his military advisers, the confrontation ‘would almost certainly lead to an incident and the opening of World War III’.23 Fortunately, good sense prevailed. While the bombers arrived, thereby creating a permanent US nuclear presence in the UK from the following year, Clay was ordered to halt all plans to supply Berlin by land and instead planning began for a massive operation to send in essential goods, including fuel, by Allied aircraft. It was a brilliant solution. In June 1,400 tons arrived, by mid-July this quantity was arriving on a daily basis and by the end of the year the daily average was 5,500 tons. The aircraft travelled along three narrow air corridors and flew their cargo into the Berlin airports of Tegel, Gatow and Tempelhof, the bulk of the flights being carried out by the US Air Force and the RAF as well as aircraft flown by civilian contractors such as the newly formed Scottish Airlines, which had been formed at Prestwick in 1946 as a subsidiary of Scottish Aviation. As a historian of the period put it, by the time the Air Lift had come to an end in May 1949 when the Soviets lifted the blockade the operation had ‘almost come to seem business-as-usual’.24


The Berlin blockade and the success of the subsequent Air Lift also concentrated minds in Western capitals, particularly in London and Washington, about how to deal with the emerging Soviet challenge. The first stage, engineered by the British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin, was the creation of the Western European Union which brought the UK, France and the Benelux countries (Belgium, Netherlands, Luxembourg) into a defensive alliance in March 1948, but this was expanded a year later by the creation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), which came into being on 4 April 1949, the founding Treaty of Brussels being ratified by the UK, USA, Canada, Belgium, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal and Norway (West Germany joined in 1955). According to Lord Ismay, NATO’s first Secretary-General, the alliance’s main purpose was ‘to keep the Russians out, the Americans in, and the Germans down’ and there was much truth in that wry observation.25 Russia had been confronted without a shot being fired and the USA had been drawn into the collective defence of Europe, the treaty’s significant Article 5 having stated that ‘an armed attack on one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all’. As for the UK it deployed ground forces in West Germany in the shape of the British Army of the Rhine (BAOR), which was allotted to the Northern Army Group under the command of British generals and was to remain there until the early part of the twenty-first century. This was Britain’s main contribution to the post-war defence of Western Europe and in some respects West Germany came to be regarded, somewhat tenuously, as the Army’s successor to India, ideal for training and self-contained in another country. However, even the most enthusiastic promoters of that theory had to admit that the country lacked the conditions, the climate and, it has to be said, the mystique. Soldiers saw it somewhat differently, the standard army joke being that ‘We are guarding the Eastern Frontier against the might of the Russian Empire.’26 (The quip has history behind it: from the days of the Roman Empire the River Elbe running from the Polish–Czech border to the North Sea was regarded as the natural fault line or Limes Germanicus between the civilised west and the savagery of ‘East Elbia’, home to the backward and deeply conservative Junker warrior caste. This was the natural barrier dividing west and east: for the historian Tacitus, the Germania of Roman times was bounded to the north by the North and Baltic seas, to the west by the River Rhine and to the south by the River Danube. To the east lay the vastness of unfathomable distances and unknown barbarism and that perception produced one of the main levers of Western thinking up to and including the Cold War.)


NATO’s strategy also embraced a robust maritime element and while its main focus was the Mediterranean, where the US Sixth Fleet was deployed to contain and threaten the Soviet Union’s Southern Flank, the north could not be ignored despite the climatological challenges of operating in extreme temperatures, especially in winter. Also, the inclusion of Denmark, Iceland and Norway in NATO meant that the alliance had an obligation to be involved in areas such as the Arctic Ocean, the Barents Sea, the Danish Strait and the White Sea approaches, which had been identified as key operating and training areas for Soviet submarines and which would therefore require the counter-deployment of NATO attack submarines and anti-submarine warfare (ASW) warships and aircraft.27 In response NATO’s first major exercise was Operation Mainbrace, which was mounted in the North Sea over 12 days in September 1952 and involved 9 countries, 80,000 men, over 200 ships, and 1,000 aircraft – the ‘largest and most powerful fleet that has cruised in the North Sea since World War I’.28 Its purpose was to test the defences of Denmark and Norway by reproducing NATO’s response to a major Soviet (‘Orange’) offensive across the Norwegian border as well as an enemy advance into Denmark. This involved NATO (‘Blue’) air forces supporting ground forces in both areas while naval units undertook shore bombardment as well as amphibious and anti-submarine operations along the Scandinavian coast. A final aspect of the exercise was an escorted convoy from Scottish North Sea ports to Bergen, reflecting the need for the rapid reinforcement and resupply of Norway as part of the response to any Soviet invasion.29 The RAF bases at Leuchars and Kinloss played roles in handling NATO aircraft and the old flying boat base at Scatsta near Sullom Voe in the Shetlands was reopened for the occasion.30 The operation was also notable for the substantial number of reported sightings of unidentified flying objects (UFOs) or ‘flying saucers’ which were observed by NATO personnel at sea and in the air and gave rise to a belief that either the world was under observation from extra-terrestrial visitors or that the Soviet Union possessed unknown secret weapons which were technically superior to anything else known at the time.31 Sightings of this kind were frequently reported in the years ahead and UFO or flying saucer mania was a by-product of the growing escalation of international tension in the 1950s, spawning a number of sensational newspaper and magazine articles and attracting the attention of Hollywood in movies such as The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) in which Klaatu, an extra-terrestrial alien played by Michael Rennie, lands his space craft in Washington to present a stark warning to humankind from another world: ‘Your choice is simple: join us and live in peace, or pursue your present course and face obliteration.’ The reference to nuclear weapons and the dangers they posed is unmistakable, but closer to known reality Operation Mainbrace was counted a success. Despite the challenging weather conditions, which limited flying time from the ten participating aircraft carriers, three of which were British, the operation led to the adoption of the defence of the Northern Flank as a vital NATO policy in countering Soviet belligerence in the area.


More than any other factor in the aftermath of the blockade of Berlin, the need to protect this flank put Scotland firmly on the front line throughout the growing confrontation with the Soviet Union and her allies. From Moscow’s point of view the strategic situation was quite simple. The Nordic waters were crucial for the Soviet Northern Fleet, which had relocated its main strength from the Baltic to the Kola Peninsula in the period after the Second World War as part of the revised Soviet maritime doctrine which called for the development of naval aircraft, surface ships and submarines with long-range capabilities. It was from there that they would deploy their main submarine force into the Atlantic prior to the outbreak of hostilities or under the cover of land or carrier-based aircraft in time of war and, equally crucially, it was from these northern waters that they would interdict NATO reinforcement convoys from the US as they approached Europe through the crucial Greenland–Iceland–United Kingdom (GIUK) gap. Equally, it was essential that NATO forces contained the Soviet Northern Fleet and in time of war would be well placed to destroy it before it was able to threaten the security of the GIUK gap. While the defence of the Norwegian land mass was the key to all NATO security initiatives senior commanders also recognised that ‘Soviet submarines and aircraft based in the Kola Peninsula posed a special threat to the United Kingdom, a vital ally and a key base in any future European war’ and that the first land mass they would encounter would be Scotland.32


Overall, the central plank in the formation of NATO was the need to keep the US tied in to Western Europe’s security structure at a time when the Eastern Bloc had fallen under Soviet domination. That much had already become clear when the Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov rejected the US European Recovery Programme (better known as the Marshall Plan) at an international conference held in Paris in July 1947. When the Soviet delegation walked out in protest at what they saw as US plans to dominate the whole of Europe by offering $13 billion in aid, food, raw materials and machinery it was a clear sign that Europe had been divided into two opposing power blocs. To understand Soviet fears, it was only necessary to look back at recent history: twice in the twentieth century the Russian land mass had been subjected to attack by Germany, most recently Hitler’s Operation Barbarossa offensive in 1941, and now it seemed to be facing an even deadlier threat backed by the USA. A similar fear drove the Americans, who had been surprised in 1941 by the Japanese offensive against Pearl Harbor. During this period the phrase ‘cold war’ began to emerge as the way to describe the new bipolar situation, the first recorded use being in a speech made to the South Carolina House of Representatives on 16 April 1947 by financier and presidential adviser Bernard Mannes Baruch – ‘Let us not be deceived, we are today in the midst of a cold war’. The other phrase from this period, ‘iron curtain’, had already been popularised by Winston Churchill when he employed it during a speech given at Fulton, Missouri on 5 March 1946 – ‘from Stettin on the Baltic to Trieste on the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across Europe’. In time both phrases were useful shorthand to describe the situation in Europe as the Soviets and their allies confronted the NATO alliance at the beginning of what had come to be known as the Cold War.
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