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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Cold War is the name given to describe the period of conflict between 1945 

and 1991 when the British Armed Forces were aligned against those of the 

Soviet and Warsaw Pact alliance during which time the world teetered on the 

brink of complete global annihilation. 

 

Viewed in an historical context it is the longest protracted global conflict in 

history based upon differing and incompatible ideologies.  

 

The Cold War involved political posturing, strategic planning, proxy wars as 

well as ‘direct’ and covert military actions.  The Soviet expansion and military 

capabilities during the Cold War were ever increasing and were contained by 

the hundreds of thousands of men and women who during that period provided 

force of arms. 

 

As late as 1981 the Soviet bloc was continuing to successfully push the 

boundaries of its expansion into the Western hemisphere including in Cuba, 

Nicaragua, Grenada, and in the Persian Gulf despite the expense of the West’s 

huge military investment and technological superiority that the Soviets were fast 

closing on.  ‘It was one way traffic’ and the Soviets were winning.  

Communism had won in Vietnam, Soviet Forces had control of Afghanistan and 

it was stalemate in Korea. 

 

The situation had fast become one of ‘Better dead than Red’ as the strategy of 

containment was proving a lost cause.  The paradigm shifted from political to 

military might as both sides engaged in an all-out arms race in order to establish 

superiority in what seemed an inevitable war where a massive strike of 

unimaginable proportions was behind much of the strategic planning.   

 

The UK became both a base for and primary target by nuclear weapons and the 

British Army of the Rhine became the first line of defence from an army of 

occupation after WWII. 

 

US President Roland Reagan’s famous Cold War speech set out in the clearest 

terms that the West ‘must be prepared to fight’ and told the Soviets in no 

uncertain terms that there was only one assured way to peace; ‘Surrender’.  

President Reagan also told the liberal peace movement that the greater risk was 

posed through appeasement. 

 

Similarly Soviet leaders had told their people that the West was retreating and 

losing the Cold War and that when they delivered their ultimatum we would 

surrender voluntarily. 
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Reagan’s response was that the voices of appeasement and peace ‘didn’t speak 

for the rest of us’ and we: “Do not believe that life is so dear and peace so 

sweet as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery.” 

 

He asked: “If nothing in life is worth dying for, when did this begin – just in the 

face of this enemy?” He called upon the patriots and martyrs of history and the 

honoured dead and asked “Where is the road to peace?” saying that “There is 

not a price that we will not pay.” 

 

It became a strategy towards war and one later that later coined the phrase; 

“Mutually Assured Destruction’ (MAD). In acknowledging the Western 

Nuclear strategy of Mutually Assured Destruction, the President gave a speech 

on 23
rd

 March 1983 announcing a new policy of SDI (Strategic Defence 

Initiative) also known as the ‘Star Wars Programme’. 

 

However, the ultimate game plan of all-out war was never dropped and 

documents released later showed the West’s willingness to engage in war. 

 

DEFINITIONS 
 

Definition of ‘War’: “A conflict carried on by force of arms.” 

 

Definition of ‘Conflict’: “A serious disagreement or argument, typically a 

protracted one.” 

 

Definition of ‘Confrontation’: “An open conflict of opposing ideas, forces, etc.” 

 

 

 

The National Security Strategy presented to Parliament in October 2010 by 

the Prime Minister by Command of Her Majesty stated: 

 

“Our predecessors grappled with the brutal certainties of the Cold War – with 

an existential danger that was clear and present, with Soviet armies arrayed 

across half of Europe and the constant threat of nuclear confrontation between 

the superpowers.” ISBN: 9780101795326 

 
 

THE COLD WAR 
 

The Cold War (1945–1991) has been described as the most dangerous time in 

modern history when NATO's (including the UK) forces were directly oriented 
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against the particular enemy identified as the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact 

Countries for a specific scenario of global war. Their role was clearly defined 

by policies and strategies of the period. Likewise the Warsaw Pact alliance had 

identified and targeted the UK, as a part of NATO, with its weapons and 

Military powers. 

 
Such was the threat during the Cold War that it saw the birth of the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) which its first Secretary General; Lord 

Ismay stated (in 1949), that NATO’s objective was to ‘Keep the Russians out.’ 

The precursor to NATO was originally the ‘Brussels Treaty’ established 

between Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, France, and the United 

Kingdom in response to Soviet aggression and the Berlin Blockade which led to 

the Western European Union’s Defence Organisation and subsequently to the 

creation of NATO. 
 

The Korean War in the 1950’s confirmed the threat of Communist countries 

forming an alliance and forced the allied nations for consolidate a command 

structure (SHAPE): Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers in Europe. 
 

Responding to West Germany’s acceptance into NATO in 1955 deemed as a 

necessity to repel an invasion by Soviet ground forces, the Russians responded 

by establishing the ‘Warsaw Pact’ consisting of Hungary, Czechoslovakia, 

Poland, Bulgaria, Romania, Albania, and East Germany. From this point on all 

sides in the Cold War became clearly delineated. 
 

THE THREAT 
 

Following the end of the Second World War the Soviet bloc and the Western 

allies took opposing sides in the way the modern world should be governed. As 

a result both sides massively increased weaponry, missiles, armaments and 

military technology.  Moreover, these assets were deployed in such a way as to 

be directly threatening each other’s Army, Navy and Air Force.  The UK as part 

of NATO, was fully involved in these developments. i.e; the British Army of 

the Rhine (BAOR) situated in North West Europe deployed tens of thousands of 

military personnel as a direct consequence of the threat from the Warsaw Pact. 

 

The Royal Air Force was deployed in a similar manner across the UK and 

mainland Europe and re-enforcements from the United States of America were 

also based in the same region whilst naval units patrolled the seas around the 

Warsaw Pact area constantly monitoring Soviet activity.  
 

The growing threat of an imminent global conflict was considered so real and so 

great by the British Government and Service Chiefs that a number of steps were 
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taken in readiness for an attack by the Soviet bloc such as the Home service 

force, a Home Guard type force was established in the United Kingdom in 

1982. It was linked to the Territorial Army (TA) and recruited from volunteers 

aged 18–60 with previous British forces (TA or regular) experience. It was 

introduced to guard key points and installations likely to be the target of enemy 

‘special forces’ and saboteurs, so releasing other units for mobile defence roles. 

It was stood down in 1992. 
 

Similarly, across the country secret bunkers and underground establishments 

such as the Drakelow Tunnels and Box Tunnels etc, were created for VIP’s, 

politicians and Military Chiefs in readiness for a perceived nuclear attack. These 

facilities were maintained and upgraded right up until the end of the Cold War. 
 

A 35 acre subterranean Cold War City that lies 100 feet beneath Corsham. Built 

in the late 50s this massive city complex was designed by Government 

personnel in the event of a nuclear strike. A former Bath stone quarry the city, 

code named Burlington, was to be the site of the main Emergency Government 

War Headquarters - the hub of the Country's alternative seat of power outside 

London. Over a kilometre in length, and boasting over 60 miles of roads. Blast 

proof and completely self-sufficient the secret underground site could 

accommodate up to 6,000 people, in complete isolation from the outside world, 

for up to three months.  

 
An underground lake and treatment plant could provide all the drinking water 

needed whilst 12 huge tanks could store the fuel required to keep the four 

massive generators, in the underground power station, running for up to three 

months. And unlike most urban cities, above ground, the air within the complex 

could also be kept at a constant humidity and heated to around 20 degrees. The 

city was also equipped with the second largest telephone exchange in Britain, a 

BBC studio from which the PM could address the nation and an internal 

Lamson Tube system that could relay messages, using compressed air, 

throughout the complex. Its existence remained classified until 2005. 

 

The military in the UK and on mainland Europe as part of NATO were kept at a 

high state of both readiness and training for an attack by the Soviet Block.  

Moreover, the UK and NATO were reinforced by units from the USA who had 

use of a number of airfields etc where forces could be maintained nearer to the 

front line should they be needed.  Amongst these RAF Bentwaters  provided the 

USAF with a hardened command post with a ‘war operations room’ and ‘Battle 

Cabin’ entered through an airlock which also gave access to a BT telephone 

exchange and decontamination showers etc, which is now a open to the public 

as a Cold War Museum. Special ‘Aggressor Squadrons’ were stationed at RAF 
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Bentwaters with additional Special Operations Squadrons based at RAF 

Woodbridge. 

 

The fact remains that such establishments or Squadrons, QRF’s or Home 

Service Force etc, would never have been created, constructed or maintained if 

the tangible risks posed during the Cold War did not truly exist or were never 

likely to manifest. 

 
What is often overlooked is that during the Cold War, Russia (Soviets) 

expanded its communist empire and invaded, overcame or annexed fifteen 

different countries.  

 

There were definitely increased risks and rigours associated with this period 

particularly that of a major threat on the European landmass, stemming from 

well-armed nations with nuclear weapons and it is against these heightened 

risks that policies and strategies were developed and employed. 

 
Speculation about the deterrent of nuclear weapons between leaders who seem 

irrational by normal standards; the effectiveness of NATO's and the UK’s 

conventional and nuclear forces was and remains wholly dependent on the 

qualification and training of the people responsible for operating and 

comprising them, and their willingness and preparedness to expedite war at a 

moment’s given notice. 

 
As well as needing to be effective, flexible, and survivable, our forces had to be 

supported by a planning system that was able to respond to all ‘real’, 

‘perceived’ and ‘unpredictable’ threats by adequate preparation and regular 

exercises. These were designed to gauge military effectiveness against very 

‘real’ threats of a war with the Warsaw Pact but also the mechanisms enabling 

political control. 

 
Taking the MoD’s own argument that, the 'Cold War' is a term that was used to 

describe the political relationship between the former Soviet Union and its allies 

and the Western Nations, in the period after the Second World War, it can easily 

be shown that political ideology, posturing and strategies were enacted through 

both the capability and threat of the use of Military force and thus the MoD 

argument that there was ‘no’ link between political ideology and that military 

activity was ‘not’ the primary expression of the relationship between the two 

ideologies during this 'Cold War' period, can be seen to be an argument in 

tatters. 

 
Service during the Cold War brought with it substantial risk other than that 

associated with the ‘usual’ expectations of Service Life. Using the year 1982 as 
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just a single example, figures show that during that one year alone, there was a 

total of 57,859 Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBM), Sea Launched 

Ballistic Missiles (SLBM) and bombers primed and targeted between NATO 

and the Warsaw Pact. 33,952 of these belonged to the Soviet Union. 
It is documented that the Soviet Strategy was that conflict was a ‘realistic’ 

scenario and so planned for a massive nuclear strike that would pave the way 

for ground forces and in doing so would downgrade any Western deterrent and 

make the prospect of war a more perilous reality.  
 

WARSAW PACT PLANNING 
 

According to Soviet documents, plans were in place to advance into France 

within a few days of conflict breaking out and after capturing Lyon on the ninth 

day, it would turn Western Europe, including the UK, into a nuclear inferno.  

 

The Soviet plan clearly demonstrates the very ‘real’ threat posed by the Warsaw 

pact alliance, in contrast to the NATO doctrine of a flexible response based on 

deterrent. It shows that the Soviets were under no illusions about the threat of 

war, either conventional or nuclear and were ready and primed to engage in an 

all-out conflict with the West. 

 

US/NATO POLICY 
 

US Policy of the time identified the UK as part of the ‘theatre’ and an advanced 

deployment area, hence the reason that so many US Military personnel and 

weapons were deployed here. If this was purely an ideological war, why the 

need for so many weapons and troops to be ready for war? 

 
It is a distraction to put forward the argument that the threat during the Cold 

War was only a ‘perceived’ threat and created from political posturing. At the 

beginning of the Cold War the world had only just emerged from the second of 

two massive global conflicts which had witnessed the use of Atomic Weapons, 

the ultimate form of weapon. Therefore to regard that such weapons would 

never or could never be used had already been disproved from the outset. 

 

The fear and threat of the use of Nuclear weapons never abated during the Cold 

War and one of the biggest and very real fears in the later years (1980’s) was 

the impact of a 'Nuclear Winter' on Mankind. This fear escalated to such an 

extent that the BBC produced a television programme based around a nuclear 

attack on the city of Sheffield and what happened to the area around the city 

once a nuclear winter had set in. 
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There can be no doubt about the heightened threat to both NATO and the UK at 

this point. It is our contention that the threat is clearly recognised by history as 

confirmed by the Prime Minister’s comments near the start of this document. 
 

THE RISK 
 

History has shown that the two sides did indeed engage in ‘direct’ Military 

action, for example the shooting down of an RAF Avro Lincoln flying over 

Germany in 1953 being one such instance where  all seven crew members were 

killed after it was alleged that it had strayed out of an agreed air corridor. The 

Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, described the incident in the House of 

Commons as ‘a wanton attack’. The Russians had initially claimed that the 

Lincoln had ‘fired first’ but it was proved that the RAF Aircraft did not have 

live weapons capabilities. 

 

The Russians were openly hostile and aggressive. A week earlier a USAF F-84 

Thunderjet had been shot down by MIG’s luckily the pilot managed to eject 

safely. A week later a BEA Viking was attacked by MIG’s whilst on a 

scheduled flight in the Berlin Air Corridor. Two weeks later an American B-50, 

allegedly on a routine Met flight, was also attacked by MIG’s, but drove them 

off with cannon fire. 

 

Records prove that in 1949 Soviet fighters attacked US military aircraft over the 

Sea of Japan, in 1950 10 US Airman were killed when their Navy PB4Y2 was 

brought down over the Baltic Sea. In July 1950 US Air Force RB-29 was 

attacked by Soviet fighters, in 1951 a US Navy P2V Neptune with a crew of 10 

were shot down by Soviet fighters in international waters and in 1953 two 

Russian MIG-15’s opened fire on a US B50 Bomber which returned fire before 

returning to base. 

 

There are countless ‘recorded’ incidents of similar attacks. The Royal Navy also 

experienced Cold War aggression when one of the earliest Soviet satellite 

states; Albania fired upon a RN vessel in the Corfu Channel which culminated 

in two more incidents. Diplomatic relations were only restored with Albania in 

1991. 

How many untold incidents that occurred may never be known because 

governments were and are keen to play down if not offer outright denials that 

any such actions actually took place?  Everyone who was conscripted to or 

joined HM Armed Forces signed the Official Secrets Act and remains bound by 

that act. Therefore it is probably the case that many an incident will forever 

remain undisclosed. 
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Such incidents were not confined to Soviet attacks against the likes of the US or 

UK and indeed there are reverse incidents such as when US fighter aircraft 

bombed Russian ships during the war in Vietnam. 

 

Although it is widely assumed that neither side carried out a direct attack upon 

the other, evidence proves that both British and American Military personnel 

were, wounded and killed as a result of ‘direct’ attacks by Soviet forces, in 

addition to any covert and overt military operations. 
 

 

 The men and women of HM Armed Forces 

who served ready to engage in the Cold 

War and defend this country during this 

period, were educated to the reality of the 

threat through the rigorous Military training 

which they all endured. No-one was under 

any illusions and the regular deployments 

and Military exercises underpinned the very 

real threat and heightened risks that they all 

faced.  Such training included the use of CS 

gas to ensure personnel had faith in their 

personal protection equipment and were 

confident in its use. 

 

 

The weapons were real, the plans were real, the targets were real, the training 

was real, and the expectation of war with the Soviet Union was very real 

indeed; so real in fact that the government built secure bunkers to protect and 

keep them safe. Moreover, our leaders have already acknowledged the dangers 

and heightened risks posed and have not been lacking in awarding themselves 

medals and honours in recognition of ‘their’ service during this period. If they 

are able to acknowledge the risks and receive medals and honours, why not the 

troops who served during the Cold War? 

 
One reason might be because it has come to light that NATO governments are 

so opposed to the issue of a Cold War medal because of fears of upsetting 

former enemies, such as Russia, who are now regarded as international partners.  

 

However, doubt is shed upon this argument with the USA President Barack 

Obama openly endorsing a call for Cold War medal. 

 
He said: “Veterans who had to be prepared to fight a war that most people 

agreed would be catastrophic, there certainly should be some recognition of 

service and willingness to defend and go to battle for the United States." 
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Speaking about how the USA award process, he continued: "In each of the past 

two years, the Cold War Victory Medal has passed the House as part of its 

version of the annual defence authorization bill but has been stymied by 

influential members of the Senate Armed Services Committee. I agree that the 

Cold War Victory Medal would be an appropriate honour and I certainly share 

the hope that this impasse can be broken soon." 

 

AN EXAMPLE OF THE UK’s READINESS TO MEET THE 

SOVIET THREAT 
 

 

What isn’t widely known is that during the Falklands Conflict 7 British Surface 

ships were carrying live nuclear weapons and were unable to transfer them to a 

land base because of the specific threat posed by Soviet forces in both becoming 

aware of their existence and thus enabling them to target RN vessels?  The 

attached document notes these concerns and discusses the options open to 

commanders as the task force set sail to the Falklands in 1982.  In fact both 

NATO and the Warsaw Pact had access to both tactical and strategic nuclear 

weapons in a variety of delivery systems.   (See attached MoD disclosure document; Ref; 

ANNEX 1 - Operation Corporate). 
 

STRATEGIES 
 

Not all strategies and deployments were defensive. i.e: certain forward 

deployments by the USA of nuclear-capable weapon systems in Turkey during 

the Cold War were viewed as an offensive threat, not as any reinforcement of 

the status quo. Michael Krepon 

 

In a battle of strategic competition, Allied and Soviet forces engaged in 

activities with a potential for grave escalation or accidents.  Surface naval 

vessels and submarines collided or jostled for position in strategically sensitive 

bodies of water; combat aircraft carried out war-fighting exercises in close 

proximity to national borders; and provocative intelligence-gathering operations 

were carried out. Michael Krepon 

 

Nuclear weapons prompted paranoid behaviour and worst-case thinking for 

most of the Cold War and clouded intelligence estimates when this war was 

winding down.  The most dangerous nuclear crises occurred from 1947–1961, 

when there was no safety net to accompany an intense phase of geopolitical 

competition, and when the development and deployment of new nuclear 

arsenals were underway. Michael Krepon 
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During the 1980’s the mainstay of Britain’s local air defence was stationed in 

Scotland to counter the regular incursions by Soviet aircraft which flew from 

Murmansk.  The UK’s ‘Quick Reaction Force’ of Phantom’s was on constant 

alert and such was intensity of hours flown, aircraft needed workshop repair at 

least every two sorties.  It is acknowledged in a TV documentary at RAF 

Leuchars in the 1980’s that the sheer volume of Soviet probing runs could have 

grounded a large part of the QRF without a shot or missile having ever been 

fired: http://www.liveleak.com/view?i=c93_1311284043  

 

It would be wholly wrong and a grave insult to suggest that British Military 

Personnel were not actively engaged in operations during the Cold War.  They 

provided the physical presence, skills and support that enabled the United 

Kingdom to keep its aircraft flying to protect our airspace from Soviet 

incursions; they operated the early warning and weapons systems, patrolled and 

guarded their bases, maintained ground, air, sea and coastal defences both in the 

UK and abroad specifically as a means to counter the Soviet threat. 

 
Whether you argue that the Cold War was based on political ideology or pure 

self-interest the undeniable fact is that it posed a very significant threat. The use 

of the term ‘Cold War’ is in itself something of an analogy because although it 

implies that the conflict never turned hot in terms of total global war, the threat 

of it doing so and its associated risks remained. However, we have already 

shown in this document that ‘hot’ incidents occurred during the Cold War. 

 
During the Cold War the UK and all NATO troops were undoubtedly faced 

with the real risk of attack from the Soviet Bloc not least from its long range 

bombers and missiles. This fact alone has been enough in other theatres for 

medal qualification most notably for service in Cyprus during Op Granby and 

on Ascension Island during Operation Corporate. Surely this only reinforces the 

case for a Cold War Medal? 
 

 

 

MILITARY LIFE DURING THE COLD WAR 
 

During the Cold War a Serviceman/Woman’s life was largely focussed on the 

threat of an imminent attack from the Soviet Union, with regular ‘Minivals’ and 

‘Tacevals’, and constant repetition of NBC drills and the knowledge that if an 

attack came you were expected to fulfil your Military role albeit that life 

expectancy was gauged in minutes. ‘Noddy Suits’, ‘Respirators’, ‘Atropine’, 

and ‘Decontam’ were constant, familiar words and phrases of Military life 

during the Cold War era. It was always a case of ‘when’ not ‘if’ an attack came. 
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Military exercises were largely if not wholly based on the strongly held belief of 

a Soviet attack and brought with them their own risks of injury and even death, 

which had it not been for the Cold War might never have occurred.  These could 

range from injuries sustained from exposure to weather or other environmental 

factors, injuries received as a result of human error due to long hours in adverse 

conditions including psychological stress, to mechanical or technological faults, 

defective ordinance and whole plethora of reasons directly associated with 

military service during the Cold War. 

 

In a review of an autobiography written by Brigadier Richard Mountford 

entitled ‘A day in the life of a CRA soldier’; General Sir David Richards KCB 

CBE DSO ADC Gen Chief of the General Staff described the thousands of 

British Military Personnel who served during the Cold War as “Cold War 

Warriors” and said: “The sheer scale of what we took for granted then will be a 

shock for many younger readers – Corps fire plans involving well over a 

hundred guns and field exercises lasting many weeks involving a hundred 

thousand troops being but two examples.” 

 

The emergence of Nuclear weapons witnessed over 20,000 service personnel 

participate in Nuclear Tests from which many subsequently became ill, died and 

even passed on medical problems to subsequent generations. 

 
The UK forces both at home and overseas were kept at a state of readiness that 

could only be maintained by realistic, rigorous and constant training.  Real time 

casualties (including deaths and serious injury) were sustained through aircraft 

crashes and other exercise incidents as such realistic training inevitably brought 

significant risk.    

 
In the 1980’s an American major was shot dead while covertly observing 

Russian tanks, a French NCO was killed and three British soldiers were almost 

crushed to death by a Soviet armoured patrol.  

 

The examples above are just a snapshot of the risk of casualties during the Cold 

War period.  Moreover, the answer to a Freedom of Information Request on 

casualties is shown as follows:: 

 
 

DASA FOI Act reply PF29/12/2008/134812/022                                      Dated 

28th Jan 2009 

 

MOD Statement FOI reply 
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FOI Act request identified 4,889 service personnel had died on duty between 

1948–1959.  The MoD is not able to confirm how many had been in North West 

Europe.  However, the Ministry did identify 833 servicemen and women died 

on duty in North West Europe during the Cold War 1960 – 1989 

 

Statistics for those discharged as a result of injuries sustained whilst deployed in 

this confrontation are not available. 

 

Information on casualties prior to 2003 is not held centrally and has not been 

compiled as under the FOI act 2000 we are not obliged to compile new 

information. 
 

Examples of individual Military roles during this period are annexed to this 

document. 

 

As Nuclear armaments increased so did the preparation and psychology to use 

them and the UK became what was regarded as a forward staging area ‘in 

theatre’ by our American and NATO Allies.  

 
British Mainland bases as far north as Scotland such as RAF Machrihanish was 

a strategically important North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) airfield, 

with its location giving immediate access to patrol & support naval operation 

over the North Atlantic. It was also valuable as a stopping point for transatlantic 

military flights and played an important role in NATO’s defence plans for 

Europe. 

 

During the Cold War the Royal Navy's underwater hunter-killers were designed 

for one purpose alone; to hunt down and destroy Soviet submarines and 

shipping while remaining undetected by the enemy.  Further roles included 

patrolling choke points such as the GIUK gap, maintaining the security of sea-

lanes and inserting Special Forces teams onto enemy coastlines. 

 

The Soviet Navy's main access to the NATO transatlantic lifeline was from their 

bases in the Baltic, Black Sea and the Arctic through a series of geographical 

chokepoints where the NATO navies would be waiting to pounce. The most 

northerly route, and the one which the UK was principal defendant of, was the 

Greenland-Iceland-UK gap, the 185 miles wide Denmark Strait between 
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Greenland and Iceland and the 500 miles of sea between Iceland, the Faeroe 

Islands and Britain. 

 

NATO and UK aircraft needed to ascertain the movement of every Soviet vessel 

this was carefully monitored and plotted. On every patrol, the crews played out 

their role for real and were armed with live weapons. 

 

Patrol Submarines were conventionally (usually diesel) powered submarines, 

which were similar to the U-boats and only had a limited underwater endurance. 

However, they did fill a vital role in reconnaissance of Russian naval ports as 

well as maintaining standing seaward patrols supplementing the nuclear 

powered vessels who carried a large part of Britain’s nuclear defensive 

capability.  

 

To combat the very real threat of a Soviet invasion across the North German 

Plain into West Germany increased, the British Army of the Rhine switched its 

role for the defence of West Germany from that of its occupation. It became the 

primary formation controlling the British contribution to NATO after the 

formation of the alliance in 1949.  

 

Because of the risk of a general war with the Soviet Union and the Warsaw 

Pact, the BAOR was formerly armed with tactical nuclear weapons. 

 

By the early 1980s, the USSR had built up a military arsenal and army 

surpassing that of the United States. Soon after the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan, US President Carter began massively building up the United States 

military.  

 

This build up was accelerated by the American Reagan administration, which 

increased the military spending from 5.3 percent of GNP in 1981 to 6.5 percent 

in 1986, the largest peacetime defence build-up in United States history. 

Tensions continued intensifying in the early 1980s when Reagan revived the B-

1 Lancer program that was cancelled by the Carter administration, produced 

LGM-118 Peacekeepers, installed US cruise missiles in Europe, and announced 

his experimental Strategic Defence Initiative, dubbed "Star Wars" by the media, 

a defence program to shoot down missiles in mid-flight. 

 

With the background of a build-up in tensions between the Soviet Union and the 

United States, and the deployment of Soviet RSD-10 Pioneer ballistic missiles 

targeting Western Europe, NATO decided, under the impetus of President 

Jimmy Carter, to deploy MGM-31 Pershing and cruise missiles in Europe, 

primarily West Germany.  This deployment placed missiles just 10 minutes' 
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SOME POINTS TO CONSIDER WHEN LOOKING AT RISK 

AND RIGOUR 
 

Such were the perils of service in the Cold War that a posting to West Germany 

up until 1955 was considered to be “Active Service”, whilst service in Berlin 

was similarly classed up until 

 

Some military exercises in BAOR could go on for weeks or months at a time, 

especially those at the height of the Cold War.  Naturally, time spent away from 

the family was just as disruptive to family life as those affecting personnel 

being deployed today.  Perhaps even more so as many of the support structures 

in place today for families did not exist during the Cold War.
 

Extended periods operating in NBC equipment was exhausting, generated 

extremes of heat in summer and it was very difficult to car

activity for more than a short period of time. Sleeping and eating etc in a 

simulated NBC environment whilst wearing a respirator was difficult, 

cumbersome and only added to heightened stress levels.  The consequence was 

severe fatigue and normal tasks taking longer to perform.
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striking distance from Moscow. The graph below gives the numbers of 

weapons deployed during the Cold War. 
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Such were the perils of service in the Cold War that a posting to West Germany 

up until 1955 was considered to be “Active Service”, whilst service in Berlin 

was similarly classed up until 1989. 

Some military exercises in BAOR could go on for weeks or months at a time, 

especially those at the height of the Cold War.  Naturally, time spent away from 

the family was just as disruptive to family life as those affecting personnel 

today.  Perhaps even more so as many of the support structures 

in place today for families did not exist during the Cold War. 

Extended periods operating in NBC equipment was exhausting, generated 

extremes of heat in summer and it was very difficult to carry out any strenuous 

activity for more than a short period of time. Sleeping and eating etc in a 

simulated NBC environment whilst wearing a respirator was difficult, 

cumbersome and only added to heightened stress levels.  The consequence was 
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All military vehicles and other equipment had to be kept ready for deployment 

at all times due to either normal exercise conditions or responding to Exercise 

Active Edge.  Exercise Active Edge was used as a real time rehearsal for war 

with the Warsaw Pact and no one should be in any doubt as to the reality of this 

training. 

 

The rationale for this heightened level of training in realistic conditions for all 

service personnel was as a direct result of the threat they faced. 
 

APPRECIATION OF RISK AND RIGOUR 
 

Veterans who served during the Cold War should be given a medal recognising 

their military service, a Northampton MP has claimed. In a letter to John 

Hutton, the Secretary of State for Defence, Mr Binley said the medal would 

particularly recognise the efforts of those who served in the Cold War period 

between the mid-1940s and 1991, which was dominated by a stand-off between 

America and Russia. 

 
Mr Binley decided to write to the Government minister after being contacted by 

residents and veterans living in Northampton. He said: "It's about time the 

Government listened to our veterans because they are the ones who have put 

their lives on the line in order to serve Queen and country. "Our veterans just 

want to receive the recognition that they deserve." 

 

This document shows that real, not perceived risks existed during the Cold War 

and were in fact equal to if not more tangible than those facing personnel on 

Ascension Island or Cyprus, so the denial of a Cold War medal based on an 

argument of the lack of threat and risk and rigour is simply unfounded, in our 

view. 

Some NATO countries are already recognising their Cold War Veterans: 

 

In the Netherlands the Dutch Government and MoD have ceded to veterans 

demands and now give formal recognition to a Veterans Cold War Medal in 

Bronze, Silver and Gold and in the USA, National Guard Units are also starting 

to recognise and even award a Veterans Cold War Medal under the authority of 

State decorations. 

 

In New Zealand Cold War Veterans are eligible for a ‘Special Service Medal’ 

which is ‘not’ an operational medal but one specifically created to recognise the 

likes of Veterans who witnessed nuclear testing.  The New Zealand government 

has instituted several new medals in recognition and settlement of outstanding 

medal grievances dating back as far as 1945. 
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          Officially recognised   

       Dutch Cold War Medal 

 

COLD  WAR MEDALS FOR OUR LEADERS
 

The Czech Republic presented its highest honour; The Order of the White Lion 

to Cold War era heads of state incl

Helmut Kohl, Mikhail Gorbachev and Lech 

awarded: 
 

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV:

U.S for his role in ending the Cold War, Gorbachev took a 

tremendous risk in bringing what we knew as the Soviet 

Union to the point where it is today. It was a dangerous time 

and it's hard for a lot of people today to remember

times were like, how threatening it all was.
 

LORD ROBERTSON: UK

Freedom for his pursuit of the defence of freedom 

during the period of the cold war and in the 

establishing of the Russian
 

 

LORD CARRINGTON: UK

Secretary, Presidential Medal of Freedom for his 

leadership of the UN (General Secretary) during the 

era of the Cold War. He also received the Medal of 

Honor for his contribution to investigating Serbian 

War Crimes. 
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 The call for a Cold War Medal throughout 

the world and particularly the UK is very 

widespread and has support from veterans 

of all ages, politicians and public figures as 

well as the general public at large.

 

 

COLD  WAR MEDALS FOR OUR LEADERS 

The Czech Republic presented its highest honour; The Order of the White Lion 

to Cold War era heads of state including George Bush, Margaret Thatcher, 

Helmut Kohl, Mikhail Gorbachev and Lech Walesa.  Other Medals were also 

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV: USSR. Liberty Medal from the 

U.S for his role in ending the Cold War, Gorbachev took a 

tremendous risk in bringing what we knew as the Soviet 

Union to the point where it is today. It was a dangerous time 

and it's hard for a lot of people today to remember what those 

times were like, how threatening it all was. 

LORD ROBERTSON: UK. Presidential Medal of 

Freedom for his pursuit of the defence of freedom 

during the period of the cold war and in the 

establishing of the Russian-NATO Council. 

 

CARRINGTON: UK. Former Defence 

Secretary, Presidential Medal of Freedom for his 

leadership of the UN (General Secretary) during the 

era of the Cold War. He also received the Medal of 

Honor for his contribution to investigating Serbian 
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LECH WALESA: Poland. Czech Order of the 

White Lion for his contribution to the pursuit of 

freedom during the Cold War
 

 

LADY MARGARET THATCHER

Presidential Medal of Freedom for her resolute 

defence of the unity of the west and overcoming 

post war division in Europe 

‘Cold War’ 
 

 

RONALD REAGAN: USA. Honorary Knighthood 

from the United Kingdom for or his leadership 

during the cold war and services to the UK. 
 

 

GEORGE BUSH: USA. Czech Order of the White 

Lion for his leadership during the Cold War
 

 

NICOLAE CEAUCESCU

Knighthood. The former Romanian dictator was 

given an honorary Knighthood by the British 

government for standing up to the Soviet Union 

during the Cold War. Nobody looked too deeply

his domestic record, or cared, it seems.
 

VACLAV HAVEL: Czech. US Medal of Freedom 

Czech President Vaclav Havel received the US 

Medal of Freedom for his stance on democracy in 

his homeland during the Cold War.
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: Poland. Czech Order of the 

White Lion for his contribution to the pursuit of 

freedom during the Cold War 

 

LADY MARGARET THATCHER: UK. 

Presidential Medal of Freedom for her resolute 

defence of the unity of the west and overcoming 

division in Europe – in other words the 

 

: USA. Honorary Knighthood 

from the United Kingdom for or his leadership 

during the cold war and services to the UK.  
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leadership during the Cold War. 

 

NICOLAE CEAUCESCU: Romania. Honorary 

Knighthood. The former Romanian dictator was 

given an honorary Knighthood by the British 

government for standing up to the Soviet Union 

during the Cold War. Nobody looked too deeply at 

his domestic record, or cared, it seems. 
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Medal of Freedom for his stance on democracy in 

his homeland during the Cold War. 
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HELMUT KOHL: West Germany. US 

Freedom. West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl 

received the US Medal of Freedom as the leader of 

a democratic Germany during the Cold War in 

which he visited the Soviet Union to seek 

assurances from Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev 

that would eventually enable German reunification.
 

 

It has been widely reported that the end of the Cold War saw a flurry of awards 

from the UK and US Governments to one another 

involvement during the Cold War

being the beneficiaries with no honours or acknowledgement given to those 

members of the armed forces expected to lay down their lives for the same 

cause.   
 

MEDAL CRITERIA
 

The Cold War saw several generations either conscripted or volunteer for 

various lengths of service.  Although the terms of service may have varied, the 

risks and rigour were shared equally and discrimination should not be exercised 

in this matter. 

 

It is the recommendation of British Cold War Veterans that the qualifying 

period should commence after the completion of Basic training, normally 6 

months and thereafter a minimum term of 160 days continuous service.  

Military personnel are normally considered ‘operational’ after the completion of 

basic training and have been posted t

Vessels or units. 

 

In some instances terms of conscripted National Service could be as short as 1 

year and we believe that any discrimination between National Service 

conscripts and volunteers on time served would be 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

The Cold War began shortly after the end of WW2 and was to last until 1991.  

History has recorded this period as one of the most dangerous times for 

mankind due to the proliferation of nuclear weapons and the 

deployment/targeting of such weapons.  NATO and

players in this conflict.  The UK was reinforced by significant numbers of US 

personnel and their aircraft and other equipment, solely to meet the threat 

coming from the Soviet bloc. At the same time UK forces were deployed to 
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Freedom. West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl 

received the US Medal of Freedom as the leader of 

a democratic Germany during the Cold War in 

which he visited the Soviet Union to seek 

assurances from Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev 

ly enable German reunification. 

 

widely reported that the end of the Cold War saw a flurry of awards 

from the UK and US Governments to one another in recognition of their 

involvement during the Cold War, with many top officials and civil s

being the beneficiaries with no honours or acknowledgement given to those 

members of the armed forces expected to lay down their lives for the same 

MEDAL CRITERIA 

The Cold War saw several generations either conscripted or volunteer for 

arious lengths of service.  Although the terms of service may have varied, the 

risks and rigour were shared equally and discrimination should not be exercised 

It is the recommendation of British Cold War Veterans that the qualifying 

should commence after the completion of Basic training, normally 6 

months and thereafter a minimum term of 160 days continuous service.  

Military personnel are normally considered ‘operational’ after the completion of 

basic training and have been posted to their various Regiments, Squadrons, 

In some instances terms of conscripted National Service could be as short as 1 

year and we believe that any discrimination between National Service 

conscripts and volunteers on time served would be detrimental and unfair

The Cold War began shortly after the end of WW2 and was to last until 1991.  

History has recorded this period as one of the most dangerous times for 

mankind due to the proliferation of nuclear weapons and the 

deployment/targeting of such weapons.  NATO and the UK were both major 

players in this conflict.  The UK was reinforced by significant numbers of US 

personnel and their aircraft and other equipment, solely to meet the threat 

coming from the Soviet bloc. At the same time UK forces were deployed to 
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mainland Europe in large numbers ready to meet an attack from the East head 

on. 

 

All UK armed forces personnel were in no doubt as to whom their enemy was 

during the Cold War and the importance of being able to meet this threat.  As 

such UK forces were kept at a high state of readiness with regular and realistic 

training being the norm.  Such was the level of this training that it was far and 

above that expected under usual military conditions and was solely related to 

the threat from Soviet forces. 

 

It has been shown in this submission that there were many incidents in which 

NATO/UK personnel were attacked during the course of the Cold War.  

Moreover, whilst official casualty figures are not as comprehensive as they 

might be it is quite apparent that deaths and serious injury did occur.  In 

addition, a number of UK personnel were killed whilst undertaking the rigorous 

training required on land, sea and in the air to counter the threat from the East.  

However, the unmistakeable fact is that many thousands of UK service 

personnel over several decades were in no doubt about the threats they faced.  

Such was the awesome power of the weapons ranged against them that their life 

expectancy could be measured in minutes.  Yet they were steadfast in their task 

and quite prepared to do their duty in the most horrendous of circumstances for 

mankind. 

 

There can be no doubting the risks involved in being a member of the UK 

armed forces at this time.  Furthermore, it should not be forgotten that for long 

periods of time the UK armed forces were subject to lethal attacks from the IRA 

which only exacerbated the risks and rigour for all personnel and not just those 

stationed in Northern Ireland. 

 

Sometimes it can only be with hindsight that the historical significance of the 

victory in the Cold War can be clearly appreciated.  Millions of people now 

enjoy a freedom that could only be dreamed of in the 1950s, 60s, 70s and 80s.  

Indeed, this historical significance has been recognised by the political leaders 

from that time with the giving and receiving of honours and awards for their 

part in bringing the Cold War to an end.   

 

However, if our leaders accept such awards then they should also recognise the 

part played by the UK forces during this period.  It is our contention that this 

should be by way of medallic recognition and we suggest that all service 

personnel who completed their basic military training and then served for at 

least a further 160 days should be entitled to such an award.  
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NUCLEAR WEAPONS WITH THE OPERATION CORPORATE TASK 

FORCE 
 
This note has been prepared in response to public interest in the carriage of 
nuclear weapons by the Task Group assembled for the Falklands campaign, 
Operation CORPORATE, in 1982. 
 
1. Ministers became aware in the early days of April 1982 that some of 
the ships in the Task Group being assembled for Operation CORPORATE 
carried nuclear weapons. These were nuclear depth charges, a variant of the 
WE177 freefall bomb also in service with the RAF, for use in the antisubmarine 
role. These were embarked in the following ships initially deployed 
for Operation CORPORATE - HMS INVINCIBLE, HMS HERMES, HMS 
BROADSWORD and HMS BRILLIANT.1 

 

2. In early April the Ministry of Defence was asked to review the options 
for removing nuclear weapons from the Task Group without detriment to its 
main objectives. If removal from the ships was to be achieved, this would in 
the first instance be at Ascension Island, where the Task Group was gathering. 
This note describes the options available, the issues that were considered, 
the recommendations that were made and the eventual decision, for safety 
and operational reasons, not to remove the weapons from the Task Group 
immediately but to concentrate them on vessels with deep magazines. 
 
3. The following methods of transfer from the ships initially carrying the 
weapons were available: 
        
       • Nuclear weapons could be moved between ships in the task group by 
         passing the containerised weapons by heavy jackstay between ships. 
         But the only methods available to transfer weapons to the Ascension 
         Islands were by helicopter or by Landing Craft (LCT) from HMS 
         FEARLESS. The latter method was not considered feasible because 
         of the heavy swell that runs throughout the year making loading of the 
         LCTs alongside ships at anchor hazardous, as well as the lack of 
         suitable facilities ashore. 
       • There were two possible modes of helicopter transfer. The first 
         entailed carrying the weapon (without any container) on the normal 
         weapon pylon. No firing circuits would be connected and through the 
         transfer the two-key system would be enforced. This mode would have 
         high visibility due to the lengthy loading and unloading process. In the 
         unlikely event of the helicopter crashing on the short overland section 
         (½ mile) of the route to the airfield or on the airfield itself there was a 
         possibility of radiological contamination due to fire and subsequent HE 
         explosion. The second possible mode was to carry the containerised 
         weapon as an underslung load. This had not yet been authorised. 
_____________________ 
1            A full list of the ships known to have carried nuclear weapons and/or training and 
surveillance variants, together with available information on the movements of rounds 
between ships, is at Annex A. 
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4.       Options for removal were canvassed as follows: 
 
        • The most vulnerable magazines were those in the Type 22 Frigates2. 
          The risk of damage to the nuclear warhead in HERMES, with its 
          dedicated armour protected magazine deep in the ship, was assessed 
          as minimal from Exocet and only moderate from a torpedo or mine. 
          The risk in INVINCIBLE was slightly greater than in HERMES because 
          of the effect that detonation of torpedo warheads would have on their 
          collocated nuclear ones. Certain Royal Fleet Auxiliaries (RFAs) had 
          dedicated deep magazines and the risks were similar to INVINCIBLE. 
          It would be relatively simple to transfer weapons from the Frigates to a 
          carrier or RFA, and this could be done without delaying the operation. 
          The nuclear weapons in BROADSWORD and BRILLIANT could 
          therefore be transferred at sea by heavy jackstay to HERMES, 
          INVINCIBLE, FORT AUSTIN or RESOURCE, where they would be 
          stowed in magazines offering greater protection. FORT AUSTIN might 
          however be too far away and otherwise committed. This operation 
          could be covert. 
       • Removal of the weapons from the Type 22s to either RFAs or to 
         HERMES or INVINCIBLE would considerably reduce the risk of a 
         nuclear weapon accident during action. However further removal of 
         the carriers’ weapons to RFAs would make no contribution to safety 
         unless operational restrictions were to be placed on the movements of 
         the RFAs to keep them clear of any likely attack by the Argentine Navy, 
         who might well regard them as a prime target in any case. These 
         RFAs were highly important for Fleet support, both as supply ships and 
         helicopter platforms, and restricting their movements would impose 
         operational limitations. 
       • No other RFAs capable of removing the weapons from the Task Group 
         were available within the timescale of the operations. 
       • The weapons could be packed in their special containers, lifted ashore 
         to Ascension by helicopter and then airlifted back to the UK. Provided 
         the rate of delivery to shore matched the rate of extraction by air to UK 
         the time on the ground would be minimal. Because of the intricate 
         loading procedures involved throughout, this operation would have high 
         visibility and thus it would be difficult to keep the knowledge from those 
        not involved, particularly from anyone with previous experience of 
        nuclear weapons. In view of the need to reduce helicopter transit 
        distance, it would be difficult to prevent a shore observer identifying 
        from which ships the containers moved to and fro. 
      • An alternative to airlifting the weapons back to the UK would be to 
        store them on Ascension Island. However in the absence of suitable 
        facilities to meet both the safety and security needs, the numbers of 
        weapons involved could not be stored on the island for more than a 
        very few days. Even if this were not the case, the weapon stowage 
        and the necessary security guard would attract attention. The fact that 
____________________ 
2             It should be noted that the Type 22s to which these comments refer (BRILLIANT and 
BROADSWORD) were the Batch I Type 22s. The magazine design in later batches of the 
Type 22 was different. 
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          these weapons were stored ashore would soon become known to 
          those on the island, from whom it could leak further. In addition, such 
          storage would not comply with agreed security standards. 
 
5.      Safety issues were also considered: 
 
       • In the event of a nuclear weapon accident there was no risk of an 
         atomic bomb type explosion. 
       • Some types of accident could potentially result in the detonation of the 
         conventional high explosive in the weapon or a fire. In such 
         circumstances essential personnel (others would be kept away) in the 
         immediate vicinity of any accident might be killed or injured as a result 
         of blast or debris, and there would be a possibility that some fissile 
         material might be dispersed into the atmosphere (or the sea). If fissile 
         material were released as the result of an incident on land, people 
         might not be able to live or work safely in certain areas until these had 
         been decontaminated. Dispersal of fissile material in or on the sea 
         would have much less significant consequences for human health than 
         an accident on land. 
       • MoD safety authorities had assessed that, provided that the weapon in 
         its container was carried at a height not more than 75ft over the sea 
         and 40ft overland, the weapon would be likely to remain safe if 
         accidentally dropped from the aircraft or if the container made contact 
         with the ground due to turbulent air conditions. Flying time overland 
         would be short as the airfield was only half a mile from the beach. 
       • Maximum attention to safety would be given in drawing up detailed 
         operation orders. Experts from the UK would direct the various stages, 
         and specialist accident response teams would be sent out beforehand. 
         It was most unlikely that in any phase of the removal more than one 
         weapon would be involved because of the normal safety rules for 
         storage and handling. 
       • It was conceivably possible for a hit on a magazine in action to lead to 
         the dispersal of fissile material from some or all of the weapons. As 
         already noted this risk could be, and was, minimised by transferring the 
         weapons to the deep magazines in HERMES and INVINCIBLE. 
 
6.      The principal argument against full removal of the weapons was the 
         delay involved. The lift of weapons by helicopter to shore would conflict with 
         CINCFLEET’s heavy storing programme for the ships, planned for only a 24 
         hour stopover; CINCFLEET estimated that a further 36 hours would be 
         required to complete the total operation with subsequent major disadvantage 
         to operations in the Falkland Islands. The early arrival of the Task Group in 
         the area was highly important to prevent the further build up of Argentine 
         forces on the Falkland Islands, and in particular improvements to the 
         operational capacity of the airfield there. Disembarkation of the weapons by 
         night might reduce the delay but it was not recommended because of the 
         considerably greater risk of an accident. 
 
7.      Other relevant factors (not all of which were of equal weight) were as 
         follows: 
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        • Were any of the Ships of the Task Group carrying nuclear weapons to 
          enter territorial waters around the Falkland Islands, South Georgia or 
          the South Sandwich Islands we would immediately be in breach of our 
          obligations under the Treaty of Tlatelolco3. But it was possible, without 
          detriment to the operation, to ensure that ships carrying weapons did 
          not enter those waters. 
       • Apart from the question of Treaty obligations, it was clearly suspected 
         that HM Ships deployed in the Task Group were carrying nuclear 
         weapons. Our policy on this general question (like that of the United 
         States) had always been to refuse either to confirm or deny the 
         presence or absence of nuclear weapons in any particular place at any 
         particular time. Besides sticking to this policy we could state 
         categorically that we had no intention of using nuclear weapons in this 
         dispute.4 

       • The risks and consequences of contamination needed consideration. 
         Whilst the consequences if one of HM Ships carrying nuclear weapons 
         were to be damaged or sunk during the course of hostilities and the 
         weapons it was carrying were damaged could be serious (the risk 
         could be minimised by transferring the weapons to vessels with deep 
         magazines, which would in any case be exposed as little as possible to 
         damage from enemy action). 
      • It was also conceivable that weapons might fall into the hands of the 
        Argentines, by salvage, if one of HM Ships that had been sunk, 
        stranded, or captured. However unlikely, the consequences of this 
        would be most serious and the acquisition of UK nuclear weapon 
        technology in this way by a State which had no such weapons would 
        have damaging consequences. 
      • The implication for our nuclear stockpile of the loss of either HERMES 
        or INVINCIBLE would be serious, since the ships were carrying 
        approximately 40% and 25% respectively of our entire stockpile of 
        nuclear depth bombs. 
     • If the weapons were to be removed at Ascension Island, there would 
       be significantly greater risk of their existence on the Task Group’s ships 
       becoming known. The lengthy and complicated operation could be 
_____________________ 
3          The Treaty establishing the Latin America Nuclear Weapon Free Zone. After the 
conflict a Parliamentary Question was asked and answered as follows (19 July 1982, 
Hansard, col 46w): ‘Mr. Cook asked the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth 
Affairs in what area of the South Atlantic the United Kingdom is prevented from deploying 
nuclear weapons by its adherence to the treaty of Tlatelolco; and if he is aware of any 
infraction of the treaty by a signatory country. Mr. Hurd: By ratification of Additional Protocol I 
of the Treaty of Tlatelolco, the United Kingdom has undertaken not to deploy nuclear 
weapons in territories, including their surrounding territorial waters and airspace, for which it is 
de jure or de facto internationally responsible, and which lie within the geographical zone 
established in the Treaty. This covers the Falkland Islands and the Falkland Islands 
dependencies. The Treaty is not in force in the south Atlantic outside these territorial limits 
because there are countries in the area to which the treaty applies which have not ratified it. I 
am aware of no infractions of the treaty.’ 
4           The Government made its policy clear in Parliament: “there is no question at all of our 
using nuclear weapons in this dispute” (Official Report, House of Lords, 27 April 1982, 
Volume 429, Column 778) 
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          observed by anyone with the Task Group or on the island, and even by 
          the Russians. This would make it harder for Ministers to maintain the 
          “neither confirm nor deny” line. Although we admitted freely that RN 
          helicopters and Sea Harriers had the capability to deploy nuclear 
          weapons (for instance in the 1981 Statement on the Defence Estimates) 
          and it was therefore a relatively simple deduction to establish which 
          classes of ships were capable of carrying nuclear weapons, we had 
          never admitted that such weapons were carried in the ships in 
          peacetime. International knowledge of this might well be damaging 
          and would jeopardise future visits by RN ships of the same (or other) 
          classes to foreign ports. Were potential host Governments to operate 
          on the presumption that our ships and aircraft were carrying nuclear 
          weapons, we could find a greater number of foreign countries closed to 
          us. Furthermore, the movement towards the establishment of “nuclear 
          weapon free zones” was likely to increase rather than diminish, which 
          could lead to the presence of RN ships and RAF aircraft giving rise to 
          increasing controversy. 
       • It was possible that, at the same time as the Falklands operation, a 
         state of tension with the Soviet Union might develop. The removal of 
         the weapons would make the re-deployment of the ships for NATO 
         tasks dependent on first re-embarking their nuclear weapons. This 
         could cause a delay in their deployment and necessitate a return to a 
         UK port unless we were prepared to re-embark the weapons at sea. 
         To take the latter course in tension would be highly visible to the 
         Soviets who could be expected to be marking our ships. However 
         since the stock carried in the Group represented a high proportion of 
         our total stockpile it could be argued that some of them should be 
         returned to the UK, thus making them available for use by the ships 
         which still remained within the NATO area. 
 
8.      In summary, the Chiefs of Staff believed that removal of the weapons 
         would unacceptably delay the Task Group’s arrival in the vicinity of the 
         Falkland Islands and thus the early initiation of operations there. The 
         operation of full removal would sharply increase the risk of the existence of 
         nuclear weapons with the Task Group becoming publicly known. 
 
9.      The Ministry of Defence therefore concluded that: 
 
         a. The risks involved in retaining nuclear weapons with the Fleet 
             should be accepted. 
         b. Nuclear weapons should be transferred from the frigates 
             (BRILLIANT and BROADSWORD) to the larger ships in the Task 
             Group (HERMES, INVINCIBLE, FORT AUSTIN and RESOURCE). 
         c. Commander in Chief Fleet should be instructed to deploy his forces 
             so that there was no question of the Treaty of Tlatelolco being 
             breached. 
         d. In public statements Ministers should adhere to the “neither confirm 
             nor deny” policy. 
 
10.     In considering the issues, Ministers made clear that they would ideally 
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          have preferred the Task Group’s nuclear weapons to be offloaded before it 
          reached the area of the Falkland Islands. But it was clear that this would 
          involve unacceptable safety hazards and operational penalties. All nuclear 
          weapons with the Task Group should therefore be concentrated in HERMES 
          and INVINCIBLE, with weapons being transferred at sea, by jackstay, from 
          BROADSWORD and BRILLIANT. It was understood that this could be done 
          secretly. In no circumstances should ships carrying nuclear weapons enter 
          the territorial waters zone around the Falkland Islands. The Government’s 
          public position should remain that they were never able to confirm or deny the 
          presence or otherwise of nuclear weapons in particular units; but that there 
          was in any case no question at all of nuclear weapons being used in the 
          present dispute. The conclusions of the Ministry of Defence (paragraph 9 
          above) were therefore endorsed. 
 
    11. After a complex series of movements during April, May and June,5 all 
         the weapons (including the inert training and surveillance variants) were 
         returned to the UK in FORT AUSTIN and RESOURCE (on 29 June and 20 
         July respectively). The weapons on board BRILLIANT and BROADSWORD 
         were removed on 16 April and 20 April respectively, and the surveillance 
         rounds were removed from SHEFFIELD and COVENTRY on 16 April and 17 
         May respectively.6 As has already been made public, at some point, or points 
        during these various transfers between ships, seven nuclear weapons 
        containers received some external damage; available records do not show 
        which of these transfers gave rise to damage to the containers. We know that 
        no weapons were damaged but, with one exception, available records provide 
        little additional information about the damage to containers (or whether they 
        contained actual weapons or inert variants). In what was considered the 
        worst case, a container sustained severe distortion to a door housing. MoD 
        records show that there was no damage to its contents (an inert surveillance 
        variant). This suggests that the damage to other containers was slight. All of 
        the weapons involved were subsequently examined and found to be safe and 
        serviceable 
 
 
 
_____________________ 
5         Available information on these movements is included in Annex A 
6         No ship was sunk while carrying any nuclear weapon (including training and 
surveillance variants). The surveillance round carried by HMS SHEFFIELD, which was hit on 4 May, 
had been removed on 16 April; that carried by HMS COVENTRY (sunk on 25 May) had been 
removed on 17 May. 
          The only other ship of those listed in this Note to be hit by enemy fire while carryingany nuclear 
weapon (or training or surveillance variants) was HMS BRILLIANT, which suffered relatively minor 
action damage on 21 May, when she was carrying a training round. Training rounds contained no 
nuclear material. 
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Annex A 

 
HM SHIPS WHICH CARRIED NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND OR TRAINING 
AND SURVEILLANCE VARIANTS DURING OP CORPORATE 

 
1.        The following ships carried nuclear weapons and/or training and surveillance 
variants at some point during the operation: 

 
Ship Live rounds Training rounds Surveillance 

rounds 

INVINCIBLE Y Y N 

HERMES Y Y N 

BROADSWORD Y Y N 

BRILLIANT Y Y N 

GLAMORGAN N Y N 

SHEFFIELD N N Y 

COVENTRY N N Y 

FORT AUSTIN Y Y Y 

REGENT Y Y Y 

RESOURCE Y Y Y 

FORT GRANGE N Y N 

ARGONAUT N Y N 

 
2.        Available information on the movements of rounds is shown in the table 
below (which contains some obscurities which we have not been able to 
resolve): 
 
DATE  FROM  TO  TYPE  REMARKS 

6 April BROADSWORD PSTO(N) Gib 1 600 (T) Pre-deployment 

offload 

14 April ARGONAUT PSTO 

Devonport 

1 600 (T) Pre-deployment 

offload 

16 April BRILLIANT FORT AUSTIN 600  

16 April SHEFFIELD FORT AUSTIN 1 600 (S)  
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20 April BROADSWORD RESOURCE 600  

9 May FORT AUSTIN HERMES 600 FORT AUSTIN 

required in AOA 

14 May RESOURCE INVINCIBLE 600 RESOURCE required 

in AOA 

 INVINCIBLE RESOURCE 1600 (T)  

15 May RESOURCE REGENT 600 + 1 600 (T)  

17 May FORT AUSTIN REGENT 1 600(S) 

(1 600(T)*) 

 

COVENTRY REGENT 1 600 (S)  

26 May REGENT RESOURCE 600 + 2 600(S) REGENT required in 

AOA 

28 May PSTO(N) Gib GALATEA 1 600 (T) Return to UK 

2 June INVINCIBLE FORT AUSTIN 600 Half INVINCIBLE 

outfit 

3 June 

 

BRILLIANT FORT AUSTIN 1 600 (T)  

GLAMORGAN FORT AUSTIN 1 600 (T) Return to UK 

RESOURCE FORT AUSTIN 600 + 2 600(S) 

(2 600(T)*) 

 

INVINCIBLE FORT AUSTIN 600  

FORT GRANGE FORT AUSTIN 1 600 (T)  

26 June HERMES RESOURCE 600 + 2 600(T) Return to UK 

29 June FORT AUSTIN POSO 

Devonport 

600 + 2 600(S) 

+ 6 600(T) 

Return to store 

20 July RESOURCE PSTO(N) 

Devonport 

600 + 2 600(T) Return to store 

 
The references to ‘600’ reflect the fact that the weapon was known as the 
Bomb Aircraft HE [High Explosive] 600lb MC. 

 


