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Wilson returns 

1974–76

You have to operate on the assumption that Great Britain is 
through.

Henry Kissinger to President Ford, October 19741

Introduction 

Heath’s final months in office were dominated by economic and social prob-
lems. Continuing trouble with the trade union movement had resulted in 
a three-day working week being enforced, and the ongoing oil embargo had 
led to the British public having to restrict their energy use. This set of  circum-
stances had led to what one popular British newspaper would term as Heath’s 
‘Long agony in No. 10’.2 Following continuing struggles with the trade union 
movement, the prime minister decided to call a snap general election under the 
mantra of  ‘Who runs Britain?’ The electorate gave Heath their answer and, in 
spite of  winning the majority of  the popular vote, Heath’s Conservative Party 
failed to achieve a parliamentary majority. Instead, Harold Wilson’s Labour 
Party had won the largest parliamentary contingent, securing him 301 out of  
a possible 635 seats. This, however, left him 17 seats short of  an overall parlia-
mentary majority, and Heath engaged in talks with the leader of  the Liberal 
Party, Jeremy Thorpe, about the possibility of  forming a coalition government. 
Following the inability of  the two sides to reach an agreement, Heath was 
forced to resign as prime minister, and for the third time in a decade Harold 
Wilson was in office.3 

For scholars studying US−UK relations, three distinct interpretations of  
Wilson’s final governments have emerged. One interpretation suggests that the 
US−UK relationship continued to deteriorate in its relevance largely because 
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of  Britain’s declining significance as a military and political ally to the United 
States.4 Others have contradicted such arguments, insisting that Wilson’s 
efforts to revive the ‘special relationship’ with Washington were indeed 
successful. To support this, these scholars point to the ongoing intelligence  
and nuclear relationship and also argue that the UK provided support and, 
more important still, exacted a degree of  influence over the United States’ wider 
Cold War policies.5 Other writers are more sceptical of  this interpretation. 
While they accept that personal relations between elite figures improved, they 
question what discernible benefits this achieved for British interests; however, 
they do accept that elements of  the special relationship were retained. As such, 
this period for US–UK relations was one where the special relationship waned 
politically but it retained its more practical elements.6 

The vast majority of  these accounts were written before access to large 
swaths of  government documentation was permitted and by utilising this 
new material such arguments are in need of  re-interpretation. Additionally, 
most accounts have largely marginalised British defence cuts within the 
broader context of  US−UK relations and even works that have focused upon 
this require clarification.7 This chapter also challenges the idea that certain 
areas of  US−UK cooperation, namely nuclear and intelligence cooperation, 
remained sacrosanct.8 To be sure, this cooperation did continue but existing 
accounts fail to illustrate that this was an area constantly used by US policy-
makers as a means for exerting political leverage upon the Wilson government. 
Throughout 1974–76, the US threatened to cancel US–UK intelligence and 
nuclear cooperation in order to lessen the severity of  Britain’s defence cuts. As 
will be shown below, this coercive diplomacy, which had worked successfully 
against the Heath government, was to be rather less successful when applied 
against Harold Wilson.

Wilson’s foreign policy

As shown previously, US–UK relations in Heath’s final year of  office were at 
a near crisis point, and a change of  personnel was always likely to improve 
relations amongst political elites. Harold Wilson, however, was hardly the ideal 
candidate, given that during his interaction with Nixon in 1969–70 he had 
personally irritated the president. His appointment of  John Freeman, an ardent 
critic of  Nixon, as UK ambassador to Washington in 1968 was especially 
unwelcome.9 Personal characteristics aside, Wilson’s insistence that Britain 
keep its accelerated plans for an East of  Suez withdrawal, along with his unwill-
ingness to offer a greater commitment to NATO, only vexed US policy-makers 
further.10 For Wilson, the fashion in which Washington ignored his efforts at 
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130 A strained partnership?

improving East–West relations and bringing a settlement to the Vietnam War 
hardly engendered a close relationship with Washington.11

Wilson may not have had the greatest track record with Nixon but, given 
recent experiences with Heath, his election was welcomed by both Nixon and 
Kissinger.12 The extent to which the president’s relationship with Heath had 
deteriorated is perhaps best illustrated by Nixon’s quip that his experiences 
with Heath had resulted in the improbable: he and Wilson were now ‘good 
friends’.13 Wilson’s return to office also marked a change in British foreign 
policy that would place a renewed emphasis upon the US–UK relationship. 
Heath’s seemingly Euro-centric foreign policy was to be reversed and Wilson let 
it known that he would not be trying to create common political policies within 
the EEC. In fact, Wilson’s renegotiation of  the terms of  Britain’s EEC entry even 
questioned Britain’s membership.14 

Wilson’s appointment of  James Callaghan as foreign and commonwealth 
secretary, coupled with the prime minister’s willingness to allow Callaghan a 
degree of  freedom in conducting foreign policy that was not afforded during 
his earlier premierships, further signalled the Labour government’s intention 
to move away from the European course that Heath had charted. Callaghan 
had opposed British membership of  the EEC and believed Heath’s European 
policies had been ill-conceived. On assuming the role as foreign and common-
wealth secretary, he was not shy in putting forward his anti-EEC feelings and 
stated his intention to re-affirm the US–UK relationship.15 

Such broad assessment must, however, be carefully defined because, despite 
the scepticism towards the EEC, Wilson and Callaghan did not wish for Britain 
to leave the Community. As noted elsewhere, the creation of  policy-making 
institutions within the EEC framework received the backing of  Wilson and 
Callaghan throughout the period.16 Indeed, the whole decision to renegotiate 
EEC entry was driven largely by internal Labour Party politics. The question 
of  EEC membership had been a deeply divisive topic within the Labour Party 
and, following EEC membership in 1973, the issue continued to provoke bitter 
debate.17 However, the focus had now shifted to debating the terms of  entry 
that Heath’s government had secured which were seen by EEC sceptics, includ-
ing Wilson and Callaghan, as being economically punitive. Wilson had, for 
instance, described the terms Heath had secured as ‘utterly crippling’ for the 
British economy.18 Therefore, the Labour Party manifesto of  1974 declared 
that it would renegotiate the terms of  EEC membership and, if  this was not 
achieved to the satisfaction of  Wilson, Britain would withdraw from the EEC.19 
The likelihood of  this happening, however, was improbable. Firstly, Wilson was 
very unlikely to be tied to his manifesto pledges given his penchant for flexi-
bly interpreting the meaning of  such pledges. The prime minister also had no 
real intention of  withdrawing from the EEC because he had reconciled that 

04_Strained_partnership_128-174.indd   130 06/11/2013   13:50

Thomas Robb - 9781526129383
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:56:27AM

via free access



Wilson returns  131

membership was necessary for Britain’s longer-term economic and political 
well-being. As one British official remarked correctly, ‘The renegotiation was 
in fact largely a sham’.20 

Wilson’s approach was therefore based upon twin pillars. He wanted to 
re-establish intimate relations with the US, with the hope that this would 
provide him with unique access and influence over US foreign policy. 
Concurrently, Wilson intended for Britain to remain in the EEC, as this would 
allow Britain to derive the economic benefits of  EEC membership. In essence, 
the role Wilson had sought for Britain in the 1960s was to be largely trans-
ferred into the 1970s.21

The end of the ‘Year of Europe’

On assuming office, Wilson quickly contacted Nixon and informed him that it 
was his intention to put US–UK relations on a sounder footing.22 ‘The Labour 
government apparently wants to revive something closely akin to Britain’s erst-
while “special relationship” with the United States,’ the US ambassador reported 
from London.23 In June 1974, Kissinger corroborated this assessment.24 

Such an overt attempt to re-affirm the US–UK relationship was appreciated at 
the highest levels of  the US government, and Callaghan’s appointment was also 
seen as a positive for US interests.25 In a rather typical Machiavellian moment 
between Nixon and Kissinger, both men talked about how it was ‘useful’ that 
Wilson wanted to promote closer US–UK relations. Nixon, however, questioned 
whether Wilson would actually be able to deliver much of  substance and 
mocked that: ‘Harold is going to want to have some foreign policy – some little 
things for his bonnet and he may just start swinging a little weight around’.26 
Nevertheless, Nixon and Kissinger viewed Wilson’s foreign policy as useful in 
safeguarding against French domination of  the EEC and preventing it from 
pursuing an anti-American agenda. It would also ensure that the continuing 
Euro–Arab dialogue would not undermine US diplomacy in the Middle East.27 

Although Wilson had signalled an intention to re-emphasise the Atlantic 
relationship, this did little to alter the Nixon administration’s attitude towards 
Western Europe or have a calming influence upon its actions. In particular, 
the matter of  the Declaration of  Principles had still not been resolved and the 
Nixon administration now pushed for its conclusion. Kissinger was deter-
mined to exploit US security guarantees towards Europe to accomplish this. As 
Kissinger explained in conversation with Schlesinger:

The Europeans have no strategy. We have to create the impression that 
to cross us is at least as dangerous as to cross the French. We can’t let the 
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132 A strained partnership?

Europeans organise on an anti-American basis. We have a good opportunity 
now, with a new British government, and the Germans are weak ... If  Europe 
gets the idea that unity prevents them from talking to us, they will withdraw 
more and more from NATO in the EC. We want to counter Europe by using 
NATO.28

The question arises as to what Kissinger meant by using NATO to counter 
Europe. The answer to this soon became clear. During internal discussions in 
Washington, Kissinger concluded that the US should threaten to withdraw 
troops from Europe, because this would critically undermine their security in 
relation to the Warsaw Pact. This, in turn, would produce a more cooperative 
political attitude from the EEC towards the US.29 All of  this was coupled with 
a wider effort on Kissinger’s part to influence members of  the EEC by utilising 
American economic power.30 On 15 March 1974, Nixon deployed this tactic 
publicly during a speech at the Executives Club in Chicago. Here, the president 
explained that he would not tolerate ‘a situation where the nine countries of  
Europe gang up against the United States ... the United States which is their 
guarantee of  security’. The president was even more explicit in outlining 
that the EEC could not ‘have … US participation and cooperation on the secu-
rity front and then proceed to have confrontation and even hostility on the 
economic and political front’.31 Following the Washington Energy Conference, 
British officials feared that Nixon and Kissinger would start ‘throwing their 
weight around’ and, as shown earlier, this was the very ‘lesson’ that both 
Nixon and Kissinger had taken from the conference. Nixon’s speech, therefore, 
was another example of  the Nixon administration’s determination to more 
robustly defend US interests in relation to the EEC.

What is of  interest at this point is that Kissinger’s private conversations in 
Washington reveal that Nixon was making rather empty threats. In reality, 
the president and Kissinger had little intention of  reducing America’s mili-
tary commitment to Europe.32 As US internal assessments suggested, there 
were very few long-term methods available for punishing Western Europe that 
would not simultaneously damage US interests. Nevertheless, the US had been 
successful in manipulating British foreign policy decisions when Kissinger 
and Schlesinger had temporarily suspended intelligence and nuclear cooper-
ation in 1973. In a similar fashion, US threats to withdraw their forces had a 
profound impact upon European policy-makers. As Kissinger noted gleefully, 
his bluff  had not been called and the Europeans were ‘pissing in their pants’. As 
Kissinger reported, ‘The Germans have promised to have consultation with us 
before they take decisions. The British have gone even further.’33 In this light, it 
is perhaps not surprising that, on 19 March 1974, the president gave a concil-
iatory speech on the subject of  US–EEC relations.34
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What was meant by the British having ‘gone even further’ is unclear, but 
it probably referred to Callaghan’s promise to Helmut Sonnenfeldt (15 March 
1974) that Britain would engage bilaterally over the creation of  the Declaration 
of  Principles. This, Callaghan assured Sonnenfeldt, would be conducted 
without the knowledge of  Britain’s EEC partners.35 By April 1974, this process 
was under way when the newly appointed British ambassador to Washington, 
Sir Peter Ramsbotham, met with Kissinger to discuss the declaration.36 Perhaps 
this signalled a new level of  exclusive interaction between US and UK officials. 
Certainly, the Wilson government could point to the fact that it had secured 
US–UK private discussions prior to a ‘Big Five’ discussion about the mone-
tary and oil crises engulfing the Western powers.37 US policy-makers would 
also make their British counterparts aware of  their policy initiatives towards 
the ongoing SALT negotiations and the Middle East peace process.38 All of  this 
was undertaken, however, on the proviso that this information was to remain 
exclusively within the British government. Indeed, the US made it explicit that 
this information was not to be transmitted to Britain’s EEC partners. Of  course, 
the British were under no legal obligation to provide this information to their 
EEC allies. Nevertheless, as this illustrates, the US could have a profound impact 
upon Britain’s interaction with the EEC.

Even though the Wilson government had managed to secure a level of  inter-
action in US–UK relations which they believed had been missing under Heath, 
British officials still remained sceptical about the course of  US policy. ‘Despite 
the President and Dr. Kissinger’s recent public criticism of  Europe in general, 
Dr. Kissinger has gone out of  his way to be friendly to HMG [Her Majesty’s 
Government] since it took office,’ Wilson was warned. This was occurring 
because Kissinger wanted to ‘influence our policies at what he will judge to be 
a formative stage; and to ensure that we help steer Europe away from a course 
damaging to US interests’.39 The US had singled out Britain ‘for favourable 
mention’ but the trouble existed that ‘we may be unable to deliver what the US 
Administration expects of  us’.40 Several other senior British officials provided 
comparable advice and, given what was being stated privately in Washington, 
this advice does appear rather pertinent.41 

Even in the face of  such warnings, US–UK bilateral discussions continued 
as the ‘Year of  Europe’ slowly petered out. The Declaration of  Principles was 
eventually signed during the Ottawa conference (June 1974) but its eventual 
contents – as Kissinger lamented – were hardly the ‘far reaching embodiment 
of  shared purpose we had in mind’.42 Or as one unknown author argued in 
Foreign Affairs: 

What the United States had envisioned as the ‘Year of  Europe’, a period of  
imaginative updating and refurbishing of  the NATO alliance, capped with a 
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134 A strained partnership?

new Atlantic Charter, has become instead the year in which Washington’s 
relationship with its European partners has struck an all-time low.43 

Moreover, as one CIA brief  explained in August 1974, the new Declaration of  
Principles would not guarantee when and if  the EEC would ever act as a collec-
tive. As the brief  neatly summarised: ‘Since EC members retain the option to act 
independently on many issues, there is the even greater problem of  unpredict-
ability. The US can never be certain when, or if, the Nine will act collectively.’44 
Given this, it is hardly surprising that scholars refer to Kissinger’s initiative as 
‘the year that never was’.45

Discord in Cyprus

On 9 August 1974, Richard M. Nixon became the first man to resign the office 
of  the presidency and Gerald R. Ford was thus sworn in as the 38th president 
of  the US.46 Facing the new president were a multitude of  problems including 
Nixon’s potential pardon, rising inflation and unemployment, and the continu-
ing problems in Vietnam. Ford’s top priority was hardly, then, the conduct of  
US–UK relations.47 In spite of  this, the new president was soon confronted with 
something approaching a crisis in US–UK relations, because of  differences over 
the evolving situation in Cyprus.

The Cyprus crisis is important for understanding US–UK relations in the 
1970s for a number of  important reasons. It serves as a clear example of  how 
the US undermined the policy objectives of  the UK in trying to resolve the 
conflict. It further demonstrated that the US would pursue its own regional 
interests at the expense of  the concerns of  its British ally. If  further proof  were 
needed that the US−UK special relationship did not apply to all facets of  US−
UK interaction, then events during the Cyprus crisis would act as a timely 
reminder. As two scholars noted about the Suez crisis, ‘For Europeans, “Suez” 
stood for the moment when they had been shocked into awareness of  how … 
inferior in power they were to the United States, and how dependent on that 
power [they were]’.48 The Cyprus crisis demonstrated this fact once again.

On 15 July 1974, the Greek government inspired a military coup in Cyprus, 
which removed Archbishop Makarios and installed Nico Sampson as the new 
Cypriot leader which sparked an ethnic conflict between the Greek and Turkish 
Cypriot populations.49 Though US intelligence had noted that relations on the 
island were steadily worsening, for both the American and British intelligence 
community events in Cyprus came somewhat as a surprise.50 For the British, 
events were worrisome on a number of  levels, because as a guarantor power – 
established under the 1960 Zurich Accords – the British had a legal obligation 
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to uphold the status quo in Cyprus.51 More important still was the likely reac-
tion of  Turkey and Greece, because Cyprus was comprised of  a mixed Turkish 
and Greek population. Nico Sampson was an ardent supporter of  enosis, 
meaning he wanted Cyprus to accede to Greece, and his firebrand personal-
ity and history of  political violence only increased the likelihood that the coup 
would lead to violence. In particular, the rights of  Turkish Cypriots were likely 
to be targeted by Sampson, and Turkey threatened to intervene militarily if  
Turkish Cypriots came under attack. Greece responded by declaring that such 
Turkish action would be taken as a casus belli.52 

From the British perspective this was all rather troublesome for a number of  
interconnected reasons. First, they feared that such a conflagration would have 
damaging repercussions for NATO. As the British ambassador in Athens, Sir 
Robin Hooper, warned, a war between Turkey and Greece would challenge the 
entire ‘credibility’ of  NATO. According to Hooper, at the very least a war would 
leave NATO’s southern and eastern flanks seriously weakened.53 Slightly less 
melodramatically, the FCO brief  on the conflict outlined that ethnic violence in 
Cyprus had to stop in order to restore stability to NATO’s position.54 

The other main anxiety for Wilson’s government was the status of  British 
sovereign bases on Cyprus, because they provided Britain with significant intel-
ligence abilities. Most obviously, they provided an important listening post into 
the Middle East. Cyprus also acted as Britain’s base into the Mediterranean, 
and had done so since the withdrawal from Egypt/Suez in 1956.55 The main-
tenance of  such facilities was, however, financially expensive, and contributed 
negatively to Britain’s balance of  payments. The Wilson government had 
therefore highlighted these bases for potential closure in its ongoing defence 
review. The possibility of  conflict in Cyprus would only add further burden to 
sustaining such facilities.56 Of  course, less geopolitical matters were also in the 
forefront of  British policy-makers’ concerns. While more mundane, the most 
immediate problem facing Wilson was how to ensure the safe passage of  British 
holidaymakers on the island.57

In order to prevent a Turkish–Greek war, British officials concluded that they 
would have to remove Sampson and re-install Makarios as president. This, it 
was felt, would prevent a Turkish invasion of  Cyprus, which would in turn 
avoid a wider conflagration, thus maintaining NATO’s integrity and protect-
ing Britain’s sovereign bases. 

Washington’s thinking

On learning of  the coup, Kissinger chaired a session of  the WSAG.58 Confusion 
reigned as to what had actually occurred in Cyprus, and it was still unclear as 
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to what had triggered the hostilities. US policy-makers, however, were deeply 
concerned about the probable actions of  the USSR.59 ‘I think our first objective 
should be to prevent any kind of  Soviet action. We must keep this as an internal 
affair and keep it from becoming internationalized,’ Kissinger concluded.60 The 
foremost worry of  the US, then, was preventing the USSR from gaining any 
sort of  advantage from the conflict. In keeping with the geopolitical vision of  
the Nixon–Ford administrations, events in Cyprus were of  importance, because 
of  the likely wider ramifications they could have upon the Cold War. One intel-
ligence briefing on Cyprus captures this thinking rather well: 

Cyprus is a foreign policy problem for the United States because strife 
between the Greek Cypriots and Turk Cypriots brings Greece and Turkey into 
military confrontation unhinging NATO’s southern flank; because Cyprus’s 
crises are invariably raised in the Security Council; and because such crises 
have the potential to complicate our evolving relations with the Soviets and 
affect the atmosphere in which the United States and the Soviet Union deal 
with the Arab/Israeli conflict.61 

A second WSAG was convened on 16 July 1974 and again – despite the uncer-
tainty regarding the details of  the coup – the clear consensus was that the US 
had to prevent Soviet intervention.62 The British idea of  returning Makarios to 
power was met with both consternation and trepidation in US policy-making 
circles, because it was believed that this would only encourage Makarios loyal-
ists to continue fighting, which would lead to a situation where they would then 
seek military aid from any source willing to provide it: i.e. the USSR.63 Moreover, 
Makarios was considered by Washington to be a communist sympathiser. His 
return to power, then, was not viewed as something which the US should be 
actively seeking to achieve. Kissinger was explicit in articulating this thinking 
during the WSAG meeting:

As I assess the situation, for us the best outcome would be a Clerides 
government. I just don’t understand why the Turks would want to bring 
Makarios back. I don’t think [the Turks] understand our analysis of  the 
situation. Somebody has to go to London and explain our position.64 

Kissinger then explained to the WSAG that the US would seek to utilise its influ-
ence with Turkey to make this point clear.65 

From the outset of  the crisis British and American objectives clearly differed. 
Claims from Callaghan that ‘our two countries were agreed on broad objec-
tives, we differed on procedures and tactics’ thus appear less convincing.66 US 
policy-makers viewed the coup predominantly as a potential opportunity for 
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Soviet aggrandisement. Returning Makarios to power was never an objective 
of  US policy either. More importantly from the perspective of  US−UK relations 
was that the US secretary of  state was actively charting a policy in direct oppo-
sition to that of  London and would over the course of  the next weeks pursue a 
diplomatic course that undercut British efforts at implementing both a cease-
fire and a lasting political solution. 

As the violence continued in Cyprus, Turkish and Greek representatives 
convened in London and, under the auspices of  British chairmanship, the terms 
of  a possible ceasefire were negotiated. At the conference, Callaghan declared 
that the ‘ideal solution’ was to see Makarios return to power and, in order to 
achieve this, Callaghan suggested that military intervention may be required.67 
Such thinking was anathema to US objectives. First, the return of  Makarios 
was not an ambition of  the US, and the idea of  utilising military force against 
a NATO member only soured US opinion further. Given recent American expe-
riences in Vietnam, coupled with Nixon’s domestic woes, one can appreciate 
why such a suggestion was met with incredulity. Kissinger therefore proposed 
that he would ‘work for a compromise in which neither Makarios or the other 
guy take over’, reasoning that this would prevent Soviet intervention in the 
conflict.68

Determined to ensure that the London conference did not reach any firm 
decisions without US representation, Kissinger had despatched Joseph Sisco, 
the under-secretary of  state for political affairs, as his envoy. On 18 July, Sisco 
reported back to Washington that Callaghan was still supporting the restora-
tion of  Makarios, and that he had still not ruled out the possibility of  utilising 
force to achieve this objective.69 Kissinger remained sceptical as to whether 
such rhetoric was really indicative of  likely British action.70 Meanwhile, as 
Washington continued to analyse likely British motives, the ceasefire negotia-
tions were stalling. By 19 July, it was apparent that Callaghan’s intermediary 
efforts had failed to break the Turkish–Greek impasse.71 Consequently, Turkey 
took a more direct approach in protecting their interests.

Invasion and coup

In the early hours of  20 July 1974, Turkey launched an invasion of  Cyprus. 
The Greeks responded by placing their military on high alert, and prepared 
for hostilities on their northern border with Turkey.72 Only direct threats from 
Washington to permanently withdraw all military aid from Greece prevented 
further Greek action.73 The evolving situation was deemed so serious by 
Washington that discussion took place as to whether the ruling Greek junta 
should be overthrown by some US-sponsored covert action. James Schlesinger, 
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in particular, was keen to pursue such a path. In contrast, Kissinger was rather 
more circumspect, and was reluctant to follow such a course. ‘I don’t like over-
throwing governments,’ Kissinger retorted. As Kissinger then explained, ‘I’m 
not sure the Greek government will last out the week, anyway. It seems to me 
there is no way it will survive.’74

Events in Greece would prove Kissinger’s assessment correct, as the Greek 
military junta’s Cypriot adventure led to a collapse of  its authority. Subsequently, 
the ruling junta was replaced by the former leader, Constantine Karamanlis.75 
Such a turn of  events was hardly welcomed in Washington. Kissinger’s reluc-
tance from the outset of  the conflict to ‘rake the Greeks’ was dictated by a 
concern that a Greek government sympathetic to Moscow would attain power, 
and Karamanlis was deemed to hold such sympathies.76 The British, on the 
other hand, were troubled by such events for different reasons. British efforts 
at finding a peaceful solution had been for naught, and Turkish action had 
endangered British sovereign bases in Cyprus. It also raised the spectre of  a 
wider war between Turkey and Greece that would undermine NATO.

Following the Turkish invasion, Callaghan again offered the auspices of  
the British government to broker a peace settlement.77 After a further round 
of  diplomatic negotiations, which produced UN Security Council Resolution 
353, Callaghan called for peace negotiations on neutral territory. After much 
wrangling over location and participation, it was finally settled that Geneva 
would act as the venue, and negotiations would commence on 24 July 1974. 
This conference was designed to broker the terms of  a ceasefire and another 
conference, scheduled to begin on 8 August 1974, would attempt to produce a 
lasting political settlement.78 

At the conference, Callaghan stuck to his original intention of  restoring 
Makarios to power. He also outlined that Cyprus should be administered on a 
bi-federal basis.79 Such a policy did not have the backing of  the US and, follow-
ing their briefing of  the Turkish on this point, they too announced that they 
would not support this. The Turkish also insisted that in order for them to begin 
negotiations on a lasting political settlement the north-eastern third of  Cyprus 
would have to be ceded to their authority.80 

With such diametrically opposed positions, the Geneva peace conference 
turned into a somewhat rancorous affair. Nevertheless, Callaghan managed 
to establish terms for a ceasefire agreement which included the halting of  all 
offensive activities and an agreement that phased withdrawal of  all military 
forces from Cyprus would begin. Following the successful adherence to this, 
a second conference would convene to work out how a buffer zone between 
the two sides would be created.81 In London, the prime minister was especially 
pleased with Callaghan’s efforts, and believed that it afforded the opportu-
nity for the British to create a lasting political settlement in Cyprus. As Wilson 
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noted to Callaghan, ‘We have the chance to create a more stable Cyprus, better 
relations between Greece and Turkey, and (for the first time ever) an alliance in 
NATO consisting of  fully democratic states’.82

Callaghan was rather less confident than his boss and remained suspicious 
of  Turkish ambitions. He suspected that the Turkish would use the period 
between the conferences to gain more territory in Cyprus that would be of  
strategic value.83 He therefore informed Washington that if  the Turkish under-
took further military measures then Britain would respond in kind.84 Wilson 
supported Callaghan by providing a demonstrable sign of  Britain’s seriousness 
– he reinforced Britain’s sovereign bases on Cyprus.85

Geneva: Part II

As the second Geneva talks convened, British officials in the FCO were deeply 
pessimistic about finding a lasting settlement. One noted that the exercise was 
a ‘dead duck’ and, in the assessments of  senior FCO officials, Callaghan’s stated 
objective that Cyprus should be administered on a bi-federal basis was simply 
unrealistic. The return of  Makarios was also felt to be implausible.86 Events would 
prove such pessimism accurate, because British interlocutors were confronted 
with deadlock at the talks. The Turkish demanded that Cyprus be administered 
on a bi-regional basis and that, to achieve this, a population transfer on the 
island – that separated Turkish and Greek Cypriots – would have to take place. 
Clerides, the acting president of  Cyprus, requested that he be allowed 24 hours 
to consider this Turkish proposal. This, however, was rejected by the Turkish 
delegation. The conference therefore collapsed without any settlement being 
reached. Less than two hours after the conference had finished the Turkish 
made further military moves, seizing approximately 35 per cent of  the island. 
This included the port city of  Famagusta. However, Famagusta contained few 
Turkish Cypriots, thus undermining the Turkish argument that all of  their 
military moves were designed solely to protect Turkish Cypriots.87 

Callaghan was infuriated with such action, believing that the Turkish had 
been negotiating in bad faith and felt he had been vindicated in arguing that 
Turkey was seeking military-strategic aggrandisement.88 President Ford was 
now faced with the first foreign policy crisis of  his administration, because 
Callaghan had suggested that Britain would respond militarily to further 
Turkish actions. For the US, this situation was an incredible one. The possibility 
of  a UK–Turkish war, which would likely descend into a wider Greek–Turkish 
conflict, appeared to now be a real possibility. Ford, barely 24 hours into his 
presidency, was confronted with the possibility of  three NATO members being 
at war with one another! However, as with earlier British threats of  military 
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intervention, the US did not believe them to be credible. ‘One of  the stupidest 
thing[s] I have heard,’ Kissinger told Ford. The president evidently concurred 
and ordered Kissinger to ‘calm down our British friends a bit’.89

In London, Wilson convened a meeting to discuss the possible ways in which 
Britain should react to Turkish moves. As Callaghan noted, Britain’s ‘real’ 
interests in Cyprus – the sovereign bases – had been left alone by the Turkish 
military. He explained further that British military intervention was unlikely to 
succeed without full US support. This, as Callaghan informed the prime minis-
ter, was unlikely to be forthcoming. Kissinger’s efforts to calm the British had 
worked. As Wilson understood, without US backing the British were unlikely 
to be able to easily remove the Turkish military. More importantly, the Turkish 
had not infringed upon Britain’s sovereign bases, and Wilson concluded that 
military action would not be undertaken.90

British indignation towards Turkey was met with little sympathy in 
Washington, and Callaghan’s inability to find a peaceful solution to the crisis 
was met with scorn.91 ‘In this business you are paid by your results, and 
[Callaghan] didn’t deliver a damn thing,’ Kissinger complained.92 Kissinger, 
while far from happy about Turkish actions, did not believe that a mili-
tary response was required. Ultimately, Turkey’s strategic importance to the 
US meant any military response was unpalatable. A reading of  Kissinger’s 
memoirs makes it quite apparent that he believed Turkey was of  considerable 
strategic importance to the US.93 At the time, Kissinger was rather less artic-
ulate in making this same point. ‘Whether Turkey occupied a third of  Cyprus 
or not did not affect US interests,’ Kissinger informed the president.94 In sum, 
Kissinger was not prepared to sacrifice Turkey as an important regional ally to 
ensure a bi-federal peace settlement in Cyprus. Rather, in Kissinger’s assess-
ment, a bi-regional solution, where Turkey controlled one portion of  Cyprus 
and Greece the other, was acceptable.95

Washington’s analysis of  the Cyprus crisis was therefore driven largely by 
overarching Cold War considerations. Events in Vietnam, the rise of  Euro-
communism, and the emergence of  communist influence across Africa all 
contributed to Kissinger believing that another Soviet advancement could 
occur in Cyprus. Divorced from such geopolitical considerations, Kissinger was 
concerned about the impact of  Watergate on America’s international stand-
ing. He believed that Watergate was undermining US foreign policy, and he 
suspected that the USSR would exploit the president’s domestic troubles for 
their own aggrandisement.96 Kissinger also suspected that the advance of  
North Vietnamese forces once again could be explained by the domestic situa-
tion in Washington.97 It is within this context, then, that events must be viewed. 
This, however, is not to suggest that Kissinger was supporting Turkish military 
action. Contrary to the claims of  some authors, Kissinger was against Turkish 
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military action from the outset of  the crisis, and he had worked laboriously, 
if  ultimately ineffectively, to prevent the escalation of  hostilities.98 Once the 
Turkish had gained a foothold on the island, Kissinger was opposed to further 
military action. As Kissinger made clear to the president on 10 August 1974, 
the US could not support any unilateral military action in the first 48 hours 
of  Ford’s new presidency. As such, Kissinger warned Ankara against taking 
further military action.99

For US–UK relations the episode had demonstrated a number of  impor-
tant points. It reiterated the fact that the special relationship between the two 
countries was largely limited to specific areas, such as intelligence or nuclear 
cooperation, and was becoming a lot narrower in its scope. When US interests 
were perceived to conflict with those of  the United Kingdom, then the United 
States was prepared to fully pursue its aims with little concern for London’s 
ambitions. Again then, the disparity in power within the US−UK relation-
ship was evident. Wilson and Callaghan both sought a close relationship with 
Washington so as to influence its policies. On this occasion, the absence of  
influence was apparent.

Détente and economic decline

This chapter now turns its attention to Britain’s economic plight, and the 
ramifications it had for Britain’s defence posture. By doing so, one can trace 
a systematic shift in US–UK relations, in that the UK came to be viewed as a 
less useful ally by the US. It also illustrates that Wilson’s efforts at restoring 
closer US–UK interaction were largely ineffective, because of  such defence 
cuts. From here, areas of  international diplomacy which sought to push 
forward the process of  détente, such as the CSCE and MBFR, are also reviewed 
in this section. This again allows for a broader assessment of  the relationship 
to be provided and counterbalances the impression that US–UK relations were 
constantly beset by acrimony. 

Wilson assumed power at the time when Britain had come to be regarded as 
the ‘sick man of  Europe’.100 Heath’s mismanagement of  the economy, coupled 
with the inflationary pressures generated by the oil embargo, had led to an 
unsupportable budget deficit. To combat this, public expenditure cutbacks had 
been enacted in Anthony Barbour’s budgets of  1973–74 in order to reduce 
Britain’s borrowing requirements.101 Britain’s defence budget, however, 
remained largely unaffected by such cutbacks until December 1973, when it 
was announced that defence would incur a cut of  £178 million.102 Such was 
the seriousness of  these economic problems that the likes of  Lord Rothschild 
– who headed up Heath’s economic think tank – were predicting that the 
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UK would be one of  the poorest countries in Europe by 1985, unless serious 
defence cuts were enacted.103 

Given this, Wilson inherited a situation where defence expenditure was to 
be reduced, but internal party politics within the Labour government also 
encouraged the new prime minister to look for defence spending reductions. 
At the Labour Party conference of  October 1973, there had been vociferous 
demands for defence expenditure to be reduced, and £1,000 million had been 
suggested as the figure that a new Labour government should be looking to 
reduce Britain’s defence expenditure by.104 Wilson, while privately scornful of  
such thinking, did accede somewhat to these demands in the Labour Party 
manifesto of  February 1974.105 As it outlined, a new Labour government 
would seek to find savings of  ‘several hundred million pounds per annum’ in 
the defence budget.106 Consequently, on assuming office, the chancellor of  the 
exchequer Denis Healey cut an additional £50 million from defence expendi-
ture in his first budget. This, however, was only an interim solution, and Wilson 
ordered a full defence review to be undertaken. This, as Wilson warned, could 
result in reductions ‘amounting to hundreds of  millions of  pounds’.107 

Washington observed Wilson’s defence policy closely, and was none too 
pleased by what it believed were the ‘soft’ policy choices being made in London.108 
From the military-strategic perspective, American officialdom did not wish to 
see Britain lessen its pre-existing commitments, and senior US policy-makers 
– including Nixon, Kissinger, Haig and Schlesinger – lamented Britain’s global 
military decline. Yet during their time in office, they had been unable to prevent 
this decline, and had little success in convincing London to reverse its East of  
Suez policy or contribute more heavily to NATO. Nevertheless, this had been 
viewed as the limit of  Britain’s military downsizing. Now it appeared, from 
Washington’s perspective, as if  further large-scale military cutbacks were to be 
enacted by the new Labour government, which would have the likely effect of  
increasing the military burden upon the US.

Further to this, in Kissinger’s assessment, such policies acted as another 
example of  the European states trying to ‘cop out’ of  the Cold War.109 By this 
it was implied that with the onset of  détente and improved superpower rela-
tions, NATO members would wrongly conclude that the Soviet threat no longer 
existed, and could reduce their defence commitments accordingly. Along with 
this, US officials were also concerned that British defence expenditure cuts 
would have more practical effects on US–UK cooperation. Most obviously, 
the worries of  the US surrounded the issue of  whether Wilson would endorse  
the decisions made by the Heath government to upgrade Polaris and retain 
intelligence posts in Cyprus.110

Washington, therefore, sought to convince their British allies that they 
should not embark on another round of  deep defence cuts. Thus, during a 
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meeting between Kissinger and John Hunt, the US secretary of  state outlined 
his concerns. Hunt assured Kissinger that rumours referring to substantial 
defence cuts were unsubstantiated, and that Wilson was committed to the 
upgrading of  Polaris and to retaining Britain’s existing NATO commitments.111 
American elites remained sceptical of  such assurances and this can be partly 
explained by the low opinion that prominent US policy-makers, including Ford 
and Kissinger, had of  Wilson and his government. Kissinger regarded Wilson 
as a ‘greasy sort of  man’ and ‘Healey is a shit who can’t be trusted’ was his 
even more scathing verdict of  the British chancellor of  the exchequer.112 

Significant concerns surrounded the suitability of  Roy Mason as defence 
secretary, especially in regard to whether or not he would be able to func-
tion independently from his former boss, Denis Healey. The US ambassador in 
London, Walter Annenberg, warned Washington that Healey would be able 
to cajole Mason into making substantial reductions in the British defence 
budget.113 It was also felt that Healey’s first budget was indicative of  things 
to follow in the future. Earl Sohm, the chargé d’affaires at the US Embassy in 
London, predicted that once Wilson had assured his position as prime minis-
ter, more significant cuts would follow.114 The turn of  events would prove this 
assessment correct. The general election of  October 1974 solidified Wilson’s 
authority somewhat, and both he and Healey could now begin to tackle Britain’s 
budget deficit. It took no great leap of  faith, then, to think that Britain’s defence 
budget would once again be coming under severe scrutiny, and that cutbacks 
would follow in the near future.115 

Throughout the winter of  1974, the US maintained a keen interest in British 
debates about possible defence cutbacks. Washington repeated its earlier posi-
tion that it did not wish to see any substantial defence reductions undertaken 
by the British government. More specifically, the Ford administration articu-
lated clearly that it believed the British government should maintain several 
key areas of  its defence commitment, which included the Polaris upgrade, the 
retention of  Britain’s presence in Cyprus, and the continuation of  the US–UK 
Diego Garcia commitments.116 Such suggestions appeared not to have reso-
nated in London, because reports soon arrived in Washington that suggested 
that Wilson was ‘agonising’ over whether to continue with the Polaris upgrade. 
Additionally, Kissinger was informed that the British sovereign bases in Cyprus 
were set to be disbanded.117 

Evidently, US diplomacy had failed to achieve the desired outcome from the 
British government, so Kissinger set about taking a more rigorous approach 
with his British allies. He first despatched a cable to Callaghan where he warned 
a British withdrawal from Cyprus would ‘undermine our overall position in 
the Mediterranean’.118 Kissinger, along with Schlesinger and the CIA director, 
William Colby, took an even sterner tone with John Hunt during a meeting in 
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Washington. Apparently, Kissinger’s explanation that the US did not want the 
British to close their bases in Cyprus was laced with a series of  expletives. Given 
that America’s relationship with Turkey was strained because of  the Cyprus 
crisis, and the US Congress was threatening to halt all military assistance to 
Turkey (this was achieved in January 1975), the British presence in Cyprus 
took on a greater degree of  importance. Indeed, Britain’s intelligence facilities 
in Cyprus assumed extra significance when US posts in Turkey were shut down 
in retaliation to the Congress’s termination of  military aid.119

Following Washington’s warnings, debate continued in Wilson’s govern-
ment regarding the scope of  defence cuts, and after much wrangling Mason 
announced the preliminary results of  the defence review to the House of  
Commons on 4 December 1974.120 In retrospect, Mason claimed that the 
defence review ‘preserved our core defensive interests in Europe and fully 
maintained the integrity of  NATO’ and at the time he was equally confident.121 
Wilson, in a number of  his public speeches, was just as self-congratulatory, yet 
in private he was rather more reticent about the likely American reaction.122 
Thus, Wilson reported to his Cabinet that in the opinion of  the Ford adminis-
tration, defence cuts had reached ‘the limit of  what is tolerable’. In confidential 
correspondence with his chancellor of  the exchequer, Wilson was even more 
forthright in expressing the same sentiment.123 

Wilson was correct to be apprehensive about the reaction of  the US given 
that even before the latest defence review had been completed, key US policy-
makers were privately bemoaning the likely results. ‘You have to operate on 
the assumption that Great Britain is through’, was Kissinger’s candid judge-
ment.124 The results of  the defence review only soured Kissinger’s opinion 
further.125 Other influential US policy-makers were equally irritated with the 
British defence review. The US could ‘no longer expect Britain to pull any 
weight,’ Schlesinger allegedly stated.126 Alexander Haig, now the supreme 
commander of  allied forces in Europe, believed that the defence review was not 
‘reassuring’. As Haig articulated to Ford, the British had become ‘spongy’.127 
Clearly this was not meant as a term of  endearment. Indeed, under Haig’s 
direction, NATO responded rather sourly, with a public spokesman complain-
ing that British defence cuts were ‘hard to swallow and there is no doubt that 
they will do some damage’.128 

Not all US officials were as critical as the aforementioned. The US ambas-
sador to the UK, Elliot Richardson, gave a rather more positive appraisal of  
the defence review: ‘Britain and NATO have come away from the defence 
review rather better than initially might have been expected. Nothing vital has 
been lost, and the ingredients for a continued, meaningful British contribu-
tion to Western defense are still present’.129 Such opinion was in the minority, 
however, and Ford’s two most influential officials for foreign and security affairs, 
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Kissinger and Schlesinger, agreed that the defence review had done significant 
damage to Britain’s standing with America. Additionally, US officials perceived 
the British defence review to have harmed US interests on several fronts. For 
example, the decision to reduce the scope of  British bases in Cyprus and Malta 
was seen to have undermined America’s ability to gather intelligence in the 
region. British actions were also seen to have undermined US efforts at promot-
ing burden-sharing, and US attempts at negotiating an MBFR agreement with 
the USSR were deemed to have also been dealt a blow.130 

Such evidence could lead one to conclude that US–UK relations were critically 
undermined by Wilson’s defence review. Nevertheless, on closer inspection it 
is remarkable just how little impact the defence review of  March 1975 actu-
ally had upon existing US–UK cooperation. As US policy-makers concluded, 
the types of  cooperation undertaken with the UK – especially in the nuclear 
and intelligence realms – still benefitted the US. As the US Embassy in London 
noted, to cancel such mutually beneficial cooperation would only have a ‘“cut 
off  your nose to spite your face” quality’ about them.131 Given the interna-
tional environment, it becomes clearer as to why the Ford administration 
was unwilling to terminate mutually beneficial arrangements with a friendly 
country. The likes of  Kissinger, Schlesinger and perhaps even Ford believed 
that the US was experiencing a period of  power decline, and the events unfold-
ing in Vietnam acted as a timely reminder of  the limits of  American power. US 
concerns abounded over the future stability of  countries such as Greece, Italy 
and Portugal, and the spectre of  ‘Euro-communism’ was – from the perspec-
tive of  the Ford government – a very real danger to American interests in 
Europe. Moreover, in terms of  proportion of  GDP, Britain still remained the 
largest contributor to NATO. Wilson continued with the Polaris upgrade and 
gave in to US demands to retain intelligence posts in Cyprus. To put it simply, 
allies for the US in 1975 were in short supply. Terminating military coopera-
tion with a country which, even given the latest round of  defence cuts, still 
promoted US interests made little sense from the perspective of  the Ford White 
House.132 

Britain’s economic difficulties in this period were the backdrop behind all of  
these other events. Economic recession, stagflation and an ever-growing deficit 
were the driving forces behind Wilson’s need to reduce public expenditure. 
Moreover, the policies undertaken by the Wilson government to solve Britain’s 
economic problems were to have an impact on US–UK relations. Most obvious 
were the defence cuts enacted to help reduce Britain’s public expenditure. 
Besides, there was the broader concern in Washington about the economic poli-
cies pursued by Wilson’s government. For instance, the president complained 
to the US ambassador designate for the UK, Elliot Richardson, about the Wilson 
government and ordered Richardson to ‘get close’ to the unions in the UK, so 
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they would not follow ‘disastrous’ policies. In other words, Ford was asking his 
ambassador to involve himself  in the domestic affairs of  the UK.133

Throughout 1975, the president continued to take an interest in the  
British economy, and was vocal in chastising the policies pursued in London. 
Ford admonished Wilson’s economic policies during one interview with the 
magazine Fortune:

If  that growth in transfer payments continues, we can’t have the same 
economic system by the year 2000 that we have now. I don’t think that we 
are over the cliff, but it is something we have to stop now. As more people get 
on those transfer payments they become a political force and the programs 
are sort of  self-perpetuating. In my opinion, the best example of  how the 
matter can get out of  hand is the situation in Great Britain today. They just 
don’t seem to be able to stop the momentum.134 

This was followed by a speech in San Francisco on 4 April 1975, where again 
Ford labelled the UK as a prime example of  a government that mismanaged its 
economy. These comments raised eyebrows in London, and Peter Ramsbotham 
lodged a complaint with the Ford administration and was granted an apology, 
along with a promise that the president would not publicly talk about Britain’s 
economic problems in such a fashion again.135 In spite of  such promises, in 
October 1975 Ford once again spoke candidly about Britain’s economic prob-
lems, with the New York Times reporting that Ford had said that a ‘horrible 
example of  a government that spends itself  sick was Britain’s with its Labour 
Government and its Welfare State’.136 If  the public statements were causing 
disquiet in British circles then one can only imagine what would have been 
made of  the private comments being made in Washington. Kissinger, in one 
remark to President Ford, was particularly scathing, stating: ‘Britain is a 
tragedy – it has sunk to begging, borrowing, stealing until North Sea oil comes 
in … That Britain has become such a scrounger is a disgrace.’137 Even if  one 
allows that Kissinger may have been talking in a moment of  exasperation, the 
fact remains that Ford’s other advisers were just as critical; for example, US 
Treasury Secretary William Simon, Chairman of  the Federal Reserve Arthur 
Burns, and Ford’s special adviser on economics, Alan Greenspan, all lambasted 
the British government’s economic policies.138 

This low opinion of  Britain became obvious during President Ford’s tour of  
Europe in May 1975. Kissinger advised that Wilson was a ‘marginal’ figure 
and as such Ford was best spending ‘a lot of  time’ with the West German chan-
cellor, Helmut Schmidt.139 In practical terms, how much time the president 
spent with foreign leaders had little effect upon US–UK bilateral cooperation. 
Nonetheless, if  the defence cutbacks are viewed in conjunction with Britain’s 
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economic troubles, it becomes clear that the Ford administration viewed 
Wilson’s government as an increasingly less reliable ally for promoting US 
interests.

Due to Britain’s continuing economic problems, rumours soon began circu-
lating that further defence cuts were forthcoming and Ford was kept informed 
of  these developments.140 This advice was well founded because Healey was 
arguing that further public expenditure cutbacks were required to control 
Britain’s expanding borrowing requirements and this would likely involve 
bigger cutbacks in defence expenditure.141 America’s reaction to these proposed 
defence cuts was even more belligerent than that exhibited earlier in the year. 
At the Helsinki conference (July 1975), Ford articulated American displeasure 
about further British defence cutbacks.142 Schlesinger was less diplomatic and 
employed rather bellicose tactics in an effort to convince the Wilson govern-
ment to maintain its defence spending, when he threatened to permanently 
terminate US–UK nuclear and intelligence cooperation if  substantial defence 
cuts were made. Mason reported Schlesinger as follows to the prime minister: 

If  the British Government were to make further cuts in defence expenditure, 
the US government would have to re-consider its bilateral arrangements 
with us [Britain] on the exchange of  communications and intelligence 
information and on assistance in respect of  nuclear weapons, including 
specifically our POLARIS force and the improvement of  its missiles.143

Following Schlesinger’s warning, it was Kissinger’s turn to convey the 
Ford administration’s displeasure and he did so in conversation with James 
Callaghan. Whilst demonstrating a significantly more subtle approach than 
Schlesinger had with Mason, he articulated much the same point: US–UK 
security collaboration would be re-assessed if  a further round of  UK defence 
cuts was enacted.144

If  this type of  diplomacy was supposed to cause Wilson to rethink his 
defence policies then it appears to have failed. In fact the prime minister 
blithely dismissed these warnings and informed Mason that he should have 
told Schlesinger ‘to get stuffed’.145 Wilson also doubted whether the president 
or Kissinger ‘would have supported this kind of  pressure on us’.146 Callaghan 
questioned this assessment, believing Ford would support Schlesinger if  he 
suspended US–UK intelligence collaboration and, from his conversations with 
Kissinger, it was clear that the Ford administration was generally unhappy 
about further British defence cuts.147 Healey, meanwhile, advised Wilson that 
Schlesinger’s remarks should be considered, but the fundamental objective 
had to remain getting the economy ‘right’. In Healey’s assessment, this would 
require ‘major reductions in public expenditure’ and defence could not be 
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exempt, given that ‘desirable features of  other public expenditure programmes 
were having to be foregone’.148 

Of  all the advice given to Wilson, it was Callaghan’s that most accurately 
portrayed US opinion. To be sure, Wilson’s thinking was not illogical given that 
Schlesinger’s public differences with the president and Kissinger gave a clear 
impression of  a divided administration.149 However, while Wilson may have 
doubted that Ford and Kissinger would have supported Schlesinger, the fact 
was that they had actually sanctioned his actions.150 This, though, was all a 
moot point from the perspective of  the Wilson government and, in the final 
assessment, Schlesinger’s threats and Kissinger’s more subtle suggestions were 
ignored. On 24 June 1975, Mason announced that further defence cuts were 
to be expected in the near future.151 Interestingly, US pressure had been unable 
to prevent a further round of  defence cuts, and threats to cancel intelligence or 
nuclear cooperation had, on this occasion, been futile.

The US secretary of  defense made a scheduled visit to London in September 
1975, and it was here that Schlesinger again made his opposition to defence 
cuts known. He told Mason that the March 1975 defence review should be a 
‘one time’ process and he made similar arguments to Wilson and Healey.152 
The chancellor responded by making it known that public expenditure related 
to the ‘social services’ was going to be cut, thus meaning it was rather self-
evident that the defence budget would also be reduced.153 Wilson was not as 
blunt with Schlesinger, informing him that, ‘There was no need to expect any 
major changes in our defence expenditure’.154 In spite of  such assurances, 
Wilson had been careful not to make any specific promises about upholding 
Britain’s defence expenditure and, given the economic and political realities 
which confronted the prime minister, this was a wise decision. Britain’s deep-
ening recession and increasing borrowing levels meant that public expenditure 
was going to be reduced further, and it was, therefore, a case of  how substan-
tial, rather than if, defence cuts would be implemented.155

How public expenditure would be cut was being rigorously debated in 
London. Healey sought to introduce an aggressive programme of  tax increases 
and public expenditure cutbacks, which was dubbed the ‘civil formula’. The 
civil formula was not accepted in its entirety; however, on 13 November 
1975, the Cabinet gave its approval for public expenditure cutbacks of  £3,750 
million. One hundred million pounds of  this total was designated to come from 
the defence budget up to Financial Year (FY) 1979–80. The Treasury, however, 
demanded a further reduction from the defence budget throughout the winter 
of  1975. Such demands were made because Healey had only managed to find 
some £2,600 million in savings, leaving a shortfall of  £1,150 million from 
the agreed £3,750 million target. It was therefore evident that there would be 
increased pressure to reduce the size of  the defence budget. As it turned out, it 
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did not take long for these calls to materialise as Healey called for the defence 
budget to be slashed by an additional £550 million.156 

Healey’s demands encountered immediate opposition from Roy Mason, 
who argued that such cutbacks would terminally damage Britain’s relation-
ship with the US. John Hunt lent his support to Mason’s appeals, advancing 
a similar argument which resonated with the prime minister. Wilson there-
fore rejected Healey’s demands, and asked the various Cabinet ministers to 
re-submit their budget proposals with increased savings.157 

Kissinger decided that he had to strengthen the resolve of  Wilson against 
those arguing for substantial defence cutbacks, and thus despatched a scathing 
cable to London. ‘I am sure that you are aware that America’s long-term rela-
tions with the UK will inevitably have to take into account Britain’s standing 
as a partner in our common security exercise,’ Kissinger ominously warned.158 
While not specifically stating so, it is reasonable to suggest that Kissinger was 
referring to US–UK nuclear and intelligence cooperation. Kissinger, follow-
ing Schlesinger’s earlier path, invoked the possible re-assessment of  the 
US–UK nuclear and intelligence relationship as a means of  convincing Wilson 
that a substantial reduction in Britain’s defence expenditure should not be 
undertaken.

Kissinger’s actions, however, were largely irrelevant in deciding the final 
outcome of  the defence reductions debate. Throughout the whole of  the delib-
erations, it is evident just how little credibility Wilson gave to US threats.159 
As Wilson had learned in the 1960s, bellicose US diplomacy could not actu-
ally force his government into maintaining defence commitments which he 
was determined to scrap.160 More importantly, Wilson was not prepared to 
accept Healey’s suggestion that defence expenditure should be so radically 
reduced. As a trained economist himself, Wilson had always been sceptical 
of  the Treasury’s advice, and he remained unconvinced by the balance that 
Healey’s civil formula approach was trying to strike between tax increases and 
public expenditure cutbacks. In Wilson’s estimation, Healey was focusing too 
much on public expenditure cutbacks and not enough on ways to bolster the 
economy, in order to raise tax receipts, or enact new means of  taxation. Added 
to this, Wilson still believed that Britain could not reduce its defence expen-
diture by the sums Healey was demanding because he desired to safeguard 
certain projects, such as the Polaris update, in order to, as he saw it, retain 
influence with Washington. One particularly ill-tempered retort to his Cabinet 
colleagues demanding defence expenditure be more significantly reduced that 
military spending ‘was more important than school meals, or social security for 
Irishmen with 18 children’ captures this thinking rather well.161 Thus, in the 
series of  Cabinet debates that followed, Wilson skilfully managed to ensure that 
defence’s contribution to the overall public expenditure cutbacks fell from an 

04_Strained_partnership_128-174.indd   149 06/11/2013   13:50

Thomas Robb - 9781526129383
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:56:27AM

via free access



150 A strained partnership?

initially ‘scored’ agreement of  £225 million, to £193 million.162 This was 5.5 
per cent of  the total public expenditure cutbacks of  £3,750 million. Perhaps 
more importantly from Wilson’s perspective was the fact that the figure the 
defence budget had been reduced by was less than half  the figure Healey had 
been seeking. 

The majority of  the defence cutbacks involved manpower reductions, 
extending the duration of  defence projects and delaying infrastructure 
programmes.163 The major defence projects, such as the Polaris upgrade and 
the Harrier jet programme, continued and the intelligence posts in Cyprus 
were also retained. In Washington, the announced British defence cuts were 
being analysed closely and, in the final analysis, they were deemed not to have 
been as bad as was initially feared. Whilst private complaints in Washington 
ensued, rather less bellicosity was exhibited in bilateral contact with British 
officials. Perhaps given that the Ford administration had itself  decided to cut its 
own defence expenditure in October 1975, lecturing the British on their own 
efforts was seen as less than wise.164 

Finding a CSCE agreement

As shown earlier, Heath’s government had been sceptical as to how the CSCE 
and MBFR would benefit the UK. At their most melodramatic, the British 
regarded both sets of  negotiations as having the potential to critically under-
mine European security. For US–UK relations, the negotiations had been 
a point of  disagreement and Wilson’s return to office did little to alter this. 
Shortly after returning to power, Wilson had read an article in the Economist 
about the CSCE which sparked his interest in the subject and he therefore 
ordered a full review of  British policy towards the CSCE.165 After receiving 
various opinions on the CSCE, Wilson decided that any summit designed to 
conclude the CSCE should not be agreed to without first obtaining major 
concessions from the USSR.166

This line of  thinking was at variance with that of  Washington. As shown 
earlier, the Nixon administration had initially wished to delay progress on the 
CSCE as a means of  enacting leverage upon other areas of  US–Soviet diplo-
macy. By the middle of  1972, agreements on subjects such as SALT and a 
Berlin Treaty had been reached and movement on CSCE was now sought. 
Now, US policy sought a swift resolution to the ongoing CSCE to ensure 
that nothing of  real substance was reached in this multilateral negotiation. 
Accordingly, the visit of  Nixon to Moscow in June 1974 was envisaged as a 
cut-off  point. In sum, once the summit was over, the US wanted the CSCE to 
be promptly settled.167 
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What divided British and American policy were fundamentally different 
ideas about both what the CSCE could achieve and what could reasonably 
be expected to be extracted from the USSR in exchange for agreeing to the 
CSCE. For instance, the issue of  Confidence Building Measures (CBMs), which 
included things such as the right of  free movement throughout Europe, was 
one example of  British and American policy being deeply divided.168 Wilson’s 
government sought tangible concessions from the USSR in these areas as the 
British believed these would be granted because the USSR was determined that 
the CSCE would act as a substitute treaty for ratifying Europe’s post-World War 
II borders. This thinking was based on information garnered from Soviet and 
American sources that indicated that Brezhnev was personally determined to 
hold a CSCE summit. British policy-makers thus concluded that there existed 
a potential to extrapolate Soviet concessions for agreeing to such a summit.169

US thinking differed from this. It must be recalled that from the outset of  
the process the CSCE was never seen solely as something that would benefit 
US interests on its own. Rather, the CSCE was useful in so much as it allowed 
the US to apply leverage upon other areas of  US–Soviet interaction. As a result 
of  this, CBMs were viewed as peripheral factors, and what really mattered for 
the US was getting Soviet movement on issues deemed more important to US 
interests. In particular, Washington wanted progress on SALT II and MBFR. 
However, as US policy-makers were aware, events in the Middle East had 
damaged détente and made it less likely that the Soviets would offer the US 
an agreement which they could realistically be expected to agree to. Events 
were proving such conclusions correct given that SALT II was becoming mired 
in technical debates and MBFR discussions had progressed little. As Helmut 
Sonnenfeldt succinctly summarised for Kissinger, negotiations had moved at a 
‘snail’s pace’.170

In order to garner a more responsive attitude from Moscow, Kissinger 
informed Nixon that he was ‘holding up’ progress on the CSCE until after the 
Moscow summit. This, as Kissinger explained, would give the US leverage over 
the USSR because they wanted to conclude the CSCE at a summit meeting. 
Refusing to move towards this would encourage the Soviets to be more forth-
coming in both the SALT and MBFR discussions.171 Indeed, this belief  was not 
without foundation given Soviet interlocutors had intimated that progress 
in SALT and MBFR was directly linked to the condition that the US agreed to 
hold a CSCE summit.172 Therefore, a CSCE summit was something that could 
be offered to the Soviets as a means of  ensuring progress in areas deemed more 
important to the US.173 Kissinger explained this policy approach candidly to 
Schlesinger: ‘What can we do to keep the Soviet Union happy? We have MBFR, 
but that may be premature. CSCE is cheap. The Germans or French will proba-
bly give it away anyway and we should beat them.’174 By August 1974, this had 
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become official US policy, and consequently the CSCE and MBFR were explicitly 
linked and a conclusion to the CSCE at a summit would be agreed to only as a 
means of  producing movement on MBFR.175

Earlier in the year, Kissinger had indicated to the Soviets that a CSCE would 
be concluded in the near future.176 In the communiqué following the Moscow 
summit of  June 1974, this private assurance was given a public endorsement.177 
For US–UK relations, this was to create further disagreement. Kissinger had 
provided Wilson with prior notice that the US would, at the conclusion of  the 
Moscow summit, announce its intention to hold a CSCE summit.178 The British 
informed Kissinger that they were not averse to settling the CSCE quickly, but 
they doubted whether Kissinger’s timeframe was realistic.179 Certainly, the 
negotiations at the CSCE were complicated and intricate. Less kindly, William 
Hyland noted that the CSCE had a ‘Talmudic nature’ which featured ‘esoteric 
debates’.180 It was certainly the case that the CSCE involved over 30 countries 
which were seeking to find agreement on a wide range of  issues.181 Completing 
the CSCE according to Kissinger’s timetable was, if  one wishes to be charitable, 
a rather ambitious objective. 

Causing further frustration to Kissinger’s ambition of  settling the CSCE 
quickly was the actions of  the British CSCE delegation which, according to 
one US observer, enjoyed debating complicated technical matters.182 As the 
year progressed, the British delegation continued to debate the finer points of  
what the final CSCE agreement would include with their Soviet counterparts 
which left the clear impression that the talks were rapidly reaching a stale-
mate.183 Such a situation angered Washington. In the opinion of  Scowcroft, 
there was ‘little to commend’ in Britain’s CSCE approach; Kissinger, therefore, 
attempted to break this impasse.184 How this would be achieved presented an 
obvious problem. Trying to enforce US views on the Western negotiators was 
likely to create a rift amongst the Western alliance, and risk a repetition of  US–
European troubles witnessed throughout 1973. More dangerously, a fractured 
negotiating stance would provide the USSR with an opportunity to exploit this 
weakness. Nevertheless, from the standpoint of  the US, the negotiations could 
not just be allowed to continue at their current rate for the above-mentioned 
reasons. This predicament was neatly summarised by Arthur Hartman, the 
assistant secretary of  state for European affairs:

The issue then is how to nudge the Allies along toward a more precise and 
realistic definition of  objectives in Basket III and toward an agreed fallback 
position on CBMs without pressing them so hard we would risk a new US–
European confrontation, but in a way that this autumn we would be in a 
position to show the Soviets that we have made a strong effort to bring CSCE 
to a conclusion.185
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Kissinger consequently injected himself  into this and encouraged the US dele-
gation to hasten the rate of  the negotiations. In his assessment, this would be 
achieved by the West largely accepting the terms of  the agreements already 
reached, and by the British dropping their demands concerning CBMs. As a 
result, the US delegation insisted that ‘we understand and support the Allied 
wish for progress in the Basket III area, although realistically we must not set 
our sights too high’.186 Such an attitude, however, was met with consterna-
tion by the British delegation. In London, it was met with equal incredulity. 
Callaghan wanted something ‘concrete’ on Basket III before agreeing to the 
Soviet demand to settle the CSCE at a summit.187 

British inflexibility was again met with little sympathy in Washington. 
Accordingly, Kissinger instructed his delegation to support the ‘Finnish 
compromise’, which meant that the Soviets would give some concessions over 
the issue of  ‘freer exchanges’. Crucially, however, this would be monitored by 
an internal regulatory apparatus, rather than by an outside body. Thus, Soviet 
sovereignty would not be violated by having to accept outside observers in 
their state, and would enhance the likelihood that the USSR would accept this 
condition.188 

A divided West

As negotiations continued, Callaghan and Kissinger – during a meeting in 
July 1974 – took the opportunity to explain their respective approaches to the 
CSCE. Kissinger pressed Callaghan to accept that the CSCE should be concluded 
at a summit, and further suggested that the USSR could not be expected to 
accept Britain’s preferred level of  CBMs. Callaghan remained unconvinced 
by Kissinger’s line of  reasoning. Instead he argued that the West should be 
pushing for greater concessions from the USSR, and would achieve them as 
long as the West remained resolute in its demands. At the end of  the discussion 
it was evident that little agreement between the two sides existed. This said, it 
was agreed that it was essential for the Western bloc to unify its own negotiat-
ing position and only once these internal differences had been settled could a 
final CSCE be concluded.189 Reaching this point, however, was going to be an 
obviously difficult task. 

Given that Kissinger had failed to convince the British to alter their position, 
the contents of  Basket III remained the principal sticking point in the nego-
tiations. In December 1974, this impasse appeared to have been potentially 
broken. During Brezhnev’s visit to Paris, the French, acting on behalf  of  the 
entire Western bloc, found agreement on the contents of  Basket III. Following 
this, the Austrian delegation at the CSCE negotiation in Geneva was used to 
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table the Soviet–French agreement. As a part of  the agreement, the French 
had agreed to the Soviet demand that the CSCE should be concluded at an 
international summit.190 

As seen above, a major summit to conclude the CSCE was something that 
both the US and British governments had not wanted to agree to without 
the Soviets offering something significant in return. French agreement to do 
this angered Ford and Kissinger with both reasoning that French actions had 
undermined the Western negotiating position, but, more importantly, it meant 
that the US could not extract concessions from the USSR in other areas of  
their diplomacy.191 British officials were divided in their assessments of  French 
behaviour. Crispin Tickell (the FCO’s head of  western organisations depart-
ment and therefore responsible for the CSCE negotiations) informed Ronald 
Spiers, the US chargé d’affaires in London, that the French had not broken 
with the agreed Western position.192 Tickell, however, was in the minority.

Michael Alexander, the chief  negotiator for the British at the CSCE negotia-
tions, agreed with the American opinion that French actions had undermined 
the entire Western negotiating position. Moreover, the chances for obtain-
ing further CBMs now that the ‘carrot’ of  a CSCE summit had been agreed 
to seemed remote. In London, Callaghan held a similar viewpoint.193 French 
actions had a profound impact upon British policy towards the CSCE. Now that 
the summit had been agreed to, it was deemed unwise to deviate from this posi-
tion because it would likely ostracise Britain and present an image of  them 
being particularly belligerent. Moreover, British policy-makers figured that 
British opposition to a summit was not going to prevent it from occurring now 
it had been publicly agreed to. Thus, British policy-makers deemed that it was 
imperative to finalise the terms of  Basket III and to quickly move to a summit 
so that the final CSCE agreement could be signed.

French actions should have brought US and UK policy closer together, as 
both countries understood that reaching an agreed Western position was 
required. British policy-makers believed that their complaints involving CBMs 
would have to be watered down (the very thing the US had been requesting 
throughout the past year), in order for an agreement to be reached in time for 
the summit.194 As such, when Callaghan met with Kissinger in January 1975, 
he informed him that ‘we won’t get out of  line with you’ over the CSCE.195 
However, the reversal in British policy was unwelcome. Kissinger now argued 
that the summit should not be held unless the Soviets agreed to include further 
CBMs in Basket III. Ironically, the very thing the British had originally been 
arguing for now had Kissinger’s support!196 

How then is this curious shift in US policy explained? Ultimately it comes 
down to Kissinger’s overarching concern to obtain possible leverage over other 
areas of  Soviet policy via the CSCE, and agreeing to a summit to settle the CSCE 
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was seen as a trump card for influencing Soviet policy. Although the summit 
had been scheduled, little movement in Soviet foreign policy had been forth-
coming. Kissinger, noting that the West had agreed to the summit, believed 
that the US may as well attempt to extract concessions on the contents of  the 
CSCE. As Kissinger explained in conversation with President Ford, Brezhnev 
personally attached great significance to agreeing to a CSCE at a summit. 
Therefore, if  the West could delay the summit by refusing to agree terms on 
CBMs, this would harm Brezhnev’s position within the ruling elite of  the USSR 
and could result in him accepting these demands in order for the summit to take 
place.197 However, as Kissinger realised, the US could hardly make demands 
about CBMs, given they had to this point barely mentioned them in US–Soviet 
negotiations. Thus, other countries which had made an issue of  CBMs should 
act as America’s proxies; hence, the US secretary of  state sought to convince 
the British that they should act as the American stalking horse.198 Similarly, 
Kissinger ordered the US delegation at the CSCE to encourage their allied coun-
terparts to stand firm against Soviet demands.199

This last-minute diplomacy by Kissinger was successful in extracting several 
concessions from the USSR. For instance, the USSR agreed that Europe’s 
borders could only be altered via peaceful means, in accordance with interna-
tional law. As Kissinger convincingly argued:

American influence had helped to confine the recognition of  borders to an 
obligation not to change them by force, which was a mere duplication of  the 
UN Charter. Since no European country had the capacity to bring about a 
forcible change or a policy to that effect, the formal renunciation was hardly 
a Soviet gain. Even this limited recognition of  legitimacy was vitiated by a 
statement of  principles which preceded it ... It declared that the signatory 
states consider that their frontiers can be changed, in accordance with 
international law, by peaceful means and by agreement.200

Nevertheless, Kissinger failed to achieve the level of  leverage in other areas of  
US–Soviet relations that he wanted. For instance, there was little movement 
over SALT II and MBFR. Consequently, as a tool of  leverage over Soviet foreign 
policy, the CSCE failed to produce the type of  result which Kissinger had envis-
aged was likely. 

Helsinki was chosen as the location for the signing of  the CSCE documents, 
and negotiations on the content of  the CSCE continued until the actual date of  
the summit (30 July – 1 August 1975). Yet, following last-minute wrangling 
on the substance of  the CSCE, the ‘Helsinki Accords’ were eventually signed 
on 1 August 1975.201 For Kissinger, he doubted whether the CSCE would 
mollify Soviet behaviour and worried that it would only encourage ‘communist 
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inroads’ throughout Europe.202 Worse still for the president, the signing of  the 
accords became a political liability, with the New York Times parodying Winston 
Churchill when it opined that ‘Never have so many fought for so little’.203 Other 
media outlets were equally scornful.204 Former government officials, such as 
George Ball, and the Soviet dissident Alexander Solzhenitsyn attacked Ford’s 
decision to attend the summit. Large and vocal elements within the Republican 
Party were equally critical, and this fuelled the challenge to Ford’s presidency 
from the right of  the party. As Ford would soon discover during his election 
campaign, the signing of  the accords would prove to be a domestic burden that 
provided ammunition for his political opponents.205 

Likewise, Harold Wilson faced vitriolic attacks from his political opponents, 
and Margaret Thatcher, the then leader of  the opposition Conservative Party, 
vehemently attacked the CSCE and the entire process of  détente.206 Certainly, 
some elements of  the popular British press agreed with her stance. The Daily 
Express, for instance, believed that if  Wilson believed the ‘guff ’ he had spoken 
at Helsinki then he should be prevented from ‘going out alone’ in the future.207 
But, as Thatcher accepted, her opinions placed her largely as the ‘odd woman 
out’.208 In the main, the British public appeared to be embracing improved 
East–West relations and the signing of  the CSCE was somewhat of  a political 
boost for Wilson’s leadership.209 

MBFR 

In both Washington and London, the MBFR had been seen as a rather more 
significant aspect of  East–West relations. It is worth reflecting on how British 
and American policy had evolved. First, Wilson’s return to power marked a 
subtle change in British policy towards MBFR. Most obvious was the fact 
that British enthusiasm for MBFR grew throughout this period which can be 
attributed largely to Britain’s continuing economic problems. Simply, MBFR 
presented an opportunity for Britain to reduce its defence commitments in a 
multilateral format that would not undermine Western security. Nevertheless, 
British officials remained sceptical of  US motives towards MBFR. In partic-
ular, the British were concerned that an MBFR agreement would be agreed 
regardless of  NATO’s concerns, and therefore severely damage British security 
interests.210 

Perhaps the British were correct to be suspicious given that we now know 
that Nixon had suggested that the MBFR should be settled on a bilateral  
basis between the US and USSR. Kissinger persuaded Nixon against such 
a course of  action, citing that it would create innumerable problems for the 
US within NATO.211 But, following the US–Soviet summit (June 1974), it was 
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Kissinger that was now suggesting that MBFR should be settled bilaterally 
because he was growing impatient with its lack of  progress.212 Kissinger’s entire 
détente strategy was also coming under increasing pressure, both domestically 
and from within the administration. MBFR, therefore, was becoming an issue 
of  growing significance for US–Soviet relations, and as such Kissinger now 
suggested it should be conducted bilaterally with the USSR. ‘If  we get serious 
about MBFR, we should do it like SALT – give them proposals through your 
channel before surfacing them,’ Kissinger advised Ford.213 

Kissinger’s suggested approach, however, was being challenged within 
Washington. Helmut Sonnenfeldt had consistently advised that US intentions 
vis-à-vis MBFR should be made abundantly clear to US allies and continued to 
argue this.214 Sonnenfeldt could hardly act as a bureaucratic rival to Kissinger, 
but James Schlesinger certainly could and he was also not convinced that 
moving so quickly over MBFR suited US interests. He also remained sceptical 
about whether settling MBFR bilaterally with the Soviets was the prefera-
ble route to take. As Schlesinger reminded the president during one National 
Security Council meeting:

Our objectives on MBFR have been two. First, to improve security in Western 
Europe. This has led us to concentrate on getting out the tank army. And 
we have agreed not to be stampeded into movement that does not serve our 
ultimate objective of  improved security. Second, we want to get the Allies to 
do more. If  we place limits on Western forces, we cannot get them to increase 
their manpower and budgetary support. It is important not to undermine 
these basic objectives by accepting some short term possible deal held out by 
the Soviets.215

Following this conflicting advice, the president ordered that US MBFR propos-
als should be given to the British and West Germans before other NATO 
members.216 This was done largely because it was hoped that by engaging with 
the British at this early stage they would be able to mollify their likely resistance 
towards MBFR in forthcoming NATO meetings.217 Regardless of  this preferen-
tial treatment, US policy-makers were confident that they would obtain British 
support for their policies because Britain’s economic woes would increase their 
desire to reduce military spending.218

The Ford administration continued to push for agreement within NATO 
about the contents of  an MBFR settlement, and thus proposed that 1,000 
nuclear warheads, 54 nuclear capable F-4 aircraft and 36 Pershing surface-
to-surface missile launchers should be removed from Europe. This would be 
the fundamental basis from which NATO would negotiate an MBFR settle-
ment with the Warsaw Pact.219 The US was correct in its earlier thinking 

04_Strained_partnership_128-174.indd   157 06/11/2013   13:50

Thomas Robb - 9781526129383
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:56:27AM

via free access



158 A strained partnership?

that the British would present the sternest challenge to its MBFR proposals. 
Within NATO, British officials pressed their American counterparts on both the 
substance of  their proposals and the logic that supported them. According to 
one report, Callaghan had ‘cornered’ Kissinger at a NATO conference and had 
proceeded to list a whole series of  complaints over the US’s MBFR proposals.220 

British officials had spent the opening months of  1975 opposing the US’s 
MBFR proposals. However, by May this stance had completely altered, and 
London notified Washington that it would negotiate for an MBFR along the 
lines the US had proposed in January 1975.221 Elliot Richardson gave further 
impetus to this, confirming that the British would genuinely seek an MBFR 
agreement.222 This change in policy is best explained by Britain’s economic 
difficulties. As predicted by US policy-makers in 1974, the MBFR afforded the 
British the opportunity to reduce their defence commitments within a multilat-
eral framework, and would thus reduce the risk of  damaging Britain’s security 
interests within Europe. 

In spite of  Britain’s new-found enthusiasm, the MBFR process remained 
painfully slow in achieving anything of  substance and it also continued to 
be a source for US–UK disagreement.223 British officials complained that the 
US no longer seemed interested in substantively negotiating the contents of  
MBFR, and this was hardly an unfair assessment given that the Ford adminis-
tration came to view MBFR as an increasingly meaningless exercise which was 
unlikely to benefit US interests.224 Ford, for instance, complained that the only 
accomplishment his MBFR approach had achieved was to give an impression 
that he was seeking to ‘de-nuclearise’ Europe which had only managed to raise 
the ire of  the NATO alliance. Kissinger had reached a similar conclusion.225 
It was apparent that, by the latter part of  1975, the Ford administration had 
effectively lost interest in reaching a substantive MBFR agreement in the near 
future.

This loss of  interest can be explained because of  an intermixing of  strategic 
and domestic political factors: US–Soviet diplomacy was stalling in a number 
of  areas, internationally the entire détente project appeared to be collapsing, 
SALT II had become mired in technical debate with little likelihood of  further 
progress, the Paris Peace Agreement collapsed in April 1975 when North 
Vietnam captured Saigon, and the USSR appeared to be advancing in Africa. 
The CSCE summit in July–August 1975 had also not resulted in any discern-
ible shifts in Soviet foreign policy.226 Domestically, the continuation of  détente 
was coming under severe attack. Henry ‘Scoop’ Jackson, the likely Democratic 
nominee for president, vocally admonished Ford’s foreign and defence policies. 
With Jackson’s encouragement, domestic critics of  détente became more vocal 
in the ensuing years. Jimmy Carter’s campaign for the presidency also accused 
the Ford administration of  pursuing a weak foreign policy towards the USSR. 
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For the president, then, the continuation of  détente was becoming a prominent 
political issue that was hurting his chances of  winning the 1976 presidential 
election. Such was the fear of  appearing to be pursuing a ‘weak’ foreign policy, 
Ford had forbidden the word ‘détente’ being used to describe his foreign policy 
during his campaign for the presidency.227 

Within the administration itself  the challenge to détente was just as great, 
with Schlesinger leading the charge for a new foreign policy approach. Indeed, 
he would openly challenge official US policy aims in SALT II, and argued 
that the US should seek much tougher terms than those sought by Kissinger. 
Schlesinger would find himself  fired as secretary of  defense in November 1975, 
but his successor, Donald Rumsfeld, argued along similar lines.228 Moreover, 
events in Asia, Africa and Southern Europe appeared to undermine the argu-
ment that détente was producing a more amenable foreign policy from the 
USSR. It appeared as if  both superpowers were coming to the conclusion 
that détente would not provide them with what they wanted. In the case of  
the US, it could not prevent the Soviet arms build-up, nor obtain Soviet assis-
tance in extracting itself  from Indochina. For the Soviet Union, détente would 
not provide the anti-Chinese alliance it sought, or the economic assistance it 
required.229 

Coupled with all of  this was Henry Kissinger’s dwindling influence on the 
course of  US foreign policy. Kissinger’s position within the administration as 
the chief  architect and implementer of  US foreign policy was being under-
mined by both changing international and domestic circumstances. While 
he had been largely unaffected by the scandal of  Watergate, he was now 
becoming embroiled with similar controversies as the Church Committee (the 
Congressional inquiry into the CIA) began to reveal Kissinger’s association with 
the more controversial activities of  the agency. As the most visible member of  
the Ford administration associated with the détente project, such revelations 
were damaging to Kissinger’s reputation and standing within the administra-
tion. Coupled with this, the challenge from the right of  the Republican Party 
began to make Kissinger a political liability for the president. Ronald Reagan 
attacked the administration’s détente policies and based this as his challenge 
against Ford as the Republican nominee for the presidency.230

Ford was not immune to these pressures, and he began to rely less upon 
Kissinger’s policy advice.231 Thus, when Kissinger lost his position as national 
security adviser in November 1975 (something Ford had never been comfort-
able with, and had been advised to change at the outset of  his presidency),232 
it signalled that the president was now determined to chart a more indepen-
dent and perhaps alternative course in foreign affairs.233 The likes of  Donald 
Rumsfeld and Dick Cheney offered this alternative, advising the president to 
take a much sterner approach in their diplomacy with the USSR.234 As John 
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Lewis Gaddis – the eminent historian of  the Cold War – has noted, ‘whatever 
“thaw” had occurred in the Cold War now seemed to be ending’.235 Given this, 
projects closely associated with détente, such as SALT II or MBFR, became less 
significant for the Ford administration.236 It is of  little surprise then that MBFR 
failed to substantively advance during the final year of  the Ford administration.

Conclusion

During Wilson’s final premiership, he had sought to repair the relationship 
with Washington and from here ensure that relations remained as close as 
possible in order to influence Britain’s superpower ally. In some ways, Wilson 
was highly successful in that he managed to improve personal relations with 
the key policy-makers in Washington and, at least in the public arena, the 
impression of  a close and harmonious relationship was presented.237 Along 
with this, the areas traditionally seen as the most ‘special’ in the US−UK  
relationship continued under his government. Finally, as witnessed during 
both the CSCE and MBFR negotiations, US−UK negotiations, if  not always in 
agreement, showcased that a significant amount of  interaction, discussion 
and cooperation continued between the two sides. 

Yet, underneath the surface, US−UK disagreement was never far away and 
it even threatened to impact upon the intelligence and nuclear relationship. 
As such, a constant feature of  the relationship was the coercive diplomacy 
employed by Washington against its British ally. Threats to curtail, limit, or 
even permanently cancel, nuclear and intelligence cooperation with London 
were made periodically by Washington in order to persuade London not to 
enact sweeping defence budget cuts which would harm perceived US interests. 
Wilson, having been well versed in experiencing the more belligerent policies 
of  Washington during the presidency of  Lyndon Johnson, was able to largely 
ignore the threats emanating from across the Atlantic. Indeed, Wilson, unlike 
his predecessor Edward Heath, had judged, quite correctly as it would turn out, 
that Washington would not act upon its threats because, in the final analysis, 
this cooperation benefitted the United States. As Wilson well understood, even 
an ally that was of  declining utility remained, nonetheless, useful.
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