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Introduction

In 1962 in an article published in Foreign Affairs eminent Italian Federalist Altiero 

Spinelli noted that ‘Western Europe, thanks to American protection, has become a 

paradise o f political, military and social irresponsibility’,' The political dominance o f 

NATO during the Cold War prevented the creation of a strong independent European 

defence. The NATO and the United States military guarantees to Europe on the one 

hand gave the Europeans the opportunity to concentrate more on economic and social 

issues, but on the other prevented Europe from creating common defence institutions 

and closer political Union, which from a long term perspective would have been more 

valuable than NATO.

Nowadays the ‘Iron Curtain’ has fallen and European institutions have gained 

substantial power in the international arena. Debates on a single European Defence 

policy have reopened accordingly. Simultaneously the US and NATO role in European 

security have become a subject for constant reappraisal. Speaking at the Munich 

International Security Conference in February 2005 German Chancellor Gerhard 

Schroeder noted that: ‘NATO had ceased to be the place where the transatlantic partners 

coordinated their security policy’. From his point of view, the Atlantic Alliance was 

unable to accept the historical changes in Europe and in the world and adapt itself to the 

new challenges and circumstances." This speech was a reaction to the US-European 

disagreement over the war in Iraq started in 2003. The British-American intervention to 

overthrow the regime of Saddam Hussein delivered a blow not only to Atlantic but also 

to inter-European relations, splitting Europe into two camps of ‘Europeanists’, 

represented by Rumsfeld’s ‘Old Europe’ of France, Germany and Belgium on the one 

hand and, on the other, the ‘Atlanticists’- Great Britain, Italy, Spain, EU and NATO 

newcomers and some other smaller countries. On 29 April 2003, as a response to the 

crisis the leaders of France. Germany, Belgium and Luxemburg drew up a seven-point 

plan for a European security and defence policy. Its aim was to push forward the 

creation o f European armed forces and thus reduce the dependence on the United States 

and NATO.

However, the debates between the Atlanticists, who give priority to the EU-US 

link over specifically European structures, and the Europeanists, who support greater 

European autonomy in security, are not entirely new for the Atlantic Alliance. As 

argues Holly Wyatt-Walter the present discussions about a European security and



defence identity are ‘largely conducted in a historical and conceptual vacuum’/̂  Ever 

since the creation of NATO its members have been trying to create a structure for the 

defence of Western Europe that would balance European and American interests on one 

hand and contributions on the other. The project to create a West European force 

integrated within NATO, namely the European Defence Community (EDC), entered in 

the annals of European integration on the same footing as the European Coal and Steel 

Community (ECSC) because of its supranational character. In the literature" the EDC is 

usually described as an idealistic and premature attempt at integration in the military- 

political sphere and also as the last effort to create a European military force. The EDC 

episode revealed European governments pursuing their own rather different national 

objectives and interests through diplomacy and bargaining. According to these views, 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, with the direct participation of Germany, 

provided a substitute for the European option of common armed forces and became an 

efficient mechanism for intergovernmental cooperation in the field of conventional 

forces in Western Europe.

The first half of the 1960s was crucial for the formation of the present structure 

of European security. Its military wing was concentrated on the US nuclear guarantee 

and doctrine of ‘flexible response’, while the political part was based on the centralised 

NATO system. Germany preserved its non-nuclear status, British nuclear deterrence 

became dependent on US assistance and France took an independent course. Even 

though after the failure of the EDC the idea of a supranational European Army 

disappeared from transatlantic debates, attempts were made to revive the European 

option of defence integration in the nuclear sphere. After the late 1950s, with the 

adoption in the United States of the ‘massive retaliation’ doctrine and deployment of the 

US nuclear missiles in Europe, the core of European security became essentially 

nuclear. The USSR’s rapid technological progress, which made the United States 

vulnerable to Soviet inter-continental missiles, along with the direct threat of Soviet 

intermediate range nuclear missiles in Western Europe endangered the existing 

confidence in the US nuclear deterrence. At the same time after the creation of the 

Common Market Western Europe gained strong economic and political power and 

became unsatisfied with the role it was playing in its own defence, particularly in 

nuclear deterrence.

Danish researcher Gunnar Skogmar studied the nuclear aspects of early 

European integration. He outlined three main methods for solving the NATO nuclear
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crisis from a European viewpoint. The European allies were to gain access to nuclear 

weapons by: first, transferring US warheads to Europe; second, by implementing 

national nuclear programmes; third, an all-European option of bilateral or multilateral 

cooperation independent of the United States.’"'

From the mid-1950 to the mid-1960s all these approaches were under constant 

discussion on both sides of the Atlantic. NATO members continually sought a viable 

solution to the nuclear problem that would satisfy the European desire for greater 

control over nuclear weapons in Europe whilst also preventing Germany from 

attempting to acquire its own nuclear force. For the European countries the choice was 

between a US-centred NATO system, a Third Force Europe or national nuclear 

deterrence. If the first two options had a lot o f support among the Alliance members, the 

latter, especially if this meant German access to nuclear weapons, was unacceptable for 

all sides.

In the 1960s the Multilateral Force (MLF)^ proposal introduced by the 

Eisenhower administration as an alternative to the European national option included 

different approaches. Composed of 20 ships carrying "Polaris' nuclear missiles this 

force, from the American perspective, was intended to strengthen the unity of the 

Atlantic Alliance and to foster European integration in the military sphere. A European 

nuclear fleet, jointly manned and financed, had the potential to increase the contribution 

of Western Europe to the deterrence of the Soviet Union while at the same time 

discouraging Europeans, in particular the Germans, from conducting national nuclear 

programmes. Some US policy-makers envisaged that control of the MLF fleet could 

become truly European, without an American veto, if the course of European integration 

were to lead to the formation of close political union. During its six years presence on 

the European and Atlantic agenda the MLF project absorbed like a sponge all the 

problems concerning the Western Alliance and was considered by US policy-planners 

as a solution to every urgent problem in relations with their European allies.

The MLF in Literature

Early works on the MLF appeared in print when the project was still under discussion. 

Their evaluations of the Multilateral Force concept in the context of NATO nuclear 

debates for the major part reflected the general mood of the public and politicians in 

Western Europe and the United States who were divided on the matter. While American 

researcher Wilfrid Kohl argued that the ‘MLF seems to offer the best way presently



available to begin meeting the nuclear sharing problem in NATO in a manner which is 

consistent with US Atlantic Policy goals’ ,̂ the British foreign policy expert Alistair 

Buchan called it ‘nothing but an expensive and time consuming detour on the road to a 

more effective system of political and strategic planning among the Western allies’.*̂

In the 1970s and early 1980s when the MLF had already disappeared from the 

international arena, political scientists returned to it in order to analyse the reasons of its 

failure. These works mostly addressed the debates on the Multilateral Force in the 

context of the national policy-making process of the US, West German and British 

governments^. Some attempts were also made to look at the MLF in the larger 

framework of the nuclear crisis in the Atlantic Alliance.'^ The overall picture of 

Multilateral Force negotiations in these works revealed the ill-fated attempts of the 

United States to impose the expensive mixed-crewed Polaris fleet on the reluctant 

European allies. David Schwartz concluded that the MLF ‘created a gap between 

aspirations and capabilities in Europe’ Similarly, former US Ambassador to NATO 

Harlan Cleveland wrote that the ‘MLF did nothing to involve the Europeans into the 

discussions about nuclear strategy and possible use’*'.

The opening of the archives in late 1980s- early 1990s gave birth to a new series 

of studies regarding the nuclear policy. First in line were the presidential libraries of the 

United States. Their declassified collections enabled historians to conduct detailed 

research into the nuclear aspects of the American government policy towards Europe. 

The MLF was shown as an important element of Kennedy’s Grand desii^n and an 

instrument for use against de Gaulle’s concept of Third Force Europe.

Pascaline Winand’s monograph at present represents the most inclusive research 

into American decision-making in the MLF during the Eisenhower and Kennedy 

administrations in the context of overall European policy. The same sources of 

presidential libraries were used by Adrian Schertz to investigate the West German 

policy of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations.

The Nuclear History Programme (NHP) conducted in the United States, Great 

Britain and FRG gave researchers access to the classified military documents regarding 

nuclear policy in national archives. German researchers above all took advantage of the 

declassified files of the German ministry of defence. It led to several studies of German 

nuclear policy in the 1950s and first half of the 1960s.'"'

Beatrice Heuser in her book NATO, Britain, France and the FRG: nuclear 

strategies and forces fo r  Europe^^ used the MLF as case study in a thorough overview



of the nuclear strategies of NATO and three European countries. While her aim was not 

deep historical research into this issue, this work in fact raised several important 

questions for further studies in this field, in particular the prospects of a European 

independent nuclear deterrent.

Some other episodes in the history of the MLF that are covered in this work 

were also mentioned in books on the national nuclear policies'^ of France, Great Britain 

and Italy or bilateral relations among the members of NATO.'^

Notwithstanding the number of studies on several aspects of the MLF, there is as 

yet no comprehensive work on the topic. This thesis seeks to answer the need for a 

broad analysis of the MLF project that will firstly take into account the position of all 

governmental and non-governmental actors involved in the discussions, and secondly, 

show the MLF debates in the context of NATO reform, the Cold War and the 

continuing process of European integration.

General motivation and approach to the study

This study is principally focused on the history of the Multilateral Force project. What 

were the reasons for American and European support or hostility to the MLF? What 

were the reasons for its failure and why was the European nuclear option rejected? What 

role did external actors, such as the USSR, play in the shaping of the Western European 

security system in this period?

I regard the MLF debates as a logical measure explored by the transatlantic allies 

in order to find an appropriate means of containing West Germany’s nuclear appetite. 

One o f the purposes of this study is to prove that the MLF project was primarily an 

issue for discussion so as to educate the European allies in nuclear matters and thus 

strengthen the Alliance and keep Germany within the Atlantic framework. In addition, it 

played a crucial role in re.solving the NATO confidence crisis. Therefore, the MLF 

should not be regarded as a contentious issue between Europe and the United States but 

rather as a common quest for an appropriate solution to the NATO nuclear problem. We 

argue that the overall process of the creation of the MLF served as a litmus test for 

relations in the European and Atlantic framew'ork and for the position and priorities of 

every single European country. It also paved the way for the successful NATO reform 

and the non-proliferation agreement.

Thus, this present study has the goal of analysing the origins of MLF project, 

the dynamics of the discussions at the national and multinational levels, including the



motives of its failure. From this background we will have an opportunity to come to 

broader conclusions and examine the specifics of European political-military integration 

between the second half of the 1950s and the late 1960s. We will attempt to understand 

what the MLF meant at different points in the discussion for different actors, such as the 

countries of Western Europe (France, West Germany, the United Kingdom, Italy, 

Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, Norway, Greece and Turkey), the United States, 

the Soviet Union and its East European allies (Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary, East 

Germany), international governmental (United Nations, WEU, NATO, Warsaw Pact) 

and non-governmental organisations (Committee for the United States of Europe, 

Pugwash conference). Along with foreign policy, domestic issues in these countries will 

also be looked at in this study

A comparative approach to the EDC and MLF projects will allow us to trace the 

development o f attitudes and national priorities vis-à-vis Atlantic and European 

integration in the US and Western European foreign policy. The argument of the current 

research is that national policies pertaining to the MLF issue prepared during the 

discussion of the EDC project. 1 argue that the concept of a Third Force Europe was 

rejected by Western European countries as contradictory to European national interests 

which favoured a close link with US nuclear policy.

Theoretical approach

Defining the theoretical approaches used to study defence and security is not a very 

gratifying labour. The process of building a post-war security system in Europe was 

closely connected with the process of European economic integration. While most 

existing theories of European integration'^ describe the developments in the political, 

economic and social spheres, they tell us little about the implications of defence and 

security issues for the development of European integration.

The neofunctionalist concept of ‘spill-over’ which was effective in predicting 

further growth of European integration from ECSC to Common Market, could not be 

equally applied to the field of foreign and defence policy. Although many policy- 

planners on both sides of the Atlantic hoped that the positive dynamics resulting from 

the creation of European economic institutions could be channelled into other spheres, 

the examples of the EDC. the Fouchet Plan and the ‘Empty Chair’ Crisis showed the 

opposite effect.



The school of liberal intergovernmenlalism with its emphasis on member-state 

sovereignty concerns, treatment of institutions as instruments, and near exclusive focus 

on grand bargains offers a better theoretical basis. It defines the states as rational actors 

pursuing purely national interests. It comes close to the classical approach of realism 

and neorealism commonly used in international relations.

However, the concept of security could hardly be explained in the same rational 

terms as the concept of economic and social prosperity. Describing European 

integration with a staning point of economic interest, political scientists ignored other 

factors, such as external actors, which could have had a substantial impact on the 

creation and evolution of European institutions. Since the solution to the problem o f  

European defence did not lie entirely in Europe itself, the role of external factors was 

necessarily crucial. The role of the United States, Soviet Union, Cold W ar 

confrontations and global issues such as the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons needs 

carefully study.

The 1980s and the 1990s brought new perspectives to the study of the European 

Integration process when historians gained the right to access EC member state 

documents, declassified as a result of the ‘thirty years rule’. Historians of European 

integration’  ̂ conducted detailed empirical research into the national archives of EC 

member countries. They showed that not only did most power remain with the nation

state and its bureaucracy with only a limited surrender of national sovereignty, but that 

states were also able to assert the primacy of national interest within the EC framework 

even against the wishes of powerful national groups.

Historical research since the early 1980s began to shed some light on the 

importance of two principal factors that greatly influenced the process of European 

integration“”. One of them was Germany, the other, the United States. The German 

factor played a decisive role in the Schuman proposal for a European Coal and Steel 

Community. The creation of this institution in post-war Europe, which could closely 

bind Germany with other European countries, was meant to exclude the likelihood o f 

another military conflict with former enemies. Integration would provide the framework 

to contain West Germany, both politically and economically. The common structures 

created for managing two strategically important sectors of industry, which were closely 

linked to war-making, fostered tighter economic links between France and Germany and 

contributed to finding a solution to the Saar question. But whereas the ECSC helped the 

French reduce their fear of German industrial domination in these areas, the very
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participation of West Germany in this organisation impeded the participation of other 

states, such as Denmark and Norway, where memories of the Second World War were 

still very powerful.

Another factor which is generally understated in political science literature on 

European integration is the considerable contribution of the United States to the process 

of European unification. Western Europe was, to some extent, an ‘American Europe’. 

The influence of the United States on the post-war development of the European nation

state was enormous. Although the origins of the European supranational institutions, 

such as the ECSC and Euratom were in the European proposals, Washington performed 

an immense role through using official and informal contacts to support those initiatives 

which were aligned with American interests in Europe. The grounds of American 

support to the European Community were strategic, and when the Cold War dominated, 

this was decisive. The United States was concerned with the future of Europe in the face 

of the economic potential of the Soviet Union. Only an economically strong Europe 

could resist the influence from the east.

Thus, a combination of several theoretical frameworks is necessary for the 

current research to study different levels of inter-state bargaining. We will examine the 

European, Atlantic and global levels of international politics, and their interaction. The 

states involved in the MLF negotiations had to take into account the consequences their 

actions might have at each of these three levels. We will combine approaches in Cold 

War studies, European integration studies and US foreign policy studies.

Sources

The complex and multinational character of this study has required the use of diverse 

primary sources. In the course of the current research we have consulted both published 

and unpublished documents from the main actors in the MLF story, namely the United 

States, Germany, the United Kingdom, France, Russia and special collections of 

international and nongovernmental organizations such as the NATO and the Jean 

Monnet Committee for the United States of Europe. Our intention was to exploit the 

recently declassified documents which had not previously been used by other 

researchers.

The first group of these documents is represented by the diplomatic 

correspondence between embassies and foreign ministries and the records of official 

and unofficial interstates meetings. The John Fitzgerald Kennedy and the Lyndon



Baynes Johnson US Presidential Libraries, the Political Archive of the German Foreign 

Ministry, the British National Archives (formerly Public Record Office) provided the 

largest amount of data concerning the debates on the MLF project. Together with the 

archival materials we consulted published collections of documents such as The Foreign 

Relations o f the United States (FRUS) and Akten zur Aitswürtigen Politik der  

Bimdesrepablik Deutschland (AAPD).

French sources were exploited to a lesser extent as this country did not directly 

take part in the MLF negotiations as President de Gaulle opposed the project, 

considering it a threat to European integration and French national interests. 

Nevertheless, Paris closely followed debates among other NATO members and often 

used them as a pretext for its foreign policy actions, as it was with their veto of Britain’s 

membership of the EEC. The role of France became particularly important in the course 

of the MLF negotiations when she resorted to open criticism of the MLF. The French 

attitude to the project was researched on the basis of the series Documents 

Diplomatiques Français (DDF)  and sources from other countries.

Accessing Italian archives was not possible due to the fact that documents 

related to the period of 1960s are still classified. Italy’s attitude towards the MLF 

project was studied on the basis of the telegrams, analytical assessments and 

memoranda originating from foreign embassies in Rome. We have used also notes on 

the meetings with Italian politicians by members of the Jean Monnet Committee and a 

small number of books published by Italian diplomats at the time"'. Similarly, research 

on the MLF policy of smaller European countries such as Belgium and the Netherlands 

was conducted at the American, British and German archives.

Documents on the USSR's attitude towards NATO’s nuclear-sharing policy 

remain for the most part classified in the Russian Archives" and this made it impossible 

to provide a broad overview of the Soviet influence on the MLF project. Nevertheless 

several files from the Departments of the United States and International Organizations 

at the Archive of Foreign Policy in Moscow have been consulted along wâth the 

published series of the ‘External Policy of the Soviet Union and International 

Relations’.“'̂  In addition we used several documents on the intra-Warsaw Pact 

discussion about the non-proliferation issues that were collected by Douglas Selvage in 

the Polish and GDR archives and published by the Cold War International History

Project. 24



A second group of sources reflects national policy-making in the United States, 

Britain and West Germany on the questions related to the creation of a common 

European defence. It includes internal materials produced by foreign and defence 

ministries, inter-agency discussions and records of Cabinet meetings. In addition to the 

abovementioned collections we referred to the personal files of West German Foreign 

Minister Gerhard Schröder and Defenee Minister Kai Uwe von Hassel in the archive of 

the Christian-Democratic Politics and also to the Bundeskanzler Adenauer Haus 

Foundation.

The third group contains rather technical military papers from the collections of 

the British Defence Ministry and Admiralty, the German Chiefs of Staff papers on the 

Nuclear History Programme and NATO archives. They provide details about the 

evolution of the Multilateral Force configuration and command structure.

The last group of sources deals with the issues that have rarely been discussed 

by other researchers, but which we consider to be important for the overall picture of (he 

MLF. One of these issues is the work of the MLF discussion bodies- the Paris and 

Washington Working Groups. This body composed of eight NATO member countries 

in the period from 1963 till 1965 elaborated major elements of the MLF project. 

Another issue, which is also closely connected with the first, is the involvement of the 

members of Jean Monnet’s Committee in the MLF negotiations. Their role was crucial 

to the preparation of the MLF Charter, including the drafting of the European clause, a 

proposal to review the Charter when Europe reached a eertain level of political unity. In 

the course of the present research, all these issues allowed us to open new perspectives 

not only on the history of the MLF but also the broad process of military integration in 

Europe in the 1960s. To study this we have consulted recently declassified archival 

collections of the Committee for the United States of Europe at the Jean Monnet 

Foundation for Europe and the MLF Working Group files at the US National Archives at 

College Park.

Structure of the study

This thesis is structured both chronologically and thematically. It starts with the early 

attempts to construct a post-1945 European defence .sy.stem which had at its core the 

solution of the German problem. Research concentrates on the debates among the 

members of NATO on nuclear-sharing during the mid-1950s and on the creation of the 

MLF. Each chapter is intended to show the continuity and change of the attitudes of the



United States, the United Kingdom, the FRG, France, Italy, and to a lesser extent 

smaller European countries, towards the different projects of nuclear defence in Europe.

The first chapter provides an overview of the early attempts at European military 

integration, particularly the history of the creation of the European Defence 

Community. It analyses the reasons for the EDC’s failure and defines European and 

American defence priorities. This historical incursion into the late 1940s and early 

1950s is necessary to show the further evolution of the approaches of these countries at 

a later stage during the MLF debates. The second chapter brings the reader to the 

essence of the NATO confidence crisis caused by the increased reliance on nuclear 

weapons in the Atlantic Alliance and the Soviet advance in rocket technology after 

Sputnik. Three main solutions to this crisis are studied here: the transfer of US nuclear 

weapons to Europe, national nuclear programmes and the independent European nuclear 

option. Finally the chapter deals with the preparation of the Multilateral Force project.

Since the MLF was primarily an American initiative, the following chapters are 

structured on the basis of the evolution of US policy towards this project during the 

Kennedy and Johnson administrations. Chapters three and four are dedicated to  

Kennedy (1961-1963). The MLF proposal is analysed in the context of the adoption o f  

the ‘flexible response* doctrine, Franco-American and Anglo-American relations, and 

Britain's EEC application. This period is divided into two parts: the low-intensity policy 

discussions in the United States and NATO until December 1962 and the US campaign 

for MLF promotion in 1963 after the Nassau conference and de Gaulle’s veto o f  

Britain’s application to join the Common Market. In addition, a fourth chapter 

specifically focused on the position that European countries took towards the American 

MLF initiative also examines the correlation between the MLF and Test-ban treaty 

negotiations.

The last two chapters study the MLF debates during the Johnson administration. 

They begin with the decision of the new US President in late 1963 to support the 

Multilateral Force project and end in late 1966 when the project failed. The fifth chapter 

draws attention to the influence of the internal political situation in the participating 

countries on the MLF negotiations. The position of the United Kingdom is examined in 

detail. The central issue of this chapter is the elaboration of the European clause and the 

drafting of the MLF Charter. The sixth chapter examines the outcome of the 

Multilateral Force project throughout 1965 and 1966. The focal point of this part is on 

the evolution of debates about the creation of a NATO nuclear force which ultimately



led to the complete rejection of the MLF concept. The chapter also studies the influence 

of the non-proliferation talks on the fate of the MLF.

Each chapter ends with a concluding section. A general conclusion is provided at 

the end of the thesis.
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Chapter 1

First Attempts of Military Integration. Atlantic and 

European Frameworks

Introduction

The post-1945 period in Western Europe was marked by the continuous attempts to 

break with the legacy of the Second World War by reconstructing damaged economies 

and creating conditions to put an end to any future military conflict on the continent. 

The second of these meant that Germany should never again represent a threat to the 

continent's peace. After 1947 leaders of Western European countries in concert with the 

United Slates were looking for a way to rebuild European economies and at the same 

time control the revival of Germany as a strong power. The start o f the Cold War on the 

one hand increased the importance of economic recovery and on the other raised the 

new and difficult issue of West German rearmament.

Both in the economic and political-military sphere integration was used as an 

innovative and at the same time effective approach. Western European countries were 

choosing between two frameworks: Atlantic and European. They differed in the amount 

of involvement of the United States. Through the late 1940s and first half of the 1950s 

both frameworks were tested in different situations and with differing results. European 

economic integration proved a great success, yet the same mechanisms did not work 

with the common European army project. Whereas the NATO organisation w'as a much 

more effective w'ay of forging European military cooperation and restoring West 

German military potential.

Choosing an integration framework

The planning for post-war security in Western Europe and in the United States was 

based upon two main threats: Germany and the Soviets. The European powers and the 

United States had fresh memories of Nazism and w'ere determined to avoid the 

restoration of a hostile Germany. The first post-war defence agreement in Europe, the 

Treaty of Dunkirk signed in March 1947 betw'een Britain and France, made explicit 

reference to insuring against the possibility that ‘Germany should again become a 

danger to peace.’' Some months later after the failure of the 1947 London Four-Power
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Conference on the German question, the British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin 

proposed the formation of a political community in Europe. This initiative resulted in 

the signing of the Brussels Treaty.^ Signed on 17 March 1948 by Belgium, France, 

Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom in Brussels the Treaty was 

directed principally against the resurrection of German militarism. The Preamble 

required the signatories ‘to take such measures as might be necessary in the event of a 

renewal by Germany of a policy of aggression’.*̂ However, the Brussels Pact itself was 

far from a valuable defence organisation. It lacked military force, economic resources 

and strong administrative bodies.'* The real defence measures and stability in Western 

Europe in the second half of the 1950s were provided by the US military presence and 

economic assistance.

Initially Atlantic and European integration were inseparable. The United States 

played a crucial role both in the economic reconstruction of Europe and in building a 

European security system. The start of the Cold War became a new reason for US 

involvement in European affairs in order to guard against the Soviet threat. The 

Vandenberg resolution adopted by the US Senate in June 1948 overcame the prohibition 

on the USA entering into peacetime alliances and allowed American to make military 

guarantees to Europe. The Berlin blockade further increased the need for a US 

contribution to European defence and the development of mechanisms for Transatlantic 

cooperation. On 2 April 1949 the Brussels Pact members with the addition of Italy, 

Norway, Denmark, Iceland and Portugal signed the North Atlantic Treaty**. For Western 

Europe NATO represented an institutionally based US commitment to European 

defence. For Washington Atlantic integration provided the opponunity to create a 

security system that, for one part, would prevent the Soviet takeover of Western Europe 

and, for the other, would eliminate German potential for making war, ^

NATO, which incorporated the US military forces deployed in Europe and 

guaranteed nuclear protection to Western Europe, also created a system of Atlantic 

integration with a great dependence of European countries on the United States. In this 

context the European defence contribution was of only secondary importance.^

Economic integration was an integral part in the formation of the post-war 

security system in Western Europe. On 19 June 1947 Secretary of State George 

Marshall delivered his famous speech at Harvard University which called for a 

European-wide recovery programme and encouraged European nations to cooperate in 

establishing it. Coupled with American aid to Greece and Turkey, the Marshall Plan



was an acknowledgment of American responsibilities in Western Europe.

Seen from an American perspective, the economic recovery programme for the 

Western European countries, in addition to the goal of the post-war reconstruction o f  

European economies, was aimed at increasing the military capabilities of the W estern 

powers vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. In addition, the integration of European economies 

within supranational structures provided the opportunity to closely bind Germany to the 

West and to pave the way for a historical reconciliation between former adversaries. 

The Committee for European Economic Cooperation (CEEC) created in 1947, and the 

Organization for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC) set up by the sixteen nations 

of Western Europe in 1948 were the first attempts at common European programmes. 

The OEEC was planned by the Americans to be an organization of supranational 

character, with a Secretary General subject not to national but only to the organisation’s 

control. However, this idea did not find favour with the British.

In 1949 NATO was considered as a possible framework not only for the defence 

but also for the political and economic unity of Western Europe, Unhappy with OEEC 

progress US Secretary of Commerce Averell Harriman, who was in charge of the 

European recovery programme, proposed using NATO as a new forum for political 

integration in Western Europe. Harriman thought of NATO as ‘some sort o f  

supranational executive authority which possesses the power of initiation, decision and 

direction.’ From his view point it would help the European nations to reach a balance 

between defence expenditures and economic and social prosperity.^ However, using the 

Atlantic framework for European integration did not find sufficient support on the 

European side. The initiative for building the first European Community was soon 

seized by the Europeans.

In 1950 Jean Monnet, General Commissary for the French Plan o f 

Modernisation and Equipment, thought that the pooling of the production of strategic 

goods such as coal and steel under a joint ‘High Authority’ would eliminate future 

conflict between France and Germany and provide a first step towards a federation o f  

Europe. Monnet’s proposal to establish a European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) 

was put forward by French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman on 9 May 1950 and 

marked the beginning of the process of European integration which later led to the 

creation of the European Economic Community and Euratom. The ECSC represented a  

completely new structure which differed from normal forms of intergovernmental 

cooperation. The member states of the ECSC transferred their ability to take decisions



in the field of coal and steel production to a supranational body, the High Authority. 

On 18 April 1951 the Paris Treaty, which gave the birth to the ECSC, was signed by 

Belgium, France, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the Federal Republic of 

Germany.

The Pleven Plan and National attitudes towards the European Defence 

Community

The issue of rearming West Germany first arose in 1949 when on 22 September the 

USSR exploded its first atomic device. At the NATO Council meeting of September 

1949, US Secretary of State Dean Acheson, and his British and French counterparts 

Ernest Bevin and Robert Schuman discussed the urgency of finding some form of 

German military participation in Europe." Military planners in the United States 

insisted that the creation of regular West German military forces integrated into the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization was necessary for the defence of Europe.*"

After the Korean War began on 25 June 1950 the question was not anymore 

whether German rearmament would take place but merely which form it would take. At 

the September 1950 NATO Council Meeting in New York Dean Acheson presented an 

American proposal for a German military contribution to NATO of up to ten divisions 

by assignment of these forces to NATO under a unified command. The idea was totally 

unacceptable to the French government.

For Monnet and Schuman Acheson's proposal not only threatened the efforts 

towards European economic recovery with the spectre of growing inflation and deficits, 

but also raised the possibility of German rearmament ruining the Schuman plan’s 

chances of success. France accordingly needed to produce a solution acceptable to its 

allies and to Germany that would secure the ECSC negotiations. The solution would 

also have to insure that France would have a say in German rearmament, whilst 

delaying it and ensuring that it would pose no threat to French security.'**

The Pleven Plan, named after French Premier René Pleven, was first presented 

in October 1950 in the French National Assembly, and called for the ‘creation, for the 

purposes of common defence, of a European army linked to the political institutions of a 

unified Europe.’ The proposal was developed in the method of the newly launched 

Schuman Plan.'"' It was to include a common budget, common procurement 

mechanisms, and the integration of national military forces at sub-divisional level,'^ The 

Pleven plan was not directed against the deployment of German troops, but attempted to



forestall the establishment of a strong command structure in the Federal Republic, 

Having their military units reduced to the smallest possible size would prevent th e  

Germans from having independent operational capabilities. In addition. West Germ any 

would not be allowed to have a national ministry of defence, nor a supreme command 

or recruiting agency. Moreover, according to the French proposal, the actual 

deployment of German troops had to be postponed until the realisation of the proposed 

integrated system.’  ̂ In December 1950 the Pleven Plan was proposed to the N A TO  

Council. After NATO discussions began and were elaborated upon, the proposal to  

create a European army became known more commonly as the European Defence 

Community (EDC), i.e. an organization comprising the military element of a European 

force and the political element of its command and control.

The primary concern of West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer during the  

EDC negotiations was ‘equality" in the field of military and political administration. 

Although Adenauer did not like the original Pleven Plan because of the restriction 

placed on Germany, he expected to modify the initial proposal through negotiations. In 

the meantime. West Germany could begin to rearm as a partner of NATO and regain 

national sovereignty.'*’ The German delegation insisted on the creation of fu lly  

operational armoured divisions which would be able to act as an independent military 

unit in the course of a battle.’*̂ The best option for the Germans would be to proceed 

with rearmament within the NATO context, leaving the military, political and economic 

issues surrounding the EDC until a later date."'*

The Petersberg negotiations on a German contribution to NATO began in  

January 1951 between the three occupying powers and the FRG. On 26 May 1952, the 

negotiations brought the participating countries to an agreement that Germany would 

raise a force of twelve divisions with artillery and tanks, a tactical force of 600 aircraft 

and a costal security force of patrol craft. However, the sovereignty of West Germany 

and her rearmament were linked to the ratification of the EDC treaty which was signed 

the next day."’

For Britain, an Atlantic rather than a purely European framework was the best 

way to resolve the German rearmament problem. Apart from American participation, 

the restraints imposed on Germany within NATO would be more significant than in the 

EDC."" In the Foreign Office's view the inclusion of the FRG in NATO would secure 

German defence contribution in a ‘simple and practical way.’ After this enlargement.



NATO could be transformed into some form of Atlantic confederated force. Thus 

Britain would avoid becoming involved in a supranational European organization.“^

British reluctance to integrate British military forces into a European defence 

system was rooted in early NATO battle plans. According to these plans, in case of any 

westward attack, the Soviet Army was expected to reach the Pyrenees within seventy 

days. Thus the defence of the Alliance was concentrated on the United Kingdom, where 

US nuclear bombers were to be stationed. The attempted liberation of Europe would 

later be launched from British territory.“'* This strategy determined the British reliance 

on the special relationship with America.“**

Even though on 8 January 1947 the British Cabinet took the decision to develop 

atomic weapons, the UK's national nuclear programme was intended to enhance 

collaboration with the United States. Influencing US nuclear strategy would imply a 

greater American commitment to the defence of Britain and Europe.“̂  Since the early 

days of its nuclear history Britain accepted a dependence on the US in the sphere of 

nuclear technology. The British Chiefs of Staff calculated that only one third of nuclear 

bombs necessary for the deterrence of the Soviet Union could be produced in Britain 

and the rest should be provided by the United States. On the one hand, the British 

retained full operational control of their nuclear forces, but on the other, they 

contributed them to NATO."^

The Foreign Office fully opposed British participation in a ‘federated Europe’ 

because it would involve a derogation of sovereignty, weaken the ties with the 

Commonwealth and with the United States.“* After an entry into a European army the 

only way of having a ‘say’ in NATO would be through the European Community. 

Moreover, tying British armed forces so closely to Europe could facilitate the 

withdrawal of American troops and weaken the American commitment to European 

defence. Thus by joining a common European military force Britain would ‘neither 

benefit nor strengthen Europe’ or herself.“

At a NATO meeting in September 1951 the UK representative announced that 

the UK could not participate in a European army, but wished to be closely associated 

with it.'̂ *̂  The British presumed that such association might involve a close consultation 

with the other EDC capitals on the level of British forces on the continent. In addition, 

London would appoint a mission to the Executive Board and the Council of Ministers.'^* 

However, despite opposition to the military and political elements of a European army, 

the Churchill administration accepted the EDC framework as the way forward for



U

German rearmament. The UK feared that a policy of opposition would damage NATO 

and the special relationship with the United States,'^" In order to show its commitment to  

European defence, the British Cabinet envisaged the assignment to NATO of the British 

strategic bomber force and the Metropolitan fighter force.' '̂  ̂ This solution was firm ly 

based on a long-term Atlantic rather than a European approach towards the problem o f  

binding the Federal Republic military to the West.'̂ "̂

Meanwhile Italy seriously doubted the feasibility of the Pleven Plan because o f  

its external and internal consequences. For the Italians NATO played a minor role as a  

military protection against the Soviet military threat partly because of Italy's 

geostrategic position (potentially) far from direct contact with enemy f o r c e s . B u t  the  

Alliance was, perhaps more importantly, a means of obtaining economic aid from the  

United States and strengthening Italy's international status. The Italian Defence Ministry 

was concerned that the EDC might overshadow NATO through Franco-German 

hegemony and damage vital Italian-American relations in the military and economic 

field.'^^ In Italian domestic politics the EDC created certain difficulties for the Christian- 

Democrat government in dealing with the Communists and the Socialists’ renewed 

peace campaign.

Unable to exert an influence on the European Army through military 

contribution, Italy hoped to safeguard its interests by creating a wider supranational 

political organization on the basis of the EDC, In the autumn of 1951 the head of the  

Italian government Alcide de Gasperi put forward a plan to set up a European Political 

Community (EPC) with a strong federal structure. It would include a European 

Assembly elected by universal European suffrage and levying European taxes to  

maintain the Defence Community.

Similarly to the UK and Italy, the Netherlands clearly preferred to rearm  

Germany through her incorporation into NATO. For the Dutch government the U S  

insistence on European defence integration in the EDC raised concerns about the  

possible withdrawal of conventional American forces from Europe.*^  ̂ The Dutch d id  

ultimately support the EDC but mainly due to financial-economic reasons rather than  

military grounds. The EDC military procurement programme offered an even bigger 

market for Dutch industry than the ECSC.' '̂^

During negotiations in Paris, the Dutch delegation together with the Belgians 

took more of an intergovernmental approach and opposed some essential supranational 

elements of the EDC. The Benelux powers argued that they agreed to discuss the



establishment of a European Army, but not the permanent surrender of a large part of 

their national sovereignty."^*  ̂Partly as a result of the Benelux position, the negotiating 

parties reached a decision to constitute a managing board, create an institutional link to 

NATO and retain some degree of national control over the European budget and 

armament programme/'

One of the main objectives of the post-war French foreign policy was to reach 

the same status as Britain. From 1949 the French favoured the idea of the creation of a 

three-power consultative body consisting of France, Britain and the United States to 

coordinate policy on a worldwide basis. On 3 January 1949 the French Ambassador in 

Washington Henri Bonnet informed the US administration that France strongly 

favoured the idea of a Special Defence Council, composed of representatives of the 

United States, Great Britain and France.'^“

European unification in the military field posed a potential threat to France's 

great power status. Paris was concerned that with the EDC being limited mainly to 

ground forces, the French would mostly provide the cannon-fodder for the infantry 

while the Air Force would be American and the Navy British,**  ̂ The special British 

position outside of the EDC, coupled with the nuclear weapons Britain acquired during 

the European Army debates had a particularly negative effect on French foreign policy. 

At the same time, during the Paris and Petersberg negotiations Adenauer achieved 

almost all of his goals regarding equal treatment for West Germany. Germany's 

increased influence directly threatened France's leadership in Europe. The adoption of 

the ‘New Look’ strategy in the United States and the beginning of the nuclearisation of 

NATO through the deployment of American tactical nuclear weapons in Europe, 

including in Germany, further contributed to French fears of losing weight in European 

and Transatlantic relations/^

In 1954 the French government renewed its claims to a larger role in the 

Alliance's strategy making. In March 1954 French Foreign Minister George Bidault 

proposed that the NATO Standing Group, of which France was a member, expand its 

ta.sks to the di.scu.ssion of nuclear policy in Europe." '̂' The US administration did not 

accept the French plan.

Therefore, the signing of the EDC treaty for France would mean sealing her non

nuclear status and placing herself in a subordinate position in NATO vis-a-vis the 

nuclear powers, the United States and Britain. Gustav Schmidt argues that the French 

desire to leave the door open for a French national nuclear programme in order to reach



an equality of status with the British was one of the most important factors in the 

rejection of the EDC/^

The EDC Treaty envisaged not only the exclusion of the development of nuclear 

weapons, but also the imposition of international restriction on the use of civil nuclear 

energy.^^ The EDC partners would have a right to inspect all installations in the nuclear 

sector. The United States tried not only to prohibit a German nuclear option but also 

France’s freedom to produce and own nuclear weapons."^^ Article 107 of the Treaty 

stated that the EDC Commissariat could not permit nuclear or other heavy weapons 

production in ‘strategically exposed areas’, except by unanimous vote of the EDC 

Council.**'  ̂ On the one hand, it left the door open to European nuclear cooperation, but 

on the other the EDC limited any kind of arms procurement by the NATO framework. 

For Washington this was a guarantee against the creation of a nuclear force in Europe 

that was not controlled by the United States. At the same time, it provided an 

opportunity to deploy American nuclear weapons in Europe, and in particular in 

Germany through the EDC.^“

Certainly, the French government was not satisfied with the restrictions on 

national nuclear programmes and with the possibility of German nuclear rearmament 

within the EDC framework. However, as concludes Gunnar Skogmar who does not 

completely agree with Schmidt’s thesis, the nuclear option was an imponant reason but 

not the only one for the French National Assembly’s vote against the European Army.'"'* 

Even if it is true that the Gaullists who rejected the EDC were looking forward to  

having their own bomb- as we will see in the next chapter- France under de Gaulle was 

now close to becoming the fourth nuclear power, and would try to use its new status to  

enter the close circle of NATO decision-making by proposing a three-powers 

Directorate.

In the United States the Pleven Plan caused mixed reactions. For American policy

makers the proposal seemed to delay German participation and give Germany a second- 

class status. The Pentagon in particular was against it. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, General Omar Bradley, said that he ‘could not believe his ears when first 

informed of the Pleven Plan’.*'" Meanwhile, the Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, 

soon welcomed the French initiative but with some reservations. For him, a European 

army could be acceptable if it did not detract from NATO's strength and did not delay a 

German contribution to European defence. He stressed that the United States backed the 

EDC only as a long-term approach to the German problem; in the short run. it would be



better to proceed on the basis of a NATO solution/''^ As for famous US wartime 

Commander General Dwight Eisenhower, who initially was sceptical about the 

European army, he changed his mind under the influence of the leading American 

advocates for European unity: John McCloy and David Bruce. They arranged a lunch 

for him in New-York with their close friend Jean Monnet. Monnet’s arguments of the 

need of European integration in the defence field and the danger of the national German 

military build-up seemed to convince the General*'’*. Eisenhower soon became a strong 

advocate for the entire concept of European unity. From Eisenhower’s point of view, 

apart from strengthening the cohesion of Western Europe, the EDC had another 

advantage. It might become strong enough to bring American troops home, which 

would in turn mean significant savings in the US defence budget.^^

The Truman and Eisenhower administration provided full support for the 

European army. The US government anticipated great gains from the EDC. They hoped 

to centralise military aid to Europe through a strong EDC Commissariat, which would

make American aid more effective.56

The EDC Negotiations

In February 1951 the ‘Conférence pour l’Organisation de l’Armée Européenne’ was 

opened in Paris. Chaired by Hervé Alphand, the conference was attended by France, 

Germany, Belgium, Italy and Luxembourg. Canada, Denmark, the Netherlands, 

Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom and the United States sent observers,'*^

The negotiations concerned the three main aspects of European security. Firstly, 

the creation of a European army with a homogeneous unity, structure and 

administration. The former national contingents and the first German units were to be 

included in common structures. After long debates, a compromise was reached in Paris 

between the French and Germans that the combat groups to which the German military 

organisation was to be limited would have the capacity of conventional divisions.* The 

second aspect was common training and central recruitment to assist the merging of 

national armies. The third, political aspect, envisaged the creation of the European 

Defence Community in terms of advancing the European federation in the line with the 

Council of Europe and the Schuman Plan.'*'**

In May 1952 the EDC Treaty was signed by Belgium, France, the Federal 

Republic of Germany, Italy. Luxembourg and the Netherlands. Article 8 of the Treaty 

stated that EDC would have the following institutions: the Council, the Assembly, the



Board of Commissioners and the Court. The text of the Treaty differed substantially 

from the Pleven Plan. If the initial French plan envisaged a French General being in 

overall command of a European army, under the EDC Treaty, a Board o f  

Commissioners, including German members, was to run it, voting on a majority basis. 

The nine members of the Board were to be responsible for recruiting, training, fo r 

preparation of mobilisation plans, for supervision and inspection of the Force.

The Council’s task was to harmonize the activities of the Board with the policies 

of the member states. The Council of Ministers would have the most influential role in 

decision making as it could give guidelines to the Commissariat at any time. In the 

Council Italy, Germany, France each would have 3 votes, Belgium and the Netherlands 

2 votes, and Luxembourg 1 vote. As a rule, the simple majority would prevail. 

Directives by the Council to the Commissariat, however, would always have required 

unanimity.^^ The Council was not authorised to declare war; the member states had 

committed themselves to mutual defence in Article 2 of the Treaty according to which: 

‘any armed attack against any of the Member States in Europe or against the European 

Defence Forces shall be considered an armed attack on all Member States’.^’

Article 38, introduced by de Gasperi, charged the EDC signatory governments 

via the EDC Assembly, ‘with examining, within six months a new form of federal o r  

confederate political superstructure for European unity based on the separation o f  

powers and a two-chamber system of representation.’ Moreover, the Assembly w as 

charged with the task of coordinating the different existing agencies of European 

cooperation within a federal or confederate framework. “

The EDC’s integrated military force comprised basic national operational units 

on a level ‘as small as was compatible with the principle of effectiveness’ which would 

be grouped into a multinational Army Corps whose command, general staff and tactical 

and logistical support was to be integrated. Soldiers serving in the EDC would wear a  

common uniform.

While in proposing the ECSC Jean Monnet had expected the emergence of a 

strong Europe which would be less dependent on the United States, this did not equally 

apply to the EDC. According to the EDC Treaty the European Defence Community 

would work in close co-operation with the Atlantic Alliance and thus with the US 

Military Command in Europe. Article 18 mentioned that ‘as soon as they [European 

Defence Forces] are ready for service, these Forces shall be placed at the disposal of the 

competent Supreme Commander responsible to the North Atlantic Treaty

g g a a sa tt i I



Organization.’ In time of war SACEUR, who would always be a US general, would 

have full powers over EDC forces. The Treaty envisaged close reciprocal consultation 

between the two organisations and even an exchange of military units and their 

supporting services (Article 68). '̂^

Despite progress in the EDC negotiations and the preparation of a Treaty, the 

actual prospects for its ratification had begun to deteriorate in 1953 with the death of 

Stalin in March and the armistice signed in Korea in July. In the meantime the EDC also 

encountered difficulties in France. Parliamentary opposition had hardened against the 

prospect of German rearmament and the sacrifice of the French armed forces and their 

tradition in favour of a hybrid European army. Gaullist critics proclaimed their fear of 

an even greater surrender of French sovereignty that seemed inherent in Political 

Community schemes. The final drama began with Mendes-France's new Protocol of 

EDC Treaty amendments, presented in August, which envisaged the removal of 

supranationality, the introduction of veto for each member country for a period of eight 

years, the exclusion of Article 38 on European unity, the downgrading of the Board of 

Commissioners to the status of technical managers and the réintroduction of a French 

national army. The proposal was rejected by the other participants and it was followed 

by the rejection of the EDC treaty by the French national Assembly on 30 August 1954 

at a time when every other signatory had ratified or was in the process of Treaty 

ratification.^

The failure of the EDC led to a period of intensive diplomatic activity aimed at 

solving the problem of German rearmament. After a diplomatic campaign by British 

Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden, in September and October 1954, the Brussels pact 

countries met in London and Paris with the United States, Canada, Italy and Germany. 

The resulting Paris Agreements regularised the entry of West Germany into NATO and, 

at the same time, together with Italy, into the modified Western Union, later 

transformed into the Western European Union. The United States and the United 

Kingdom again promised to maintain troops on the European continent. The WEU 

Assembly was created and given purely consultative functions. The WEU was assigned 

some specific powers, in particular the control over armaments. However, on defence 

matters the WEU was overshadowed by NATO.



Restricting the G erm an N uclear Option. Keniwaffwenversicht and E uratom  

The failure of the EDC, which contained safeguards against the proliferation of nuclear 

weapons in Europe, reopened the nuclear question. US policy-makers were determined 

to prevent both France and Germany from producing an atomic bomb.^'’ Secretary o f 

State Dulles proposed the creation of an Armaments Agency which would take 

decisions by a two-thirds majority. This would ensure the American right of veto over 

the manufacture and deployment of nuclear weapons in Europe.^^ France, on the 

contrary, wanted to impose nearly complete French control over American arms 

supplies to West Gennany and secure French military predominance in Western 

Europe. The conflict of French and US interests was resolved only when Adenauer 

issued a declaration, the Kemwajfenversicht (insurance against nuclear weapons), that 

the FRG would unilaterally renounce the right to produce atomic, biological, o r 

chemical w'eapons on its territory. This renunciation was signed as Annex 2 to the Paris 

agreement.^*^ In fact Adenauer considered this declaration more as a tactical manoeuvre, 

German researcher Peter Fischer cites the Chancellor's words that Kennvaffenversicht 

was only under ‘nur rebus sic standibus gilt’.̂  ̂ Adenauer himself two years later 

regretted that he had to make this declaration but he also judged it absolutely necessary 

for conference to have a successful outcome.^^

In contrast to the complicated arrangement in the EDC framework, the 

Kemwajfenversicht made the distinction between the civilian and military nuclear 

sectors. But at the same time Adenauer's renunciation of the ABC did not affect rights 

to produce atomic weapons on foreign territory or to receive it from a third country.^ ‘ 

The WEU Treaty placed no restriction whatsoever on France producing nuclear 

weapons with Gemían participation or for the United States to transfer them to W est 

Germany.

Although the Kemwajfenversicht had solved an urgent problem of nuclear 

weapons in West Germany, both from the US and French point of view the control 

mechanisms established in the Paris Accords were insufficient. Restrictions concerned 

only the military production, while the sector of civil nuclear energy remained relatively 

uncontrolled. The French particularly worried that the United States might sign a 

bilateral nuclear agreement with Germany. Therefore French military supremacy, 

including the right to produce nuclear weapons, might be lost.^‘

The problem for the French government was solved by the new Monnet proposal 

to expand European integration to civil atomic production. For the founder of the ECSC



the Paris Accords lacked the necessary supranational structures to control the nuclear 

production in Europe and had no connection with the process of European unification.^'^ 

He decided to make the atom the engine for the relaunch of Europe. Meeting at Messina 

on 1-2 June 1955, the Foreign Ministers of the ECSC adopted a declaration in which 

they resolved to ‘study ways of furthering economic integration by creating a common 

organization to exploit the peaceful uses of atomic energy’, Euratom, and a ‘general 

common market’. Both projects were based on the same supranational model as the 

ECSC. The United States supported the creation of an atomic authority for Europe on 

the grounds that it would not only promote European integration but also link West 

Germany closely to Europe. In addition, the American policy makers clearly hoped that 

Euratom could discourage the production of atomic weapons in Europe and thus prevent 

nuclear proliferation.^"* Bonn also gave its full support to Euratom. Although it provided 

for further restrictions on the West German nuclear industry, Adenauer hoped that 

Euratom would make it possible to gain access to French nuclear research and therefore 

the possibility of manufacturing nuclear weapons,^^

Together with the creation of the European Energy Community (Euratom) the 

Rome Treaties established the European Economic Community (Common Market). The 

document was signed in Rome in March 1957 and entered into force on I January 1958. 

A second phase of the European integration process was begun. In contrast to the ECSC 

agreement, the Rome Treaties emphasised economic and social goals.^^ Thus, after the 

failure of the EDC, the integration processes in Western Europe were separated into two 

parts. On the one hand, military integration was conducted in the Atlantic framework 

with the panicipation of the United States. On the other, economic integration took the 

form of purely European approach.

Conclusion

The creation of the Atlantic Alliance formed a strong basis for the post-war security 

system in Western Europe. It secured the US military presence as a means of restricting 

both German and Soviet power. At the same time the escalation of Cold War 

confrontations and the war in Korea created an urgent need to integrate West Germany 

into a European defence system. Germany had to be rearmed and join NATO. For 

France this was unacceptable since it would seriously increase the German role in 

NATO Europe and at the same time diminish French status, particularly vis-à-vis the 

British. With the French attempts to establish a tripartite consultative body in order to



have access to US military planning, Paris had to come up with an alternative to the 

Acheson proposal of September 1950. As we saw, this solution was found in the Pleven 

Plan which would provide for French control of German rearmament within a European 

army.

However, during the debates on the EDC it became clear that for all European 

countries except France, a solely European solution was certainly second choice to an 

Atlantic one. The Italians, the Dutch and the British preferred an Atlantic framework to 

deal with West Germany. In turn German objectives were to join NATO and restore 

German sovereignty as well as German equal rights among the other countries o f 

Western Europe. Thus, European governments were pursuing their own rather different 

national objectives and interests through diplomacy and bargaining, and did not 

cooperate together in the military integration of Europe.^^ France especially tried to 

prevent the creation of the supranational and non-nuclear EDC which would cause a 

diminution of French national status and limit the influence of the United States in 

developing the Alliance's military strategy.

After the collapse of the EDC, the Atlantic solution to the German rearmament 

problem which featured the Federal Republic's inclusion into NATO was accepted by 

Western European countries. The NATO treaty outlined a model of a classical military 

alliance based on intergovernmental cooperation and did not require the transfer o f 

national .sovereignty to the supranational structures. Germany's participation in NATO 

constituted the principle of ‘double containment’. On the one hand, the independence o f 

the German army, the Bimdeswehr, was seriously limited by its full incorporation into 

the Alliance's command structures and on the other hand the military contribution of the 

Federal Republic strengthened the deterrence o f the Soviet Union.

Meanwhile, some years after the FRG’s entry into NATO and Adenauer's 

Kemwajfenversicht it became clear that this was not a final solution to the German 

problem and was not a .stable system for European defence. The German nuclear 

question remained open. In light of growing Soviet nuclear potential and the increased 

nuclearisation of NATO, Europeans became more dependent on the Alliance and 

therefore on US nuclear protection. As a re.sult this led to Europeans playing a 

diminishing role in their own defence.
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Chapter 2

The Nuclearisation of European Defence

Introduction

In the second half of 1950s the balance of power in Europe began changing. On one 

side of the ‘Iron Curtain’ the Soviet Union had made substantial progress in the field of 

nuclear weapons and delivery systems. On the other. Western European countries, 

members of the ECSC following the first success of economic integration, evolved into 

strong actors vis-à-vis the United States. New circumstances led NATO to adapt its 

strategy in order to strengthen the defence potential against possible Soviet attack and 

also increase the role of European member countries in the Alliance's nuclear 

deterrence.

From 1955 NATO members were discussing several main approaches to nuclear 

sharing that would provide the Europeans with a ‘say’ in nuclear affairs. Although 

among them the transfer approach which envisaged access for NATO to US nuclear 

weapons was the only official issue for discussion, .some Europeans countries such as 

West Germany, France and Italy considered a European nuclear option as a possible 

variant. Faced with the deployment difficulties of US nuclear weapons in Europe and 

the European quest for an independent European nuclear deterrent, the United States 

modified the transfer option and produced the Bowie plan for a multilateral nuclear 

force.

NATO goes nuclear

Ever since the creation of NATO in 1949 its military strategy had been based on the 

American nuclear monopoly and on the dependence on US nuclear potential to protect 

Western Europe from a possible Soviet attack. A total strength of six US divisions 

deployed on the European continent together with even weaker British and French 

forces was not expected to hold the Soviet attack on its own.' On 10 October 1949 the 

NATO Standing group adopted its first Strategic Concept ‘For the Defence of the North 

Atlantic Area’, which envisaged that in the event of Soviet aggression, the Alliance 

would immediately reply using American strategic air-borne nuclear forces to attack 

major industrial and static military targets in the Soviet Union.'



The successful nuclear test in the Soviet Union in October 1949 raised the 

problem of the reforming of the Alliance’s strategy. In January 1950 the NATO Council 

adopted the ‘shield and sword’ doctrine. The ‘shield’ function was given to the 

conventional NATO forces in Europe, while the nuclear weapons of the United States 

and British and American strategic air forces were considered the ‘sword’. According to 

the doctrine, conventional ground forces were to be used only to counter minor 

incursions, or more generally, to serve as a trip wire, to hold the enemy attack until the 

American strategic forces could retaliate with nuclear weapons. The Berlin crisis 

showed the importance o f conventional forces even with a US nuclear monopoly.'^ At 

the Lisbon NATO Council the Alliance in February 1952 had decided to conduct an 

enormous conventional build-up. 96 divisions were to be raised by 1954, of which 12 

divisions (approximately 500,000 men) were to be provided by the FRG."^

In 1953 the Alliance military doctrine was again reappraised. Due to a series o f 

US technological innovations the role of nuclear weapons in NATO strategy began to 

grow in importance. From 1948 the mass production of nuclear warheads increased the 

American stockpile from approximately 50 warheads to about 1,000 in 1953. At the 

same time the technology of miniaturization allowed for the deployment of small-scale 

warheads on a variety of battle-field missiles, tactical aircraft and artillery.*^ NATO's 

reconnaissance capability increased significantly when the U-2 airplane was put into 

operation.^ However, the reduction in the cost of nuclear weapon production coincided 

with the financial and manpower difficulties NATO European countries were facing in 

implementing the Lisbon Force goals. Western European economies that had barely 

passed the stage of post-war reconstruction had insufficient resources to match the 175 

Soviet divisions.^

Britain was the first to propose a move away from the idea of a balance o f 

conventional forces with the Soviet Union and instead placing an emphasis on NATO 

superiority in nuclear weapons.^ While the Truman administration in 1952 did not share 

the British view, the new Republican Eisenhower administration showed a more 

favourable attitude to changes in nuclear strategy. Proposals for compensating for 

manpower shortages with nuclear weapons corresponded well with the President's 

concerns about increased defence spending. A reduction in the expenses of conventional 

forces and investments into nuclear technology offered a cheaper alternative for the US 

treasury.^ Additionally, Eisenhower, a greater capacity for retaliatory power provided an



opportunity to prevent another conflict such as the Korean war and avoid sending 

American soldiers abroad to fight in long-lasting conventional wars.'“

In October 1953 National Security Council Memorandum 162/2 which outlined 

the ‘New Look’ doctrine was adopted in the US.^' The new American strategy was 

based on the dominance of airpower and on the use of tactical nuclear weapons.'" The 

‘massive retaliation’ strategy envisaged a nuclear strike even in the case of a 

conventional attack by the Soviet Union. The main retaliatory means was the American 

strategic air force. It comprised 1565 bombers, 70 % of which were B-47 equipped with 

4750 atomic bombs. During the same year the United States began production of the B- 

52, which would become their principal strategic bomber. This shift in emphasis was 

also reflected in NATO military forces deployed in Europe. The US began to introduce 

tactical nuclear weapons,'*^ Simultaneously, Eisenhower reduced total military 

manpower during the first three years o f his term from 3,45 to 2,84 million, whereas the 

Air force grew by 20,000 men.'"*

In December 1954 the American ‘New Look’ strategy was adopted by NATO

Ministers in the form of document MC 48. The North Atlantic Council authorized the

Alliance's military commanders to u.se nuclear weapons against any attack of the Soviet

bloc be it conventional or nuclear.''^ However, along with the fact that, according to the

US Historian Marc Trachtenberg, the nuclearisation of the NATO military strategy

‘helped to transform the American presence in Europe from temporary to permanent

fact of life’'^  it had some negative effects on the cohesion of the allies. The

concentration of the Alliance's nuclear power entirely in the hands of the US President

raised the question among Europeans of whether the United States would use nuclear
1 ^

weapons in defence of NATO Europe against a merely conventional attack.

The Suez crisis became the first test for the ‘massive retaliation’ doctrine and it 

was perceived by Europeans as a failure. As a response to the nationalization of the 

Suez Canal on 29 October 1956 France and Great Britain with Israeli support began a 

military intervention in Egypt in order to occupy the canal zone. However, the poorly 

planned operation by British and French forces soon lost its momentum. The United 

States did not support the trilateral intervention and even proposed in the UN Security 

Council the adoption of a re.soIution asking for the withdrawal of coalition forces. 

During the voting on this resolution, Britain and France used the right of veto, thus 

publicly opposing United States policy. Using the split among Western allies, the Soviet 

Union declared its intention to use force, including nuclear weapons to stop the



intervention. In the face of explicit US opposition, threats from the Soviet Union, and a 

lack of success in the military operation, the French and British'*^ government agreed to 

withdraw their forces from Egypt.

The outcome of the conflict led to serious changes in European policy-making. 

For Britain and France it led to the first reassessment of the United States as an ally. 

American policy during the crisis had shown that Washington would not necessarily 

back Europeans in matters of less than vital importance for the US.^^The French 

government, which was still not recovered from the defeat at Dien Bein Phu in 1954“'  ̂

after Suez crisis reached the conclusion that only the possession of nuclear weapons 

could give the country great power status. Several years later George Pompidou 

speaking at the French National Assembly session referred to the Suez crisis as the 

starting point of the French national nuclear programme.“' On 2 July 1957 the French 

National Assembly adopted a Second Nuclear energy plan for the period 1957 to 1961, 

which included the construction of a complex in Marcule with several nuclear reactors 

sufficient to produce military-grade plutonium. However, as argues Ginevra Andreini, 

France's claim for a nuclear deterrent could not be seen as a direct consequence of the 

crisis. Paris mainly used the Suez crisis to justify the existence of the French nuclear 

programme." France had already begun the development of nuclear weapons back in 

1954. On 26 December 1954 French Prime Minister Pierre Mendes France approved the 

first programme of studies on atomic weapons.

The launch of Sputnik on 4 October 1957 delivered the next blow to the 

credibility of the US and NATO deterrent. Writing to Eisenhower four days later British 

Prime Minister Harold Macmillan summarised that Sputnik showed ‘clearly that the 

Russians have advanced much further than we had thought in the field of inter

continental missiles and that their achievements in association with their successful 

firings of large thermo-nuclear devices would enable them, in a very short splice of 

time, to offer a direct nuclear threat to the whole of the free world’. T h e  development 

of intercontinental ballistic missiles provided the Soviet Union with the ability to strike 

nuclear weapons sites on American territory. Many Europeans doubted that the United 

States, which were now under direct threat of a Soviet nuclear strike, would be ready to 

use its nuclear weapons in the event of a Soviet attack on Europe.

Even more important for Europeans than the flight of the first Russian earth 

satellite was the deployment by the USSR in 1959 and 1961 of medium-range ballistic 

missiles (MRBMs), which directly threatened NATO Europe, but not the United States.



The missile range of 1500 km from the line of Leningrad-Kolberg-Pilsen-Bucharest- 

Sevastopol covered the whole of Europe except Portugal and almost 90 % of all 

economic potential of European NATO members.“

West Germany, which was at the front-line of Cold War controversy and at the 

same time was dependent on the United States for the defence of her own territory, w'as 

seriously affected by the increased Soviet threat and nuclearisation of NATO. With the 

restoration of sovereignty West Germany’s foreign and defence policy concentrated on 

three main goals: protection against Soviet aggression, acceptance of the FRG's equality 

in the Atlantic alliance and the reunification of Germany. For Adenauer all these 

objectives depended on closer integration with Europe.“

When in May 1955 the FRG became a member of NATO, Adenauer and his 

military advisers were convinced that the Bimdeswehr was needed to help NATO to 

repel Soviet block aggression through conventional means. West German large-scale 

conventional build-up additionally had to strengthen the FRG's political position in the 

Alliance. At the beginning of 1958 the Federal Republic had approximately 120,000 

men in its armed forces and was planning to increase them by up to 303,000 men by 

1961."^ Being excluded from the NATO Standing Group Germany did not have a clear 

idea of the nuclear weapons available to the American forces in Europe and their 

operational effects. In Bluth’s words, the German Bimdeswehr was planned ‘as if 

nuclear weapons had not been invented.’"̂

In the meantime, NATO strategy had moved away from the doctrine of 

‘Symmetrical Response’, which required a substantial conventional build-up of NATO 

forces, including American and West German. The new U.S. doctrine of ‘Massive 

retaliation’ called for countering any aggression first of all with an all out nuclear 

retaliation. The USA planned to scale down their conventional forces in Europe, 

replacing them with battlefield nuclear weapons.“ The nuclearisation of NATO forces 

created the danger that the main ally, the United States, would withdraw its commitment 

to the conventional defence of Europe. Washington might limit its defence burden to 

providing deterrence based only on strategic and tactical nuclear weapons. In addition, 

in a time of war, German soil would almost automatically become a nuclear battlefield 

and a ‘glacis’ for other allies and the Bimdeswehr would serve mainly as atomic cannon 

fodder.“*̂ NATO’s ‘Carte Blanche’ exercise of June 1955 revealed that the large-scale 

‘use’ of nuclear weapons on German territory might lead to millions of German 

casualties. Two years later, the ‘Lion noir' exercise suggested similar devastation.'^'*
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Moreover, the emphasis on nuclear weapons seriously limited the Federal 

Republic’s prospects for achieving political and military equality within the Western 

Alliance. 1956 was a watershed in the evolution of the German military strategy. In 

October Adenauer replaced Theodor Blank with Franz Josef Strauß as the Minister of 

Defence, Strauß who served as Minister for Nuclear Affairs was a leading advocate of 

nuclear weapons. In December 1956 the Adenauer government raised its claims to have 

access to US nuclear weapons under NATO auspice.'^'

The Chancellor's position was based on the assumption that in order to meet its 

military requirement, the Bundeswehr must be as well equipped as other armed forces in 

NATO, which could also include nuclear weapons. Even though West Germany would 

not be able to possess these weapons she could exert influence upon the Alliance’s 

nuclear policy through sharing nuclear control and participating in nuclear decision

making in the Alliance.*^"

In order to obtain control over the situation, the Federal Republic considered two 

solutions: Mitbestimmung" (codetermination, a share in the decision-making), or at 

least Mitspracherecht (right to consult). Speaking at the CDU meeting in the Bundestag 

in September 1956, Adenauer noted that: "this was intolerable when two big powers in 

the world possess nuclear weapons and have the destiny of all nations of the earth in 

their hands*.

As Gunnar Skogmar argues in his book The United States and the Nuclear 

Dimension o f  European Integration three main options were on the European and 

American agenda to deal with the loss of confidence in the US nuclear guarantee. The 

first, the ‘transfer option’, envisaged greater participation by the European allies in 

NATO nuclear deterrence and the share of some US nuclear weapons by transferring 

possession and control to another country or a supranational organisation. The second, 

‘national option’, included the development of national nuclear forces and national 

nuclear strategies. Finally, the ‘European option’ envisaged the development of a 

nuclear force through co-operation between two or more European powers, either an 

‘Atlantic Europe’ or a more or less neutralist Third Force between the US and the

Soviet Union 35

The Transfer option. Proposals for nuclear sharing

For policy planners in the United States, the way to fulfil both American and European 

needs was found in the sharing of information and control over the use of nuclear



weapons. From 1956 under the Eisenhower administration two nuclear sharing options 

were considered: creating a tactical nuclear weapons stockpile and stationing 

Intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs)' in Europe. Non-proliferation was one of 

the motives underlying the administration’s nuclear sharing proposals. It had to prevent 

non-nuclear European powers from looking for ways of acquiring nuclear weapons for 

national use. Deployment of nuclear weapons in Europe W'ould have to give the 

European allies confidence that the weapons would be available to them in the event of 

an emergency/^^

At a 1956 NATO ministerial meeting, the decision was made to equip European 

tactical forces with nuclear warheads. Delivery vehicles were to be controlled by Allied 

troops, while the warheads remained under American control. The American president 

had the power to release the warheads, while SACEUR, an American, had the authority 

to fire them. Under a special ‘dual-key’ system armed missiles could be launched only 

if officers from both the US and the host country used their keys. On 12 April 1957 the 

US had announced that it would make available to certain Allies, including the FRG, 

advanced tactical weapons such as Honest John, Matador and Nike:

A proposal for IRBMs deployment constituted a second part of US nuclear 

sharing proposals. Since mid-1950s IRBMs came to the foreground of US nuclear 

strategy. The Science Advisory Committee chaired by President of the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology James R. Killian, and which had been set up by Eisenhower in 

1954, recommended developing a IRBMs programme in parallel with the 

intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM). IRBMs could be deployed faster, which was 

necessary to match the Soviet nuclear capabilities. The two systems that were 

subsequently developed and deployed were the Air Force’s Thor and the Army’s Jupiter 

missiles. The decision to proceed with the development of a 1,500-mile-range IRBM 

implied that the weapons would have to be deployed on forward bases, either in Europe 

or at sea.'

From the time of his appointment in November 1956 the Supreme Allied 

Commander Europe (SACEUR) General Lauris M. Norstad advocated publicly that 

land and sea based IRBMs should be made available to NATO. Apart from their 

military value they could serve as an instrument for unifying the Alliance."^ ’̂

The December 1957 NATO summit meeting marked the beginning of the 

Alliance's nuclear sharing policy. The Eisenhower administration’s plan for the summit 

consisted of three elements: the creation of a nuclear stockpile for the defence of NATO



Europe, the deployment of Thor and/or Jupiter IRBMs on the continent, and the 

liberalisation of the US atomic energy law to allow for the supply o f nuclear 

information to the allies. Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles took the 

position that the Europeans should have a larger responsibility for nuclear issues in 

NATO. They envisaged placing the control of the IRBMs in the hands of NATO allies. 

Because of the Atomic Energy Act, the weapons could stay technically under US 

control but custody arrangements would be so weak that NATO allies would be given 

effective control over these American nuclear weapons."**

Five days before the December 1957 NATO summit began, during the Council 

meeting at the level of ambassadors. SACEUR general Norstad spelled out the military 

requirements for IRBMs deployment in Europe. He argued that considering Soviet 

defensive and offensive missiles capability beyond 1963, it would be impossible to 

defend Europe without IRBMs which through their mobility would have a much better 

chance of survival. IRBMs with a range of up to approximately 1,500 miles could be 

launched from either mobile or permanent sites.^"

At the opening of the NATO Council’s session on 16 December 1957 the 

American Secretary of State John Foster Dulles in accordance with SACEUR's plans 

declared that the United States was prepared to make IRBMs available to other NATO 

countries for deployment. The nuclear warheads of the IRBMs would become a part of 

the NATO atomic stockpile system. The United States offered to enter into bilateral 

negotiations with every member of the Alliance with regard to the stationing of IRBMs 

on their territory. Dulles suggested selecting a group of modern weapon systems 

including IRBMs, which could be developed and produced in Europe through an ad-hoc 

NATO group which would be responsible for regulating the weapons market and 

distributing other production among Alliance members. In addition Dulles declared US 

support for the strengthening of consultation between the United States and her 

European allies on matters of nuclear planning. This could be done by creating an 

appropriate permanent NATO nuclear planning mechanism. In order to achieve this, the 

United States government was ready to propose changes in the McMahon act to the 

American Congress legislative.’*̂'

The heads of governments agreed in principle to create a NATO nuclear 

stockpile in Europe and to deploy IRBMs in Europe. Turkey, Germany, Greece and the 

Netherlands accepted the idea of having NATO nuclear stockpiles on their soil. The 

agreements for co-operation with these four countries were concluded on 26 May and



11 June.^ Unlike the Thor missiles stationed in Britain, the 30 and 15 Jupiter missiles 

in Italy and Turkey respectively were placed under the operational command of 

SACEUR/*^ The Scandinavian NATO countries repudiated deployment of the missiles. 

Most European countries took advantage of the situation to demonstrate their interest in 

arms control talks with the Soviet Union, but were nevertheless prepared to agree in 

principle with the US missile offer. In the end the decision to make IRBMs available for 

the Alliance was balanced by the US government’s willingness to promote East-West 

disarmament discussions.^*

The West German government officially endorsed the stockpile and the IRBM 

decisions. For Adenauer the deployment of tactical weapons provided an opportunity to 

access NATO decision-making and allow Germany an equality of influence with the 

Alliance."^^ However, at the same time, he opposed the deployment of the Jupiter and 

Thor IRBM system on German soil both on military and political grounds. From the 

military point of view, the deployment of vulnerable, liquid fuel missiles above ground 

near the NATO front line seemed to be detrimental to military stability. In addition, as 

notes Christian Tuschhoff, NATO requirements to equip the German Army with forty 

battalions of missile systems and nuclear capable fighters put too heavy a financial and 

personnel burden on the Bundeswehr.^^ In addition, the West German Army lacked 

qualified personnel to operate the nuclear delivery systems. Because of these 

difficulties, the Federal Republic estimated it could deploy only twenty-eight of the 

required forty surface-to-surface ballistic missile battalions by 1963.'*'̂  Politically, 

deployment would be costly both at home and abroad. The Adenauer administration, 

which had just recovered from the divisive controversy over equipping the Bundeswehr 

with tactical nuclear weapons, was unwilling to risk provoking a resurgence of anti

nuclear sentiment. In November 1957 Foreign Minister Heinrich von Brentano 

informed Dulles in secrecy about German hesitancy regarding stationing the missiles.*^

However, about a year later, at the end of 1958, things had apparently changed 

in the Federal Republic. During his visit to Washington in March 1958 West German 

Minister of Defence Franz Josef Strauß noted that even though the Germans were not 

interested in making atomic weapons, they were interested in having ‘all kinds of 

atomic propulsion in case of need’. '̂ At the end of the year Strauß submitted a German 

request for two Thor squadrons. This remarkable overture met with a prompt and 

univocal refusal by the US Department of State and SACEUR. Norstad declared that 

there was no military reason to pursue deployment in Germany and reported that IRBM
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squadrons in Greece and Turkey would be equally if not more effective. Both SACEUR 

and the Department of State planners had come to the conclusion that IRBM 

deployment on German soil would yield more costs than benefits.**“

The Norstad Plan

For Norstad, the deployment of Thor and Jupiter was only a temporary measure until 

the better Polaris missile system was implemented. On 17 April 1958 at the NATO 

Council meeting Norstad declared that the 45 missiles that would be based in Italy and 

Turkey could not meet NATO military requirements because of their vulnerability, low 

readiness and small quantity.^’̂ He argued that NATO should proceed to the second 

generation IRBMs: solid fuelled, consequently lighter, easier to handle, with greater 

mobility, deployed on a mobile base or fixed silo. In August 1959 a panel composed of 

the representatives from France, UK and West Germany and headed by the US 

Ambassador to NATO William Draper prepared at Eisenhower’s request a report that 

recommended providing NATO allies with the solid-fuel, mobile IRBMs which could 

fulfil Norstad’s requirements. The Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe 

(SHAPE) in December 1959 developed for the Council Meeting a plan for the creation 

of a land-based, mobile MRBM force.*’̂

During the meeting of the North Atlantic Council (NAC) Norstad drew attention 

to the improvements in Soviet defences that would make penetration by NATO manned 

aircraft increasingly difficult. To meet the situation, SACEUR proposed a NATO Basic 

Military Requirements (NBMR) for a Mid-Range Ballistic Missile, indicated an initial 

requirement of 300 missiles and pointed out that the ultimate requirement would be a 

much larger number. These first 300 IRBMs were intended to replace aircraft on about a 

one for one basis.**̂  A significant part of his proposal consisted of having the weapons 

produced by a consortium of European nations under NATO auspices. This would fit 

with the American budgetary constraints by shifting more of the costs of manufacturing 

nuclear weapons to the allies. At the same time the United States would have control 

over European production of nuclear weapons. In addition, a Polaris force operated and 

fired by SACEUR after authorization from the American president would have 

signalled the beginning of a genuine European nuclear capability. Contrary to the 

previous American proposals, this initiative, called the Norstad Plan, would involve the 

Americans surrendering exclusive control of nuclear warheads in favour of joint 

decision-making: France, Britain and the United States would use a majority vote to



launch the NATO force.***® This would have made NATO, in Norstad’s terms, a 

‘multilateral fourth nuclear power.’^̂

In the spring of 1960, Norstad’s proposal generated considerable interest within 

Europe. At the meeting at Lake Como on 9 September 1960 with NATO General- 

Secretary Paul-Henri Spaak, General Norstad, the Dutch NATO ambassador Dirk 

Stikker and the FRG's Chancellor Adenauer expressed their support for Norstad’s
e g

proposal.' Adenauer promoted the Norstad plan as a means for dealing with the 

impasse in Franco-German relations. From his point of view the proposal opened the 

door for France to participate in the reform of NATO and have a bigger ‘say’ in the 

Alliance’s nuclear strategy.®^

The UK Foreign Office also supported the Norstad Plan. British Ambassador to 

NATO Frank Roberts suggested that the joint NATO IRBM scheme at the present stage 

could serve as the best safeguard should the German attitude eventually be to ask for 

parity with the French.®^ At the same time the British military took a contrary position. 

Chief scientific advisor to the Defence Ministry Solly Zuckerman, in briefing the 

Minister of Defence, criticised Norstad's proposal. From his point of view, it would give 

a dangerous degree of uncontrolled power over Europe to the US. Unless Polaris 

missiles were given to the United Kingdom independently they would in time destroy 

the independence of the British deterrent. Even though Britain wished to obtain Polaris^ 

the appearance that British supported Norstad could deeply annoy the French and so 

harm chances of finding a satisfactory arrangement with General de Gaulle on European 

questions. Zuckerman's briefing recommended that the best tactic for Britain would be 

to delay the process either until there was a new administration in the United States and 

a new SACEUR or to see how far it would be possible to bring the Americans to help

Britain on Polaris in exchange for facilities in Scotland.61

The European option

The nuclearisation of NATO’s strategy sharpened the division in the Atlantic Alliance 

between the nuclear and non-nuclear powers. For the French Socialist government of 

Guy Mollet the Suez Crisis was perceived as a withdrawal o f the US nuclear guarantee 

and the abandonment of the massive retaliation doctrine. ~ In this situation the option of 

European nuclear cooperation promised to give France more influence through the 

increased weight of Western Europe in NATO. Mollet envisaged that the French
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manufactured atomic bomb could be made available to a European nuclear force created 

within the framework of N ATO. "̂*

France was interested in European nuclear cooperation. London and Bonn 

together with Rome were considered as alternative partners. In September 1956, the 

French Prime Minister visited London to probe British attitudes on cooperation with 

France and Europe. An alliance with Britain was important in order to balance a 

powerful Germany, and he was already allied with Eden over Suez. Mollet proposed to 

‘make progress with arms standardization and atomic co-operation.’ "̂̂

The idea of Franco-British collaboration on defence issues had strong support in 

the Foreign Office. British Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd argued that Britain should 

join with the rest of the WEU in developing Atomic and Hydrogen bomb capacity. This 

meant that Britain would make a radical change of traditional foreign policy by 

endeavouring to become the leader in developing the European option. He argued that 

Europe .should play a more independent role from the US in the framework of NATO 

security policy. Lloyd’s plan met strong resistance in Whitehall. The Cabinet took a 

position that any proposal for closer European cooperation should not include a nuclear 

component. First of all, Britain was dependent on American help and second, due to 

limited industrial potential she would simply not be able in the next 7-10 years to .supply 

the European allies with nuclear weapons.^*' Macmillan, who in early January 1957 

became Prime Minister, was even le.ss interested in European nuclear cooperation. His 

priority became the restoration the Anglo-American relationship damaged after the Suez 

crisis.^^ The British and American positions were coordinated at the Conference in 

Bermuda on 21-23 March 1957. The main part of the Bermuda agreement concluded by 

Ei.senhower and Macmillan included a US promise to deploy 60 IRBM Thor missiles at 

the disposal of the British Air force in return for a commitment to facilitate British 

acce.ss to American information about nuclear weapons technology.^^

The failure to find a common position with Britain forced France to look for a 

solution in Germany and subsequently in Italy. In the summer of 1956 the first 

exchanges o f ideas took place between Paris and Bonn about European military 

cooperation, including atomic weapons. The initial German reaction was rather 

favourable. British signals about troop reductions in Germany and the US Radford^^ 

plan had a strong impact on Adenauer's thinking on nuclear weapons. Since 1956 Bonn 

began giving signals about making Europe a more self-reliant political power, including 

a wish to create a European nuclear force.^^ The German Chancellor wanted Europe to
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be converted into a ‘Third Force’ in order to avoid its dependence on the nuclear power 

of two the superpowers.^’ During 1956 in a series of press conferences several members 

of the West German government mentioned the possibility of the FRG’s participation in 

the joint production of atomic weapons with her European partners.^“

The top-level meetings between Adenauer and Mollet in the autumn of 1956 

revealed the common view of the two countries on the possibility of an American 

withdrawal from Europe, the fear of a nuclear devastation of the continent, and the need 

for increased European independence. On 6 November 1956 the French presented a first 

concrete project for Franco-German cooperation in armaments production. In January 

1957 the first document on technical cooperation in the form of a secret protocol was 

concluded in Colomb-Béchar^*^ between the West German Minister of Defence Franz 

Josef Strauß and his French counterpart Maurice Bourgès-Maunory. The text of the 

agreement included ‘close cooperation in the domain of military and armaments and to 

unite scientific, technical and industrial means’. It specified cooperation in the 

production of tanks, planes, canons and protection against ABC weapons. The research 

done by Georges-Henri Soutou at the archives of the French Foreign Ministry, the Quai 

d’Orsay, proves that this agreement did not include nuclear weapons. However, at the 

same time he argues that this agreement could easily have been expanded upon.^^

The basic course, which developed fully in the autumn of 1957 and went on until 

de Gaulle came to power in 1958, was the production of nuclear weapons, including 

delivery systems, on French territory and German and Italian participation in research, 

production and financing.^'^ According to Paris, West Germany would avoid breaking of 

the WEU treaty by taking part in the development of nuclear weapons on Italian or 

French territory.^^ Strauß wrote in his memoirs that the treaty was about a concrete plan 

to build a nuclear isotope-division plant in Pierlatte in France and co-operation in 

missile production. The German minister confessed that he planned to disguise nuclear 

warheads development as programmes to build small mobile nuclear reactors and ship

engines.77

The launch of Sputnik and the Bermuda conference provided a new impetus for 

European co-operation in the nuclear field. On 15 November 1957 Prime Minister Félix 

Gaillard met Minister of Defence Jacques Chaban-Delmas, Foreign Minister Christian 

Pineau and Secretary of State Maurice Faure to define French strategy after Sputnik. 

The French government decided to open the way for cooperation with the Germans and 

Italians. One of the motives for collaborating with Germany was a desire to avoid a
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German national nuclear programme,^* The next day Maurice Faure met Adenauer in 

Bonn and at the same time Chaban-Delmas received the Italian Minister of Defence 

Emilio Taviani. The meetings discussed the possibility of joint Franco-German-Italian 

co-operation for the production of medium range ballistic missiles and nuclear 

warheads. Faure produced a proposal to establish a common European military 

organisation, endowed with nuclear capability. Some days later at the press-conference, 

the French Minister of Defence supported the idea of an independent nuclear deterrent 

in Europe, noting that ‘For France, for Europe, to accept the discrimination in the field 

of arms, above all in nuclear weapons would mean a permanent decline.’

Consultation resulted in a trilateral agreement between the three Ministers of 

Defence in Easter 1958. On 8 April 1958 Chaban-Delmas and Strauß arrived in Rome 

to meet Taviani. During the meeting at the Italian Defence Ministry they agreed on a 

series of initiatives including co-operation in conventional weapons (construction of 

tanks, helicopters, planes and medium-range missiles). But the main result of the 

meeting was the agreement to construct a nuclear plant for uranium isotopic separation 

in Pierlatte. France and Germany agreed that each would finance 45 per cent of the 

Euro-nuclear defence project and Italy would contribute 10 per cent of the costs.^^’

After the Easter 1958 agreement it became clear that the three European powers 

were determined to create a European nuclear option. The main question that arises here 

is to which extent the leaders of France, the FRG and Italy were ready to move towards 

a European nuclear force? Did they foresee independence from NATO and the United 

States?

Maurice Faure, Under Secretary at the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, suggested 

that in a situation of distrust vis-a-vis the US nuclear guarantee, France, Italy and 

Germany should unite their forces to constitute a nuclear pool and develop their own 

delivery vehicles. However this, from his point of view, should be done within the 

NATO framework. For their part, the French were still hoping for American aid for 

their nuclear programme. Chaban-Delmas meeting Strauß on 20 November noted that 

European nuclear cooperation was necessary to convince the Americans to share their 

nuclear secrets with their European allies and to allow them to participate in the 

Alliance's nuclear decisions. After the European agreements were signed, negotiations 

with the United States and Britain would take place. For the French the trilateral 

cooperation had to change the balance in NATO towards a greater European



participation, but not weaken the Alliance.**' Thus, a nuclear deal with the French would 

not mean a serious break with the United States.

Adenauer himself, even though he shared the French view that Europe should 

not be dependent on the United States, preferred to avoid conflict with the Americans 

and the British and did not wish to break the Paris accords.^" At the same time the 

German government showed itself to be mistrustful of its European partners. During a 

talk with the American Secretary of State, Strauß mentioned that he knew that France 

needed financial support for her nuclear programme and that he believed that the French 

would wait for some time before pressing the matter of cooperation in nuclear weapons 

production, during which they would negotiate with the United States and the UK on 

the subject. Strauß himself wanted to bring the British into this project, which would 

have made it even more credible as a base for a future European nuclear force. '̂^

Similarly to France and Germany, the Italian government, according to official 

statements and memoirs, never expressed its willingness to create an independent 

nuclear force. Neither was it apparently intent on joining in the establishment of a 

European nuclear force.^^ The intention was rather to persuade the Americans to depart
o f

from the two-tier structure of the Alliance and share nuclear secrets.

As we see, the objectives of all three countries were far from the creation of an 

independent European nuclear deterrent and were mostly limited to putting pressure on 

the United States in order to reform NATO decision-making. Ian Melissen defines the 

trilateral initiative as a ‘European revolt’, which was aimed at obtaining a degree of 

sharing over American nuclear weapons in NATO. The events of spring 1958 when 

Strauß requested that IRBMs be stationed in West Germany and when France tried to 

receive American missiles under the condition of French control provide further 

evidence of the validity of this interpretation.

Another important question which comes out of this conclusion regards the 

actual results of these talks. What impact did they have on the US policy towards 

NATO? Although Strauß in his memoirs emphasized the secret character of the trilateral 

talks, the United States was informed about them directly by European leaders. As early 

as January 1957 Chaban-Delmas met the US Defence Secretary Neil McElroy and 

referred to the French-German-Italian initiative to coordinate the production of arms in 

the context of the wider nuclear sharing issue. In Trachtenberg’s words, Adenauer 

informed Dulles about the trilateral agreement during the December 1957 NATO
88Council and did not receive a negative reaction. But although it refrained from

11
Hi

nm sBnm nnnpnBnM m



expressing its outright condemnation of the initiative, the Department o f State reacted 

with nervousness and mistrust. On 21 November 1957, one day after the initial 

discussion between Chaban-Delmas and Strauß in Paris, Dulles lectured West German 

Foreign Minister von Bretano about the enormous cost of producing nuclear weapons. 

Later, in March 1958 during a meeting with Strauß, the new American Secretary of 

State Christian Herter in referring to the nuclear programmes in Europe noted that 

‘some people think that if they get a Cadillac, they are moving in high society’. He said 

that France simply could not afford a nuclear weapons programme.

If the United States government knew about the European plans and disliked 

them, what then was the American response? Could we regard the December 1957 

nuclear sharing programme as a  reaction to the Franco-German agreement in Colomb- 

Béchar? As we saw in the previous sub-chapter, the US decision to create a nuclear 

stockpile and deploy IRBMs in Europe was caused mainly by changes in military 

doctrine and pressure from European allies. Nevertheless, if we study the evolution of 

US nuclear sharing policy in the 1960s we will notice that the trilateral negotiations had 

an impact on the shift of US thinking in the direction of larger European participation in 

NATO decision-making.

De Gaulle’s return to power in 1958 relieved the United States of the necessity of 

taking into account defence negotiations in Europe. The government of the Fifth 

Republic stepped back from the European option. The French Defence Council on 17 

June studied the protocols signed by Chaban-Delmas and decided to only keep what 

concerned conventional weapons.* '̂* In March 1960, Strauß travelled to Paris for talks 

with the French Minister for the Armed Forces, Pierre Messmer, in order to revive the 

projects o f ‘joint research, development and production’, but found only tepid support.^’

After the failed attempt to begin Franco-Italo-German nuclear cooperation each 

country went their separate ways. The W est German government had no other choice 

than to turn to the United States for support. The agreement of 7 May 1959 for 

cooperation on the use of Atomic energy^“ between the United States and Great Britain 

was considered on the West German side as a first step towards the creation of a 

Nuclear Defence Community. At the same time Bonn was very sceptical about the 

possibility of any third country joining the American-British nuclear union.^'^

The failure of the trilateral project left the Italian government with only the 

IRBM deal. Soon afterwards. Prime Minister Fanfani during his visit to Washington on 

30 July 1958, agreed on the deployment of US Jupiter IRBMs in the south of Italy.̂ "*
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According to the agreement on 26 March 1959 Italy received two squadrons of 15 

IRBMs Jupiter deployed under a ‘dual-key’ Italy-SACEUR arrangement. For the Italian 

government this meant a significant increase in the country's status within NATO and 

strengthened its relationship with the United States.̂ **

From Transfer to National option. The French case

France expected amendments to the McMahon act that would permit not only the 

exchange of scientific information, but also the achievement of military nuclear 

capability. French policy aimed to put in place a nuclear deterrent force as quickly as 

possible. France desired US IRBMs in order to avoid the costs of her own research in 

this field ƒ ̂  On 20 December 1957 French Minister of National Defence Jacques 

Chaban-Delmas when talking to the US Secretary of Defence Neil McElroy did not rule 

out the possibility of soon finding an agreement on IRBMs. He noted that it was ‘folly 

of allies withholding from each other technical military information already fully known 

to Soviets. To withhold such information could only mean great waste of time, money 

and scientific brains.

Preliminary discussions in the spring of 1958 with the French military 

authorities at SHAPE had shown that some IRBMs manned by the French units and 

assigned to SACEUR might be properly located in France in the near future.̂ *̂  However, 

it was clear that the French preferred that the IRBM units should be under a French 

officer responsible to Norstad. It would give France an equal status with Britain which 

had IRBM control outside the NATO command.^^ In addition, in case of attack, 

SACEUR should have delegated to the French Minister of Defence authority to act 

promptly in certain specified cases. In other cases the decision should be based on 

NATO Council consultation.'^

In February 1958 the French government presented to the US Embassy in Paris 

the main conditions France could agree on the atomic stockpile plan. The US was to 

share with France information about the location, nature and importance of stocks, 

usage procedures should be laid down in a bilateral agreement, and the United States 

should meet French demands in the field of military nuclear cooperation.'^'

While Eisenhower himself envisaged the possibility of sharing more control of 

nuclear weapons with France, he anticipated great difficulty in convincing Congress to 

approve a bilateral agreement with France similar to that which the United States had 

concluded with the United Kingdom. US Congressmen were concerned with the crisis



of the IV Republic and the problems in Algeria which had raised fears that extremists 

might come to power in Paris. In addition, if the US granted France what she asked for, 

other European countries might claim equal rights, especially the G e rm a n s . F i n a l l y ,  

the McMahon Act became the last obstacle on Capitol Hill for helping the French. Even 

though a new amendment made law on 2 July 1958 permitted cooperation with another 

nation in terms of communication of restricted data on nuclear weapons, it contained a 

clause that ‘the nation was supposed to have made substantial progress in the 

development of nuclear weapons.’ It clearly favoured close British-American nuclear 

relations and at the same time ruled out helping France in the nuclear field.

In a meeting with de Gaulle on 5 July Dulles told him that the United States 

regarded the new law as reason not to give France privileged access to American 

nuclear secrets. As compensation, the US Secretary offered to provide information 

about American nuclear weapons to be deployed in France, so that French planes and 

missiles could be tailored or built to deliver such weapons and to help France with the 

construction of its nuclear .submarines.'^**

The American decision not to accept the French conditions for the nuclear 

stockpile deepened de Gaulle’s irritation about Anglo-American leadership and called 

into question the very meaning of the Atlantic Alliance. For him, without the co

directing role France could play in NATO, the Alliance could not claim to express the 

values o f the Western world.

The goal of the French president was to bring France, which soon was to become 

a nuclear power, into the Western nuclear club. This would mean equal participation 

with the United States and Britain in NATO's nuclear and non-nuclear decision-making. 

On 17 September 1958 the French president sent letters to Eisenhower and Macmillan, 

suggesting ‘that an organization made up of the United States, Great Britain and France 

should be established at the global political and strategic level’. This organisation from 

his point o f view ‘should have the responsibility of taking joint decisions on all political 

matters affecting world security and drawing up, and if necessary, putting into practice 

the strategic action plans, especially tho.se involving the use of nuclear warheads.’

Eisenhower's reply on 20 October was a negative one. The idea of an Anglo- 

French-American directorate did not receive his support. Although the President shared 

de Gaulle’s view about improving consultation among NATO countries, he objected 

limiting such consultation to a restricted group of NATO m e m b e r s . I n  response, de 

Gaulle wrote to Ei.senhower that he declined the American offer to station IRBMs with



warheads under American control on French territory. He similarly refused to store 

American tactical weapons in France. As long as the United States maintained a 

monopoly on the control of nuclear weapons, France would not assume the risk of 

storing them on her territory.*”*

The failure of de Gaulle’s directorate proposal marked a watershed in French 

disengagement from NATO and pursuance of an independent nuclear programme. De 

Gaulle argued that the era of integration of NATO forces and French forces within 

NATO had run its course, and he hailed the birth of a new era in which France would be 

responsible for its own defence and French forces would be coordinated, not integrated 

with those of its allies, including the United States. On 13 March 1959 France declared 

the withdrawal of the French Mediterranean Fleet from the NATO command and 

simultaneously de Gaulle refused to submit to the unified command French aircraft 

withdrawn from Algeria. On 3 November 1959 speaking in the Military School in Paris 

de Gaulle expressed the necessity of establishing in the next few years ‘une force de 

frappe susceptible de se déployer à tout moment et n’importe où.’*”̂

Despite the opposition from socialist and radical parties, in October I960 the 

French parliament approved a military programme concerned with certain types of 

weapons for the period from 1960 to 1965. It had two main focuses: the modernisation 

of conventional weapons and the creation of a deterrent force. The second objective was 

given priority with the concentration of nuclear, thermonuclear weapons, atomic bombs 

and production of the delivery systems. Mirage aircrafts and submarines."” De Gaulle 

did not believe that the US nuclear guarantee was a firm base for security. Thus, from 

his point of view, French national nuclear forces could provide the only solid basis for 

France's security."*

The first French atomic explosion in the Algerian Sahara on 13 February 1960 

reopened in Washington the issue of Franco-American nuclear cooperation. In the 

summer of 1960 Secretary of Defence Thomas Gates and members of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff argued for a more flexible approach to France on the basis that it had already 

made substantial progress in the nuclear sphere and could be eligible for nuclear sharing 

under the McMahon Act. However, due to SACEUR General Norstad's opposition, the 

proposal for Franco-American cooperation was dropped. For Norstad multilateral rather 

than bilateral sharing was the only way to keep the FRG from approaching a nationally 

owned nuclear programme. If the US helped France, it ‘would make it much more
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difficult for West Germany’ to resist the temptation of a national nuclear programme in

the future and for Italy to understand France’s special status. 112

The Transfer option corrected. The Bowie Proposal

The nuclear sharing policy initiated by the Eisenhower administration in 1957 brought 

about mixed results. The French rejection of the US transfer schemes showed that the 

European allies would not necessarily be satisfied with the present arrangements which 

limited their influence on the use of American nuclear weapons in Europe. On the other 

hand, in the United States itself, the ‘dual-key’ arrangements were not considered a 

completely reliable option which would reassure allies of nuclear protection without 

encouraging nuclear proliferation. American critics expressed concerns that individual 

European nations might take over US control and use land-based nuclear weapons 

without prior authorisation by NATO commanders.*’’̂ In addition the liquid fuel IRBMs 

deployed in Europe represented a vulnerable target to pre-emptive Soviet strikes.

Neither did the Norstad plan appear to be the best approach for Washington to 

the Alliance's nuclear problem. From a military perspective, it was argued that there was 

no need for the deployment of MRBMs in Europe. All European targets could be 

adequately covered by strategic bombers and ICBMs based in the continental United 

States. Despite the mobility of land-based Polaris, it was still feared that given the short 

warning times for a pre-emptive attack on Western Europe they were too vulnerable, 

and this vulnerability could create pressures for their early use. The Policy Planning 

Council of the Department of State also criticised Norstad’s initiative for the joint 

production of the delivery system and the deployment of land-based MRBMs on 

European .soil. A European missiles-consortium was considered a big risk, since many 

of the allies, and in particular France, were keen on gaining access to US nuclear 

technologies. MRBMs deployed in Europe could easily come under the national control 

of the host country.” '*

President Eisenhower himself was willing to go very far in terms of surrendering 

US ‘ultimate control’ over the nuclear force. As long as the NATO commander was an 

American general, one could argue that not much was being given away. It is therefore 

important to note that Eisenhower considered a move to a system where SACEUR was 

a European officer. From the very outset, he wanted to create a system where the 

defence of Europe was in European hands. The policy of sharing re.sponsibility was in 

line with the American policy of sharing costs. Being seriously concerned with balance-



of-payment difficulties, the US Eisenhower administration found it necessary to ask 

allies to make bigger contribution, including financial, to the Atlantic defence. In 

October 1959 the President told Norstad that the United States *was spending too many 

billions all around the world without the Europeans taking a commensurate load’.'*'*'

1960 constituted a watershed for American policy. The president explained that he 

was determined to put in place a scheme of collective security, including nuclear 

weapons, by finding a proposal that was acceptable to de Gaulle. NATO discussions 

were to be led by a steering committee composed of France, Great Britain, the United 

States, Germany, Italy and one non-permanent member.”  ̂General Secretary of NATO 

Paul-Henri Spaak shared American concerns. In a letter to Secretary of State Herter in 

July 1960 he expressed his worries: ‘I have a profound conviction that if we do not 

succeed in finding a multilateral NATO solution to the problem of nuclear arms in 

Europe, one that involves the participation of all countries, disorder and inefficiency 

would result in the military domain, and there would be a dangerous weakening of 

solidarity in the political domain’.*'^

In the spring of 1960 the Department of State produced an initiative to deal with 

the wider issues raised by Norstad’s proposal. Gerard Smith, the Assistant Secretary of 

State for Policy Planning Council, viewed the prospects of a wider sharing of nuclear 

control, in particular with regard to production facilities, as a distinctly undesirable 

development. If the French were to succeed in their demands for nuclear sharing, the 

Germans might soon follow. To address these problems, Smith commissioned his 

predecessor in office, Robert Bowie, who at that time was the head of the Centre of 

International Affairs at Harvard University, to produce a study of NATO defence 

arrangements."*^ This study entailed two broad tasks: to build and manage a cooperative 

security of non-communist nations and establish safeguards against Soviet disruption, 

while encouraging the USSR to adopt a less hostile attitude.

Bowie's report was prepared in collaboration with the State and Defence 

Departments and put an emphasis on the sharing of nuclear weapons control between 

the United States and its European allies. From his point of view, a veto-free NATO 

strategic force under the command of SACEUR would serve several purposes, such as: 

reassuring the allies as to the short-term perspective of the American commitment to 

European defence, discouraging national nuclear forces, and, in the long-term, 

encouraging European integration with the prospect of real European control of a 

nuclear force as the European Community made progress towards effective political



u n ity .'B o w ie  envisaged that ‘if Europe united and if Europeans wanted i t \  the United 

States might ‘be willing to reorganise the force to permit its operation without a [US] 

veto‘ ' “̂  These force might then evolve into either an integrated NATO force in which 

the United States, without a veto, would be one member, or an integrated European 

force (without the United States as a member), closely coordinated with United States 

forces, but ultimately under European control.

According to the Bowie report the NATO nuclear force could be created in two 

stages. During the first stage, the U.S. would commit U.S. Polaris missile submarines to 

NATO under an agreed control formula for use by SACEUR. Authorization would be 

given in advance for SACEUR to employ the weapons in the event of a major nuclear 

attack on Western Europe. Bowie called this the ‘Interim Programme' (INPRO). During 

the second stage, a NATO seaborne missile force, jointly financed, owned, controlled 

and manned by mixed crews (NATO Deterrent Force, NADET'*') would be created. 

The US submarines from the Interim Force could be sold to NADET.'“" Sea-based 

systems, particularly Polaris submarines, offered advantages for this force. They were 

less vulnerable in wartime, less likely to spark political debates or public concern and 

more secure against seizure by national forces in peacetime.

The Bowie report thus embodied three important purposes. First, to meet the loss 

of faith in the reliability of the US deterrent in the face of an ICBM stalemate and a 

direct threat to the US. New arrangements would allow the Europeans to trigger their 

own deterrent without an American veto. This would increase the credibility of the 

Western deterrence and commit the US more to the defence of Europe. Second, this 

proposal, truly multilateral in essence, would distribute real responsibility more widely 

in the Alliance and provide a basis for future political cohesion. And finally, in a longer 

term perspective the NATO nuclear force would limit the European nuclear option and 

head off German ambitions in the nuclear field.

Although the Bowie proposal was at that time confused with Norstad's proposal 

which for some time coexisted with it, the MLF was actually designed as an alternative 

to a land-based MRBM force in Europe in the form proposed by SACEUR, While the 

Norstad plan was aimed at the production of missiles in Europe as a means of nuclear 

sharing, Bowie placed considerably more emphasis on the integration of that control 

and on preventing discrimination between the European ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ of the

alliance. 124



Thanks to Eisenhower, the MLF quickly picked up speed in NATO. On 16 

August Bowie briefed the President on the conclusions and recommendations of the 

report. Eisenhower was at once interested in the concept of the Multilateral Force. He 

was opposed to further national nuclear forces, especially French, because of their 

divisive effect on the Alliance.'“'̂  The second Bowie meeting with the president and 

General Norstad took place on 12 September. Again, the President took a lively interest 

in discussing the MLF. After the meeting, Eisenhower became a strong proponent of the 

MLF, but only with one condition: the Lfnited States must retain control of the force. On 

the whole, the President's main concern was NATO. He favoured the MLF idea because 

he wanted ‘to have some means of showing how necessary it was to work in close 

harmony with allies’. ’"̂

On 3 October, Eisenhower met with top officials from the State and Defence 

Departments to discuss the MLF. Both departments favoured the concept. The President 

approved a two-stage approach, and decided that the U.S. should assign five U.S. 

Polaris submarines to NATO by 1963 as an interim phase and assist in the creation of a 

multilateral NATO force with mixed manning.'“̂

The US offer was presented to the European allies at the 16 December 1960 

meeting of the NATO Council of Ministers by Secretary of State Christian Herter. He 

noted that the creation of additional national nuclear weapons capabilities would have a 

marked divisive effect on the Alliance. It would mean duplication of effort and 

diversion of resources and tend to stimulate competition within the Alliance in the 

nuclear weapons field. Herter suggested that NATO members consider the creation of a 

special kind of force truly multilateral in ownership, financing and control, and which 

would include mixed manning.

As an initial step in meeting SACEUR’s MRBM requirements, the United States 

government offered to commit to NATO before the end of 1963, as an interim MRMB 

force, five Polaris submarines with the capacity to fire eighty missiles. Herter stressed 

that: ‘This step would not only greatly enhance NATO’s military capabilities; it would 

also reaffirm the continuing US commitment to Europe’s defence by the fact that this 

newest component of US nuclear striking power would be available as part of that 

defence.’ US Secretary of State added that ‘The United States would be prepared to 

facilitate NATO procurement by sale of Polaris missiles and of the necessary 

equipment and vehicles for deployment in such a multilateral force. It would seem 

desirable that this force be deployed at sea.’ '"**



At the December 1960 Ministerial Council meeting almost all the members 

expressed great interest in the concept and a desire to consider carefully this complex 

question.'"^ Germany welcomed Herter’s proposal because it not only provided access 

to NATO's nuclear planning and targeting procedures, but also involved German 

participation in the operational command and control of nuclear weapons, The West 

German government proposed that decisions should be taken by a high ranking political 

committee of NATO, which would mean the inclusion of the German representative to 

the Standing Group. The operational control of the MRBM force should rest with 

SACEUR. He would be authorised to use the nuclear force assigned to him upon 

request of the country or countries attacked.'’̂* In order to move towards making NATO 

the fourth nuclear power, the German Ministry of Defence suggested a compromise 

between Herter’s and Norstad’s proposals: the deployment of a mixed sea and land- 

based missile force. The anticipated contribution of the Federal Republic would be: 4 

submarines or surface ships, each with 16 Polaris and 3 sites each with 15 land-based 

missiles. In case NATO MRBM forces failed, Bonn proposed the alternative plan of 

creating MRBM forces either in the framework of EEC or the WEU.*^"

In Britain, like the Norstad plan, Bowie’s proposal received strong criticism 

from the British Military. Minister of Defence Harold Watkinson was persuaded that 

Herter’s plan to create international crews on surface ships was impractical and 

unjustifiable on military grounds. He suggested that the UK remain ‘as uncommitted as 

possible until we saw how best to play the hand to suit its own advantage in these 

obvious very fluid circumstances.’ '̂ '̂  At the November 1960 meeting it was obvious 

that the British Cabinet had chosen the delaying tactics. The instructions to be given to 

the UK NATO representative asked to avoid any negative comments on the Herter 

proposal and meanwhile creating the impression that Britain welcomed the American 

proposals.

Conclusion

The growing importance of nuclear weapons in the Atlantic defence and the switch of 

the US and NATO doctrine to the ‘massive retaliation’ created an unbalance in the West 

European security system between its nuclear and non-nuclear members. At the same 

lime the Soviet advances in nuclear technology and delivery vehicles which directly 

threatened the United States triggered a confidence crisis in the Atlantic Alliance. From 

1957 onwards the United States and its European allies were looking for an effective
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solution to this crisis and a way to strengthen the defence of Western Europe. As we 

have seen in this chapter, several main approaches were used: the transfer of US 

warheads to Europe to create a nuclear stockpile, the Norstad plan for a ‘NATO fourth 

nuclear power’ and a European option. All of them were mainly temporary and neither 

was effective in equally satisfying European claims for a bigger say in NATO nuclear 

strategy and the US desire to strengthen NATO without nuclear proliferation.

Both in the US and in Europe it became obvious that a simple transfer of 

American nuclear weapons, even under ‘dual-key’ arrangements, was not sufficient. 

Trilateral Franco-Italo-German negotiations and to a larger extent the French national 

nuclear programme for Washington was a sign that the European members of NATO 

wanted to play a more important role in the defence of Europe. Unless a more stable 

system of Western deterrence with a greater amount of panicipation from non-nuclear 

states was found other Western European countries could follow the French example of 

a national nuclear programme. Although nobody in the Eisenhower administration 

feared that the Germans might soon demand their own bomb, it was necessary to create 

attractive conditions for West Germany to remain in NATO and be confident of 

permanent US military protection, including nuclear defence. Bowie's proposal for a 

sea-based Multilateral Force in the Eisenhower administration was seen as a 

compromise between European and American goals, a safeguard against German 

nuclear aspirations and as a more stable system for European defence. It constituted a 

long-term US approach to the problems concerning the Atlantic Alliance.
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Chapter 3

The MLF and the Kennedy Administration

Introduction

The Herter proposal to transfer five US Polaris submarines to NATO and create a 

multilateral nuclear force was made only two months before the John F. Kennedy 

administration came to power. In fact, the MLF proposal was one of many solutions to 

NATO's nuclear problem. Other variants under discussion in the Atlantic alliance 

envisaged the US-European ‘dual-key’ transfer arrangements, wholly independent 

European options and Norstad's proposal of a NATO multinational land-force. Although 

for the Eisenhower administration the MLF did not progress far beyond the simple 

exploratory proposal to test European reactions, Kennedy and his staff were to decide 

whether to choose the Multilateral Force project as the only correct approach to the 

NATO nuclear problem. For this purpose the proposal which was elaborated by a small 

group of top US officials came to a wider circle of policy-making and was studied in 

details. Through close consultations with the British it became an issue for debate in the 

transatlantic agenda.

During the almost three years that the Kennedy administration spent at the While 

House the MLF was constantly tested to match new foreign and defence policy lines, to 

fit as a solution to the crisis in the US-European relations. Even though Kennedy 

committed himself to the MLF by reconfirming the offer of Polaris, he was reluctant to 

proceed with the creation of a NATO nuclear force. Moreover, the MLF co-existed with 

other approaches in foreign policy, some of which, such as nuclear assistance to the 

French, contradicted the essence of this project.

Nevertheless, from early 1961 until the end of 1962 the MLF, thanks to intensive 

work by its supporters in the Kennedy administration, was taking shape as a well- 

elaborated plan ready to be discussed with the European allies. In the spring of 1962 the 

M LF became increasingly important as a way to create a US alternative for any kind of 

European option that the European countries and, particularly, France could produce.



US Foreign Policy reassessed

In November 1960 the Democratic Senator from Massachusetts John Fitzgerald 

Kennedy won the election against Richard Nixon, who was vice president in the 

Eisenhower administration, with a small majority. The new president came to power 

when the changing international atmosphere demanded a change of US foreign policy 

and military strategy. The Soviet space programme which was rapidly developed after 

Sputnik increased the military capabilities of the USSR and consequently strengthened 

Moscow’s position in the world. i

Due to the peaceful resolution of the Berlin crisis West Germany began losing 

its position as the confrontation centre between the United States and the USSR. The 

crisis staned on 28 November 1958 with a Soviet note to the governments of the United 

States, the United Kingdom and France. The Soviet government asked to change the 

occupation regime in Berlin to the status of ‘free city’ on the basis of the 

demilitarisation of West Berlin and the withdrawal o f all military forces. However, 

during three years Soviet leader Nikita Khrushev did not dare risk beginning the 

blockade of West Berlin and signing a peace treaty with East Germany. Meanwhile, not 

being able to solve the problem of an increased flow of refugees from East Berlin, 

Moscow decided to put a physical limit on movement away from the Soviet sector. In 

the night of 13 August the construction of the Berlin Wall began in earnest. Despite the 

fact that it was a clear violation of the Potsdam treaty, the United States did not try to 

oppose Khrushchev openly. After the Wall divided the city in the summer of 1961 the 

last channel for East Germans to escape to the West was closed and the Berlin crisis lost 

its momentum.

The centre of the Cold War then started shifting towards the Third World where 

since the late 1950s independence movements with a communist slant had grown in 

many countries. On 1 January 1959 Fidel Castro came to power in Cuba. In 1960 the 

National Front for the Liberation of the South Vietnam was created, which intensified 

the partisan war against Saigon. 1960 was also called the ‘year of Africa’; 16 former 

African colonies became independent states.

Western Europe at the end of the 1950s finished the process of economic 

reconstruction and from being a recipient of American aid became the US’s main rival 

in international markets. In 1958 the European Economic Community and Euratom 

Treaties entered into force. Through the reduction of internal tariffs the EEC facilitated 

rapid economic growth.



The Kennedy administration made several attempts to take into account the new 

situation and adapt its foreign policy to the big changes on both sides of the Atlantic. At 

the end of 1961 the US administration outlined the Grand Design of the transformation 

of Atlantic society. This project aimed at developing the interdependence between the 

United States and a United Europe. Europe’s influence was to increase, while European 

cooperation had to become an integral part of Atlantic structures.'

As a first step towards the strengthening of the Atlantic community, the 

President considered stronger economic ties with Europe. Growth in transatlantic trade 

would improve the US balance of payments through an increase in American exports. 

The Kennedy administration was seriously concerned that the EEC could turn into an 

‘inward-looking organization’ that would ignore the larger interests of the Western 

Alliance and weaken US leadership.“ The Trade Expansion Act and a new round of 

negotiations in the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) would help relieve 

the heavy burdens on the US economy through the elimination of obstacles to American 

exports to Europe that arose from the creation of an EEC trading bloc.'^

The shift in US military strategy. The Acheson report

The new administration sought to re-evaluate US defence policy in the light of a 

growing Soviet strategic nuclear capability and the possibility o f being involved in 

some limited forms of aggression. President Kennedy anticipated the shift away from 

the ‘massive retaliation’ doctrine even before he came to the White House. As a senator 

and presidential candidate, he criticised the *mas.sive retaliation’ strategy stating that the 

‘United States have been preparing primarily to fight the one kind of war we least want 

to fight and are least likely to fight.”' During his first month in the White House, 

Kennedy asked former Secretary of State Dean Acheson to review problems concerning 

the NATO alliance and make policy recommendations. Acheson was appointed 

Kennedy’s adviser and chaired a special study group consisting in State and Defence 

department officials.'^

The result of the group’s work was the Acheson report. Entitled ‘A review of 

North Atlantic Problems for the Future’, it was submitted in March 1961. It proposed to 

switch the priority of the Alliance's defence from nuclear ‘massive retaliation’ to 

conventional weapons. The use of nuclear weapons would only be to counter a Soviet 

nuclear attack. With regard to nuclear strategy, the important aspect of Acheson's new 

policy proposal was the centralisation of NATO nuclear force’s command and control in



American hands. The report put the condition that the use of nuclear weapons by the 

forces of other European powers should be subject to U.S. veto. In return, the US would 

attempt to formulate for NATO general guidelines regarding the use of nuclear 

weapons. Moreover, Acheson urged that the UK should commit its strategic forces to 

NATO and in the long run, phase out its independent nuclear deterrent. Similarly, the 

US should not assist the French in attaining a nuclear weapons capability.^

Although he supported the commitment of the five US Polaris submarines to 

NATO, Acheson did not see the creation of a permanent MLF force as an urgent task. 

From his point of view only after completion of the non-nuclear build up could the US 

‘discuss the possibility of some multilateral contribution by the European allies to the 

NATO .seaborne force’. However any such discussion should avoid national ownership 

of the MRBM force, the weakening of centralized command and control over this force, 

and any diversion from non-nuclear programmes.^

On 21 April 1961 the recommendations of the Acheson report were approved by 

the President as a policy directive ‘NATO and the Atlantic nations’ of the National 

Security Council and constituted the basis for the ‘flexible response’ doctrine.** On 25 

May 1961 speaking at the joint Senate and House of Representatives session in the 

Congress Kennedy noted that US nuclear strength and deterrent capacity were adequate. 

Even in the conventional field, there was no present need for large new levies of men. 

‘What was needed’, Kennedy said, ‘was rather a change of position to give the United 

States further increa.se in flexibility, adaptability and readiness. In addition, the 

President directed the Secretary of Defence ‘to undertake a complete reorganization and 

modernization of the Army's non-nuclear capacity to conduct non-nuclear war and 

paramilitary operations’ƒ

For the Kennedy administration flexibility meant the capability to make 

adequate respon.ses to any type of aggression, ranging from conventional to strategic 

nuclear weapons in order to halt hostilities at the lowest possible level of escalation. At 

the theatre level, this implied keeping to waging conventional war for as long as 

p o s s ib le .T h e  President believed that conventional forces were capable of defending 

NATO territory without posing the same risks to civilian populations as nuclear 

weapons. He criticised the manpower cuts made in American ground forces during the 

Eisenhower Administration, When Kennedy came to the White House, the United 

States had only 14 army divisions.*'



After ‘flexible response’ was accepted in the United States of as a main military 

doctrine, the task of the Kennedy administration was to modify the NATO doctrine 

accordingly. Many military experts in the Kennedy administration considered that US 

strategic forces were sufficient for the deterrence of the Soviet Union. The deployment 

of additional nuclear weapons on the territory of European allies could have a negative 

effect due to the decentralisation of planning and weakening of US control. According 

to the new American strategy, the wider participation of the allies in the Alliance’s 

decision-making and the centralization of the NATO command structure would help 

halt the centrifugal tendencies in NATO caused by the confidence crisis regarding US 

nuclear deterrence.

Speaking at the NATO Council meeting on 31 October 1961 the new Secretary 

of Defence Robert McNamara repeated that the strategic forces of the Allies included 

50 ICBMs on launchers and close to 1,700 heavy and medium bombers, including the 

British V-bombers force, and available carrier-base aircraft. In addition, 80 operational 

Polaris missiles and 90 IRBMs were deployed as well as a vast arsenal of tactical 

aircrafts and missiles. According to these figures he said that the NATO members ‘had 

good reason to believe that our stockpile of nuclear weapons for delivery by this 

extensive system was of far greater magnitude and far greater diversification than that 

of the Soviet Union.’’“

At the next Council meeting in December 1961 McNamara continued to place 

emphasis on the development of NATO's conventional forces. He underlined that Soviet 

superiority in non-nuclear forces in Europe was not overwhelming, so ‘it was within the 

capability of the Alliance during the course of the present tensions to provide non

nuclear defence of the NATO area adequate at least to hold a Bloc non-nuclear attack 

for a period sufficient to cause the Soviet Union to realise the gravity.’ At the same time 

the Secretary made it clear that the United States would not assist any nation in the 

creation of its own MRBM force. ‘ As a result of the meeting, following the American 

recommendation, the NATO Council adopted the document MC 26/4. It expanded the 

goals of the previous NATO military document MC 70 and increased deployment 

requirements by 1966 to an additional 29 divisions and 2 brigades in Central Europe.

T he ‘Adopted child.’ The MLF in Kennedy's agenda.

Some weeks before the Kennedy administration took office. Deputy Secretary of State 

for European affairs Foy Kohler prepared a memorandum to the new Secretary of State



outlining the main logic behind the Herter proposal for a multilateral NATO force. He 

underlined that the creation of a truly multilateral NATO MRBM force would provide a 

‘new sense of Western unity and purpose, and should serve as an effective counter to 

the prospective creation of independent national nuclear forces, at least beyond France’. 

In addition it would meet the Norstad requirements for IRBMs, and increase the 

credibility of the US nuclear deterrent against a Soviet attack on Western Europe.

The argument against the European national nuclear programmes particularly 

appealed to the new President. As a senator Kennedy thought that it was more likely 

that the European nations would prefer to create a NATO deterrent. Therefore the 

United States should be prepared to ‘effectively and responsibly support this trend.’ 

Kennedy’s address before the Canadian Parliament in Ottawa on 17 May 1961, 

prepared on the lines of Acheson's report, officially reaffirmed his support for Herter’s 

proposal for the commitment of the US Polaris submarines to NATO. ‘Beyond this’, 

Kennedy said that the United States ‘looked to the possibility of eventually establishing 

a NATO sea-borne missile force, which would be tmly multilateral in ownership and 

control, if this should be desired and found feasible by our allies once NATO’s non

nuclear goals have been achieved.’ '^As the President himself noted later, the Ottawa 

offer was made mainly to dissuade the French from their course of building a national 

nuclear capability and to prevent the Germans to follow the same course.'^

The President’s administration was divided over the issue of the NATO nuclear 

force. Two opposite sides which were in disagreement with regard to the MLF issue 

were represented by so-called ‘Europeanists’ and their opponents who could be 

regarded as ‘Atlanticisits’, although this name was rarely used at that time and later in 

the literature. ‘Europeanists’ supported European integration movement and considered 

that the MLF project would contribute to the development of this process. From their 

perspective Europe should play a bigger role vis-à-vis the United States, including in 

military affairs.’̂ . The headquarters of the MLF supporters, or MLF ‘Cabal’ was the 

Department of State. The Under Secretary o f State for European Affairs, George Ball, 

held the leading position among them. He was a former adviser to the European Coal 

and Steel Community and a good friend o f Jean Monnet. In the Foreign Policy Task 

Force report in 1960 Ball asserted that the ‘US monopoly had dangerously divided the 

Alliance’.'^ Ball’s support for the MLF rested partly on his assumption that any country 

wanting to possess nuclear weapons badly enough ultimately would, and that a 

multinational system of control would be desirable. This fear was linked to the German



problem. Ball considered that if ‘Germany was not tied to the West, she could be a 

source of great hazard’ and therefore ‘Germany must play some part in the nuclear 

defence of the Atlantic alliance’."̂

Next in importance came Ball’s senior assistant Robert Schaetzel, from the 

Bureau of European Affairs and Walt Rostow and Henry Owen of the Policy Planning 

Council, which was particularly involved in the MLF. For Rostow and Owen the MLF 

was to be number one on the list o f American policy priorities- both as a significant 

device to progress towards the goal of a politically united Europe and as a means of 

strengthening the Atlantic Alliance.' From Rostow’s point of view, the MLF offered 

America the real possibility of managing the nuclear deterrence of the Soviet Union 

through the effective participation of European allies and contributing to the 

containment of Italy and Germany. Finally, the MLF could replace the old strategic 

bombers with the modern MRBMs as a core of NATO nuclear deterrence.“'

Opposition to the MLF was for the most part concentrated in the Defence 

Department. US Military did not share the Europeanists’ view that Europe could be 

more independent from the United States in the military sphere. On the contrary, 

Washington should strengthen Atlantic relations by centralising NATO command 

around the American Commander in the same line as it was argued in the Acheson 

report. The MLF project in this regard meant the dissemination of command and control 

in NATO and could have damaged the credibility of the Atlantic defence. Defence 

Secretary McNamara resisted the creation of the MLF on the grounds that there was no 

military requirement for such an MRBM force and that it would not add any military 

strength."' From his point of view an American-manned and America-financed force 

was a more effective means of strengthening the strategic deterrent."*^ In his opinion the 

creation of the MLF would compete with the far more imponant increase in 

conventional capability in Europe.“  ̂ The Joint Chiefs of Staff also opposed the MLF, 

but mainly on the basis of a possible leak of information about the US nuclear 

technology through mixed-manning."

Despite the differences between State and Defence officials, the two 

Departments were able to come to an agreement on the NATO Multilateral Force. A 

State-Defence study group established in December 1961 to examine NATO nuclear 

questions ultimately approved the creation of a sea-borne mixed-manned force with 

separate command from SACEUR and SACLANT. However, there was a major discord 

on the question of the US veto. Contrary to the opposition from the military branch, the
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Department of State thought that ‘any US declaration to retain its veto could kill the 

whole project". Therefore, ‘if the European members of NATO express a clear desire 

for such force, the United States would be prepared to give the question the most 

serious consideration.’“̂  i

Thus, with the question of the veto left open, the study group issued on 22 

March 1962 the results of its work as a report drafted by Henry Owen from the 

Department of State and cleared with the Pentagon. The report outlined a ‘modest-sized 

(200 missiles) fully multilateral NATO sea-based MRBM force’ with US participation 

under multilateral ownership, control and manning where the costs would be equally 

shared among the participants.“̂

Kennedy's first attitude to the State-Defence paper was very sceptical. He argued 

that ‘it might not be worth trying to use the multilateral approach towards Germany if it 

did not work with France’. The MRBM force would then mean ‘simply pouring our 

money into the ocean in this proposition in order to satisfy a political need whose use
'IQ

was dubious.’“ He stressed that the matter should be put in such a way that the 

Europeans would come to the United States with their ideas.'̂ *̂  On 18 April 1962 

Kennedy approved the recommendations of the Owen paper as National Security Action 

Memorandum (NSAM) 147 except for the paragraph 2(d), which envisaged some form 

of multilateral control over the Polaris submarines.'^* ’ '

MLF and ‘Flexible response’

In the spring of 1962 McNamara’s determination to centralise a controlled deterrent in 

American hands was revealed in an official statement of American policy in Athens. 

McNamara’s secret speech on 5 May 1962 at the Athens North Atlantic Council 

meeting provided an outline of new American nuclear policy that had evolved over the 

past several months within the administration.

His ideas were based on a study made during the Eisenhower period. Army 

Chief of Staff Matthew Ridgway and his successor General Maxwell Taylor argued 

against a doctrine based principally on the nuclear deterrent which at the same time 

ignored the conventional capabilities necessary to fight limited conflicts. They thought 

that ‘massive retaliation’ would leave the United States with an insufficient ability to 

respond to lesser provocations.'^“ However, both Ridgway and Taylor did not find 

support from Eisenhower. The president was most reluctant to spend more American 

dollars to bolster the capability of the alliance to fight limited wars. He stuck to his



original policy because he did not believe in keeping limited wars under control. 

Strengthening ground forces, he also warned, would weaken the nuclear deterrent.'^'’ In 

contrast to his predecessor. President Kennedy devoted his attention to the conventional 

defence as a main aspect of US and NATO military strategy.

The Berlin Crisis provided further evidence of the inadequacy in NATO's non

nuclear forces and illustrated that in a crisis situation the prospects of initiating a nuclear 

war to defend Western interests would only be considered with extreme reluctance. At 

the same time, the Pentagon studies revealed that the Warsaw Pact did not have 

overwhelming conventional superiority because the previous estimates of the Pact's 

military strength did not take into account the real size of the Soviet divisions.“̂'* The 

intelligence data collected in 1961 changed the earlier American estimations about the 

quantity of Soviet ballistic missiles. The flights of U-2 reconnaissance aircrafts revealed 

the much smaller number and higher vulnerability of Soviet missile sites. In 1962 the 

USSR only had 300 nuclear warheads for attacking the territory of the United States, 

spread between ICBMs and bombers. At the same time, the US Strategic nuclear forces 

had a potential of 1300 long-range bombers capable of launching more that 1300 

nuclear warheads, and additionally 183 ICBM Atlas and Titan, 144 MRBM Polaris 

installed on 9 submarines. In 1962 the United States started the deployment of the solid- 

fuelled ICBM Minuteinan.^^

In the spring of 1962 the Kennedy administration finished the formulation of the 

‘flexible response’ strategy and at the NATO Council meeting in Athens in May 

McNamara presented it to the Alliance. US policy planners considered that the main 

concern of West Germany was her doubt over the American use of nuclear weapons in 

the case of Soviet attack. The solution to this problem should be the elaboration of clear 

NATO guidelines, according to which the US would unleash its nuclear arsenal for the 

defence of Europe and particularly the territory of West Germany.'^^

At the beginning of his presentation the US Secretary of Defence stressed 

NATO superiority in the nuclear field and noted that the Alliance’s nuclear forces were 

more diversified, better deployed and protected, and on a higher state of alert. The US 

strategic forces were sufficient for nuclear deterrence:

‘Current US programmes are adequate to ensure continuing superiority 
for as far into the future as we could reasonably foresee. By 1965, these 
programmes would give us 935 long-range bombers, about 800 air-launched 
missiles and over 1500 ICBM and Polaris missiles in addition to nuclear forces 
stationed in Europe, the Far East and at sea. In total, 1800 nuclear warheads 
were under SACEUR’s command.’*’^
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For McNamara nuclear superiority meant that the Soviet Union would not 

initiate the use of nuclear weapons. ‘Even if the war started’, he stated that ‘the Soviet 

Union could not win it in any meaningful military .sense’. With regard to the nuclear 

weapons the American Defence Secretary called upon the necessity to centralise the 

decision to use them, to the greatest extent possible and criticised independent 

deterrence in Europe. Even though he did not put it directly, his words related to the 

French force de frappe: ‘If a portion of the Alliance nuclear force, acting by itself, were 

to initiate a retaliatory attack by destroying only a small part of the Soviet nuclear force, 

our enemy would be left free to reallocate other weapons to cover the targets originally 

assigned to the destroying part.’"

McNamara referred to the Berlin crisis as an example o f the possible future 

threat that ‘the US should expect to face elsewhere in the NATO area’. In such a crisis 

the provocation, while severe, did not immediately require or justify the most violent 

reaction. For these types of conflicts non-nuclear capabilities appeared to be clearly the 

sort the Alliance would wish to use at the outset. Conventional forces could be 

sufficient for crisis re.solution. Noting that the Alliance was not carrying out its defence 

tasks efficiently, McNamara asked the European allies, and in particular West Germany 

and France, to follow the requirements of MC 26/4 to increase their conventional 

forces.'̂ *̂

One of the most important outcomes of the Athens meeting was the formulation 

of guidelines for the use of nuclear weapons. McNamara described three situations of 

possible military contingencies:

1. In case of an unmistakable Soviet nuclear attack in the NATO area the 
forces of the Alliance would respond with nuclear weapons on a scale 
appropriate to the circumstances. The possibilities for consultation in this 
context would be extremely limited.

2. In the event of a comprehensive attack by the Soviet Union with 
conventional forces, which indicated the initiation of general hostilities in a 
sector of the NATO area, the forces of the Alliance should respond if necessary 
with nuclear weapons on a scale in accordance with the circumstances. It was 
assumed that in this ca.se there would be time for consultation.

3. In the event of a Soviet attack, which did not fulfil the conditions 
mentioned above, but which threatened the integrity o f the forces and the 
territory under attack, and which could not be stopped succe.ssfully with the 
available conventional forces, the decision to use nuclear weapons would be 
subject to prior consultation by the Council.'*^

Only a small part of the Athens meeting was devoted to MLF affairs. McNamara 

confirmed Kennedy’s proposal to commit five Polaris submarines to NATO and said



that the US government was prepared to enter into a detailed discussion in the 

Permanent Council on the need for a MRBM force as soon as possib le/’

Later, during the meeting, US Secretary of State Dean Rusk added that if the 

allies wished to add MRBMs to the Alliance’s forces and to participate in their 

deployment, the United States would be prepared to ‘join in exploring the possibility of 

the creation of a sea-based MRMB force under fully multilateral ownership, control, 

finance and manning.’ However, at the same time he stressed that ‘any steps in this field 

must be accompanied by a strengthening of NATO’s conventional forces.

Thus, the principal outcome of the Athens meeting consisted of the sharing of 

information about US nuclear forces and the adoption of the ‘Athens Guidelines’ 

according to which there should be consultation on the decision to use nuclear weapons. 

Meanwhile, the Athens speech reiterated the American willingness to discuss the need 

for a NATO MRBM force with its partners.

The immediate reaction of the Council’s members varied. British representative 

Harold Watkinson, expressed the support of the UK government for the planned 

conventional forces and approved the primacy of maintaining the strategic deterrence 

and build-up of conventional forces over the provision of resources to the deployment 

of MRBMs, The French Minister of Defence, Pierre Messmer, voiced his concerns with 

McNamara's attack on the French nuclear force. Regarding the MRBM force, he 

mentioned the extreme technical and political complexity of the problems involved and 

considered its realisation as remote, if not entirely unattainable.'^*^ President de Gaulle 

later rejected the new American strategy because it was incompatible with his plans to
* 44construct an independent nuclear deterrent as a foundation of French foreign policy.

The American proposal for change in NATO strategy was also critically 

received in the Federal Republic of Germany. In 1958 Adenauer convinced the 

Parliament to arm the Bimdeswehr with delivery vehicles for tactical nuclear weapons 

which was followed by a reduction in the planned Bimdeswehr manpower. The 

emphasis of military strategy switched to a reliance on ‘the most modem weapons”**̂ as 

the primary means of deterrence. Given the destructive consequences for Germany of 

any major conflict, both conventional and nuclear, the Adenauer government was 

interested in maintaining a strong ‘forward defence’ which could prevent the destruction 

of the territory in the event of a conflict.'’̂

Although Adenauer was very impressed by the American commitment to 

European defence, the German military believed that Acheson’s and McNamara’s
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advocacy of conventional defence was a proof that the US was now unwilling to defend 

Europe with nuclear weapons. From Chancellor Adenauer's point of view the Alliance 

should be able to use its own nuclear weapons without waiting for a decision by the 

American president. In several policy declarations in 1961 the West German 

government urged that a NATO nuclear force should be created as quickly as possible 

‘in order to raise the defensive power of NATO forces to the same level of military 

equipment as that o f their opponent’/^  The German Minister of Defence Franz-Josef 

Strauß proposed a plan according to which member states of NATO that might come 

under attack would have the right to decide together with the United States on the use of 

nuclear weapons.“̂** The reaction from the United States to this proposal was very 

negative.

For Strauß McNamara's emphasis on ‘flexible response’ meant the weakening of 

the American nuclear guarantee. He did not believe that it would be possible to fight a 

conventional war in Europe without the losing side resorting to using nuclear 

weapons.̂ *̂̂  Strauß* personal disagreement with McNamara’s Athens speech contributed 

to his more ‘European’ orientation. Unlike the US administration he believed that the 

French nuclear force could play an important role in the defence of Western Europe.

In line with Defence Minister Strauß, West German Chiefs of Staff considered 

the possibility of a ‘European’ alternative to the NATO nuclear force, but dismissed it 

as unworkable, unless there was an integrated political decision-making body, which 

was unlikely to be created.*̂ *̂  Bonn welcomed the US proposal to transfer Polaris 

submarines and expressed readiness to make a personnel and financial contribution to 

the increase of the Polaris submarines available to SACEUR.*’*

However, it did not mean a lack of German support for the new NATO doctrine. 

The West German government primarily supported the Athens guidelines in order to 

avoid conflict with the United States. During a meeting with Rusk on 9 June 1962 

Strauß emphasized the importance of a new strategic concept for G e rm an y .T h e  ‘ 

“Athens” guidelines’ on the u.se of nuclear weapons for the defence of NATO seemed to 

have allayed some o f the German concerns about American commitment. The US 

proposal for the MRBM force was positively accepted in Bonn and gave the Germans 

stronger arguments in dealing with de Gaulle’s advocacy for an independent European 

nuclear deterrent. At the meeting of the WEU Defence Committee in September 1962 in 

Paris the German Foreign Minister Gerhard Schröder said that the FRG was ready to 

take part in the MRBM force and to make a contribution,*'’̂



p t n

Assistance to the French

In the meantime, France, which had recently became a fourth nuclear power, began 

drifting away from NATO strategy. In May 1961 French President de Gaulle expressed 

to Kennedy his dissatisfaction with NATO as an institution under its present structure. 

De Gaulle considered that as a nuclear power France deserved to play a bigger role in 

the Atlantic Alliance and have an equal voice in the planning and use of NATO nuclear 

weapons. He envisaged creating a permanent standing group comprising the US, France 

and Britain outside of SACEUR's control, and that would direct NATO strategy.^"* 

Kennedy’s Grand Design was not acceptable for the General, because it aimed at the 

centralisation of nuclear planning in American hands and was thus against the idea of a 

French national deterrent.

The issue of assisting the French divided the Kennedy administration into two 

opposing camps. The American Ambassador to France James Gavin, who was 

concerned with the gradual deterioration of Franco-American relations, became the 

leading advocate of using American help to the French in the nuclear field as a means of 

winning de Gaulle’s support for US policy in NATO.' '̂  ̂ He proposed offering France 

nuclear aid equivalent to what the United States was giving the United Kingdom. As 

early as November 1961 he suggested selling the French US missile technology and 

enriched uranium to offset the costs of a gaseous diffusion plant. Gavin also warned that 

France was likely to block any US initiatives in trade relations or the negotiations for 

Britain's entrance into the EEC unless the administration reversed its nuclear sharing 

policy.'*'̂

The Pentagon was in favour of American assistance. McNamara believed that 

close nuclear collaboration with the French might convince them to cooperate with the 

new American strategy, especially in strengthening NATO’s conventional forces. He 

argued that supply of missiles compressors and fission-design information could allow 

French participation in the NATO MRBM force, although it would have a right of 

withdrawal. Moreover, missile help to the French could balance the military 

expenditures of the US in France.’**̂ Secretary of the Treasury Douglas Dillon supported 

the Defence Department on that point.

The Department of State did not share these views and considered that helping 

de Gaulle would not change his policy, and moreover could only lower his respect for 

US clarity and firmness. At the same time in the views of the other NATO allies.
i !



including especially Germany, it would increase France’s influence while decreasing the 

influence of the United States.^^ As for the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) it was 

against the transfer of any classified information to the French.^^

President Kennedy himself initially decided to explore the possible means of 

providing French access to American nuclear technologies. In return for de Gaulle's 

pledge to remain committed to NATO, the US would allow France access to nuclear 

information up to the level of fission weapons. He expected de Gaulle's participation in 

an MLF, US stockpiling of nuclear weapons in France under dual-key system and the 

placement o f a force de frappe under NATO command, though subject to withdrawal 

for national purposes. In return, the US would provide France with nuclear information 

under McMahon act conditions, i.e. to a country having made ‘substantial progress in 

nuclear weapons development.^^

In the spring of 1962 Assistant Secretary of Defence and International affairs 

Paul Nitze, with approval from the White House, began negotiations with the French 

general Gaston Lavaud. Nitze held the position that the United States would be prepared 

to help France master the nuclear reaction and offer other scientific help under the 

condition that France would make a .strong commitment to NATO. On 2 April 1962 

head of the US Mission to NATO, Thomas Finletter further expanded Franco-American 

contacts on nuclear matters. With his French counterpart he discus.sed the possibility of 

France’s participation in the NATO nuclear force. The US plan envisaged the ereation 

of a force comprising nuclear weapons (on surface ships or trucks) provided by the 

nuclear powers, with the larger contribution coming from the United States, The 

decision to deploy them would be taken unanimously with the US veto. Ambassador 

Finletter mentioned that the US did not want to create a common nuclear force with 

only Germany and Britain and without French participation. If the French agreed to join 

this force, Finletter explicitly affirmed that the United States would provide France with 

the technical assistance for the creation of the force de frappe.

The French Foreign Ministry reacted positively to the American proposal and 

considered that France could ask the United States for the purchase of delivery vehicles, 

like Polaris, which would save time and money and technical assistance in the 

production o f thermonuclear w’arheads.^" The French Ambassador to the US Hervé 

Alphand declared that the French government was ready to examine any kind of 

proposal for a NATO nuclear force, although he personally did not believe that such a

force was possible.63



General de Gaulle was interested in nuclear assistance from the United States. 

But from his point of view, France needed to remain independent: the weapons had to 

remain under French control. It contradicted the American ‘multilateral principle’ of 

integrating forces within the NATO framework. Talking to the American Ambassador 

to France James Gavin, de Gaulle said that the creation of a NATO nuclear force could 

be of technical interest, but would not change the political and strategic situation, 

notably with the existing American nuclear forces.^*^

In order to extract nuclear aid from the United States, de Gaulle tried to play on 

the American fear of German nuclearisation through possible Franco-German nuclear 

collaboration. The French Foreign Ministry informed Ambassador Gavin that West 

Germany was interested in sharing the costs of a gaseous diffusion plant needed to 

isolate radioactive isotopes in exchange for nuclear information from the French.*'*’ 

However, when the Lavaud ‘shopping list’ for the purchase of equipment arrived in 

Washington, it became clear that the French interest was mainly in obtaining 

information that would considerably facilitate their efforts at building an independent 

nuclear deterrent.

Secretary Rusk presented a strong argument against a Franco-American nuclear 

deal. He claimed that although such cooperation would improve US-French relations, 

French participation in the NATO multilateral MRBM force was not necessary, taking 

into account the possible contribution from Germany, Italy and smaller countries. 

French participation in the force under the proposed conditions would, on the other 

hand, make that force meaningless. ‘If we gave nuclear aid to France’, argued Rusk, 

‘Germany would not be satisfied with a multilateral programme’. He concluded that ‘it 

was unlikely that de Gaulle would accept conditions such as the support for a 

multilateral MRBM force, the commitment of French nuclear forces to NATO, and the 

build up non-nuclear forces and the nuclear stockpiling on French soil.’**̂

French insistence on the independent nuclear deterrent and the strong opposition 

from the Department of State and the AEC convinced the American President not to 

accept Lavaud’s list. During the meeting on 16 April Kennedy expressed his opinion 

that it would be wrong to proceed with the assistance to the French at that time. He 

though that ‘the only thing we could be sure of getting from the French was money.’*’’* 

NS AM 148 issued on 18 April 1962 gave the instruction to the US officials ‘not to 

discuss with the French questions of nuclear assistance’.*’̂



The European option-Il

Although in 1958 General de Gaulle put an end to the Franco-Italo-German trilateral 

talks, four years later his initiative re-launched talks about possible European nuclear 

cooperation. However, de Gaulle’s views on how such cooperation could be organised 

differed strongly from his predecessor’s. In 1962 France was already a nuclear power 

although it lacked resources for a rapid build-up for its force de frappe. Obviously at 

that time French nuclear technology and in particular its military aspects were ahead of 

all the other Western countries, excluding only the UK and the US. Faced with 

Kennedy’s reluctance to assist the French nuclear programme de Gaulle nevertheless 

turned to the exclusively European solution. In appealing to the other EEC member for 

nuclear cooperation the French President had two main goals. The first one was to 

receive strong financial support to invest in the force de frappe  and in future nuclear 

research. The second was to unite Europe around the French nuclear arsenal, which 

would give Paris a big advantage and increase French influence.

At his press conference on 15 May 1962 the General appealed for help from the 

other European countries, with the exception o f Great Britain, to join France in the 

creation o f a single European nuclear force, or force de frappe, around the French 

nuclear arsenal.™ The European option found substantial support in French political and 

diplomatic circles. Former Prime Minister and President of the Radical Party Maurice 

Faure suggested that France should join forces with the other European powers to make 

a joint effort to create a truly substantial European nuclear arsenal, thenceforth acting in 

association with the US but independent from it with regard to the control of this 

nuclear arsenal. From his point of view the creation of a European force de frappe  as a 

blueprint for a European defence community would be a big step forward and was
71necessary for the integration of Europe.

Leading French defence expert Raymond Aron in his book Paix et Guerre entre 

les Nations argued that if the United States of Europe was to be built it should play its 

role as an equal of the giant powers and have its own means of defence. He supported 

the MLF project on the grounds that Polaris submarines would be sufficient to deter the 

Russians from nuclear blackmail. Moreover, a common European deterrent force with 

sovereignty shared among all the member countries could stimulate political integration 

in Europe.^'

It is necessary to note that the day of the French proposal for European nuclear 

cooperation coincided with the failure of the negotiations on the Fouchet plan. After the



failure of his trilateral directory plan in 1959 de Gaulle decided to concentrate on 

securing for France a greater role in European strategic affairs. His intention was to 

change the priorities of European integration from supranational federated structures 

towards an intergovernmental approach of a looser confederation of the EEC: a Europe 

of States. In February 1961 the leaders of the EEC agreed to proceed with political 

cooperation and establish a special committee to study its potential forms. French 

diplomat Christian Fouchet was appointed as Chairman of the Committee.

During 1961 and 1962 the Committee submitted two proposals: Fouchet Plan I 

and Fouchet Plan II. The core of these proposals was the creation of a Political ‘Union’ 

which would subordinate supranational EEC activities to an intergovernmental body, a 

Council, composed of Heads of State or Government. Draft treaties envisaged several 

areas of cooperation, including those such as economics, which already existed in the 

EEC and Euratom frameworks but also new areas such as cultural affairs, human rights 

protection, foreign policy and defence. However, being aware of possible French 

domination in the field of foreign policy and the resulting threat to the supranational 

character of the Community, the other five negotiating countries rejected both Plans. In 

particular the second version of the treaty (Fouchet Plan II) submitted on 18 January 

1962 provoked strong criticism not only among the France’s EEC partners, but also in 

the UK and US since it made no reference to NATO. At a meeting in Luxembourg on 

17 April 1962 the six EEC Foreign Ministers decided to put an end to the work of the 

Fouchet Committee. Consequently, during the press-conference on 15 May 1962 

when President de Gaulle acknowledged the failure of his plan for Political Union and
74condemned European federalism he called for European nuclear cooperation.

Thus, when the plans for a confederation of the Six collapsed, de Gaulle tried to 

play a new, nuclear card to influence intra-European relations. The General's proposal 

was aimed mainly at Germany, which due to its economic and technical potential would 

have an important, but only secondary, place. For de Gaulle, Franco-German 

reconciliation served several interrelated purposes. It would allow France to use West 

German industrial power to construct the force de frappe to increase the political power 

facing the United States in Western Europe. By offering nuclear protection to West 

Germany through Franco-German cooperation France could play the role of dominant 

partner while supposedly satisfying West German nuclear ambitions.

Ideas for Franco-German cooperation in the nuclear field were shared among 

German politicians by the Minister of Defence Franz Josef Strau6^^ who was



considered a leading German Gaullist. He was concerned with the role of Europe within 

the Atlantic Alliance. When Europe had recovered from the devastation of the war and 

achieved a degree of economic importance, he argued that it would be natural that the 

political and military influence of Western Europe should increase and thus result in a 

restriction of the American dominance of the Alliance. In a lecture in the US on 27 

November 1962 Strauß propagated the idea of a NATO community which would 

ultimately develop in a federal direction, the supreme organs of which, under 

Parliamentary control, would deal with NATO strategy, the control of nuclear weapons, 

an Atlantic common market, arms control, aid etc.^^ According to Strauß, the EEC and 

European political union should become a basis for the European deterrence force 

comprising French and British nuclear arsenals.’®

However, for him an independent European nuclear force was unacceptable and 

dangerous. It should be closely linked to the American strategic force and to NATO.’  ̂

Meeting with US Secretary of State Rusk on 9 June 1962 the German Minister of 

Defence rejected the concept of Europe as a ‘third force’. According to him, all steps 

towards European unity should rather be viewed as ‘a slice’ of the Atlantic Community 

based upon increasing interdependence. Success in achieving European unity would 

mean the establishment of an entity of comparable size to the US. This in turn would 

lead to an Atlantic Community supported by, or based on, two solid pillars.®^

De Gaulle’s proposal to assist in the creation of the force de frappe caused 

serious debates in the German government and the CDU/CSU party coalition. Despite 

the strong Strauß sympathy for Franco-German cooperation the majority of the German 

government worried about the effect the FRG's participation in the force de frappe 

could have on relations with the United States and NATO. In June 1962, officials from 

the West German Foreign and Defence ministries met in Haus Giesberg, a hotel in 

Münstereifel^ to discuss nuclear strategy in the light of the French offer. They argued 

that even though Western Europe had considerable military and economic potential, the 

relationship of dependence between the USA and Western Europe was mutual and 

essential to Western security.®' American nuclear potential was decisive for European 

security. W ith participation in the French force de frappe  German security would not be 

strengthened, but on the contrary, weakened. In addition, it would endanger the 

existence of NATO and cause a deterioration in relations with the allies, in particular 

with the United States. The meeting's conclusion rejected the French force de frappe as 

contradicting the German concept of common defence in the NATO framework.®" But
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although in m id-1962 the FRG opted to strengthen links with the United States and 

NATO, the European nuclear option remained on the agenda of Franco-German 

relations, as was illustrated in 1963 by the Élysée Treaty,

The Nuclear Aspect of the British EEC Application

Another issue which was closely connected to the discussion about US nuclear 

assistance to France was the question of the British negotiations to enter the EEC. In 

early 1961 the Macmillan government took the decision to apply for EEC 

membership.*^’̂ Meeting the British Prime Minister in Washington in April 1961 

President Kennedy expressed his full support for the British application mainly because 

of the political benefits of EEC enlargement. From the American point of view, Britain's 

participation in the EEC could prospectively give the UK an increased influence on 

guiding the course of European politics towards a more Atlantic orientation, which 

would mean a closer link with the United States.**"*

In the bargaining process with the EEC the nuclear question was regarded as an 

important element for London. During a meeting with de Gaulle at Rambouillet on 13 

March 1960 Macmillan proposed making a common effort in the field of nuclear 

energy. The General did not reject the offer, but expressed some scepticism. A year later 

at the next encounter with de Gaulle on 28 January 1961 Macmillan further explored the 

possibility of British-French nuclear cooperation and repeated the offer to share nuclear 

information.***  ̂ After the British decision to apply to Join the EEC the importance of a 

possible nuclear deal with France increased. On 31 July 1961 Macmillan submitted the 

UK's application for EEC membership. The British considered buying the British entry 

into the Common Market by offering to share nuclear information with the French. 

With all de Gaulle’s hostility to NATO he did not reject the possibility of joint targeting 

with the United States and the United Kingdom. Deputy Defence Minister François De 

Rose, when meeting with the Defence Ministry’s adviser Zuckerman argued that after 

having built up a force de frappe^ de Gaulle would not be against putting it into NATO, 

but only on the understanding that this did not commit France to using her nuclear 

forces only within the NATO context.^^

The British Prime Minister w'orried that a British-American agreement on the 

exchange of secret information in the nuclear field could be an obstacle on the road to a 

common British-French nuclear force, but it could not prevent strategic and tactical 

cooperation between two national forces and joint fabrication of nuclear weapons.**^



During the April 1961 meeting the Prime Minister raised with the US President the 

possibility of the UK giving nuclear aid to France, in order to ease its way into the 

Common Market.^^

Some members of the Kennedy administration opposed connecting the nuclear 

issue and the Common Market negotiations together. Seen from Washington a Franco- 

British nuclear deal was a menace to US influence in Western Europe, In May 1962 

Under Secretary Ball in a memorandum for the President argued that the UK sharing 

with France would encourage German demands for nuclear cooperation. Ball 

recommended that the US government strongly oppose any sharing of US or UK 

information with France.

In this context the project for a multilateral nuclear NATO force became the 

means to undermine a European option. If the UK and France were to find a 

compromise solution in the nuclear sphere, it was necessary for the US administration 

to be ready to offer the Germans an alternative variant of nuclear sharing. In March 

1962 W alt Rostow from the Policy Planning Council suggested that in light of the 

British negotiations with the EEC the US should present a concrete offer for the 

resolution of European and Transatlantic nuclear relations.^^

Gerald Smith who served as a consultant to the Department of State shared 

Rostow's view that the MRBM Ottawa concept alone was not sufficient to change the 

European attitude with regard to nuclear weapons. He proposed that the US offer to 

lend-lease nuclear weapons systems including warheads to a supranational European 

organisation, presumably one that was federal and included the EEC nations and the 

UK. It would include joint US and European targeting, and the termination of UK and 

French national programmes.^*

In the White House National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy opposed the 

rush to introduce the Multilateral Force in order to deal with the European nuclear 

problem. He thought that the Germans were content with existing arrangements and 

would not cooperate secretly with the French, The real German concern from his 

perspective was the nuclear guarantee from the United States. President Kennedy 

himself also believed that the MRBM force proposal was not the right solution. 

Nevertheless, he agreed that it might have some educational effect and that it was wonh 

Getting the argument go forward for a while,

The information coming from the Germans seemed to validate American caution 

regarding the MLF. Ulrich Sahm from the German Foreign Ministry, although asking



for renewed US support for a multilateral MRBM force, made it clear that over-pressure 

in this issue would create strains within Germany because of the conflict between 

French and US policy in the nuclear domain. He added that the US should not expect 

that Germany would ‘always support US objectives at the expense of its relations with 

France in the European Community context.’

Thus, according to the official line of US nuclear policy the MLF proposal 

outlined in NSAM 147 had to counter the European option. It was designed to present a 

valid alternative to any French appeals for nuclear cooperation among the Western 

European countries. At the same time the US government was very cautious and did not 

want to push forward the MLF fearing the difficulties in the Franco-British and Franco- 

German relations. This meant that the general attitude of the Kennedy administration 

and of the President himself remained rather uncommitted. In a 14 June 1962 letter 

Kennedy warned the US Ambassador to NATO Thomas Finletter against showing too 

much support for the MLF project, as the military necessity of an MRBM force was 

unproven. The President stressed that US support for a multilateral MRBM force would 

be ‘contingent upon adequate efforts in the conventional field’. He considered that the 

probability of final action on this MRBM force was low at the moment.^^ Making a 

statement at the NATO Council the next day Finletter look into account Kennedy’s 

recommendations and said that the United States did not see an urgent military need for 

MRBM deployment in Europe. He presented the MLF as the only form in which a 

European-based MRBM project would be acceptable to the United States.^"*

The US and the European option

The quest for a European nuclear force in 1962 by France, Germany and the United 

Kingdom forced the Kennedy administration to develop an adequate approach to 

European needs. Washington decided to propose its own European option which would 

be more acceptable to the United States and at the same time distract attention from 

other proposals for common European nuclear policy. US support for a European 

deterrent free from the US veto had the purpose of ‘making the concept interesting’ and 

could be used as a gimmick to divert European attention away from independent nuclear 

programmes.‘̂  ̂ The Policy Planning Council of the Department of State took the 

initiative in working out the main US European option concept. Henry Owen argued 

that the allies would be more likely to ‘sit up and take notice when we talk about 

multilateral concept if we make clear that it could be either European or NATO.’^̂  His
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memorandum concerning the control issue in the M LF prepared in April 1962 

suggested that the US should persuade its NATO allies to agree on a control formula 

that did not exclude a US veto, however without foreclosing any other proposal 

supported by the majority in the alliance. The only circumstance when Owen envisaged 

a veto-free force would be in using it as an alternative to the creation of a German 

national force,^^

Arguments to keep the door open to any other alternatives on the control issue 

seemed to convince the President. In the summer o f 1962 Kennedy told NATO 

Secretary-General Dirk Stikker that the US might in certain circumstances be prepared 

to waive its veto over the MRBM force,^^ Accordingly Assistant Secretary of State for 

European affairs Foy Kohler told the British Ambassador to NATO Evelyn Shuckburgh 

that ‘the Europeans were forming an impression that if they presented a strong case the 

US Administration might be prepared to seek Congressional approval to amend 

legislation so as to permit the President to relinquish or dilute his exclusive control over 

the warheads of the Multilateral Force.’ Kohler stressed that this was a ‘deliberate US 

policy.” '™’

At the November 1962 NATO Parliamentarian conference in Paris Under 

Secretary of State George Ball rephrased some points made by Kennedy in Frankfurt. 

He said that from a strictly military standpoint the United States ‘did not view a 

European nuclear contribution to the alliance as an urgent need’. Therefore, to maintain 

the spirit of the Atlantic partnership, the United States could not ‘dictate how such a 

force should be manned, financed, or organized.’

The American Ambassador to Paris Charles Bohlen tried to persuade Kennedy 

that the United States should give the Europeans ‘the impression that one day when 

European political authority was created the United States would be willing to re

examine control mechanisms’. The expression of Bohlen’s concerns quickly 

translated into Bundy’s speech.'™^ On 27 September 1962 speaking in Copenhagen, 

National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy argued that ‘if it should turn out that a 

genuinely multilateral European deterrent, integrated with ours [US] in NATO, was 

what was needed and wanted, it would not be a veto from the Administration in the 

United States which stands in the way’.'™'

In late 1962 US politicians continued to show their support for a European 

nuclear force. No concrete plan for such evolution was proposed, with the US believing 

that the initiative should come from the Europeans.'™'' President Kennedy himself was



quite willing to let discussion and analysis test the case; he did not believe it was wise 

for the United States to oppose any such force if in fact the nations of Europe could find 

the political instruments of control which would make a force genuinely European.*^

The M LF initiative

In the meantime, as a result of NS AM 147, the Kennedy administration continued its 

work on the MLF. The Department of State became the place where major MLF policy

making work was conducted. Apart from the Assistant Secretary of State George Ball, 

Walt Rostow and Henry Owen who initially promoted the MLF, strong support for this 

project was received from head of the European Bureau William Tyler and his assistant 

Robert Schaetzel. Taking into account that the MLF proposal was an important element 

in the bilateral relations of the United States with its European allies, support of the 

Ambassadors George McGhee in Bonn, Charles Bohlen in Paris, David Bruce in 

London, Frederick Reinhardt in Rome and Thomas Finletter in the North Atlantic 

Council was essential for the MLF concept.

Due to the military ramifications of the entire concept, co-operation with the 

Department of Defence and with the Navy was necessary. Support for the Department 

of State’s endeavours was forthcoming from Under Secretary of Defence Roswell 

Gilpatric and from Assistant Secretary of Defence for International Security Affairs 

Paul Nitze. In the Navy Rear Admiral Frederick H. Michaelis devoted his close 

attention to the feasibility of a sea-based Multilateral Force.'®^The issue of nuclear 

Polaris submarines became the central question of a Navy study. Another leading Navy 

official Admiral Hyman G. Rickover was the main adversary of the transfer of US 

nuclear submarines to the MLF. He argued that the control of the submarines was much 

more complicated than that of surface ships and that it would require a longer training 

period. More important was the risk of the possible leakage of secret American
1 nRinformation regarding nuclear engines.

Rickover argued that mixed nationality crews could not establish the degree of 

co-ordination required for the effective operation of a nuclear-submarine. It would be 

easier to introduce mixed-manning on surface ships. In addition, the time required to 

bring the entire surface fleet into being would be less than 75 per cent of the time 

required to create an equivalent submarine force. The cost of surface ships would be at 

least 25% less than that of the submarines. He maintained that surface ships had a



higher chance of survival because of the large number o f merchant ships in the Atlantic 

and Mediterranean.'^^ ¡i

The NATO Standing Group’s report on the MRBM which was presented on 1 

May 1962 to the NATO Military Committee, contributed to choosing the surface-ship 

configuration. Even though a submarine force offered the best chance of survival, the 

report argued that multinational participation would not be possible in the submarines 

because o f the because of the high level of crew training required. In addition a 

submarine force was undoubtedly the most expensive mode of deployment. The 

introduction of mobile MRBMs in the line of the Norstad plan was likely to result in 

complications."^

The Standing Group’s report put a final end to Norstad’s plan of land-based 

MRBMs and to Norstad’s career. In July 1962 Kennedy arranged for the dismissal of 

NATO’s commander-in-chief. Norstad was replaced as SACEUR by General Lyman 

Lemnitzer, who supported neither the land-based MRBM nor the M L F ."‘

The arguments of Michaelis, Rickover and the NATO report persuaded the 

President. Taking into account also the position of the Congressional Joint Committee 

on Atomic Energy, which opposed the transfer of Polaris submarines, Kennedy rejected 

the submarine-based force. At the same time the State and Defence Department team 

under the leadership of Gerard Smith led a study into a multilateral seaborne MRBM 

force. It elaborated the major characteristics of the MLF structure such as: weapons 

systems, the operation and deployment, organization and command structures and costs. 

By the end o f the summer the proposal took a more defined shape.""

Despite of all this enormous background work the general attitude to the MLF 

proposal in the US policy remained uncommitted. The Kennedy administration pursued 

an approach of Tow key gradual education’, which was stretched out over a very long 

period of time. No decision was expected until after the British-EEC negotiations. 

Secretary o f State Rusk suggested that the US proceed with the demonstration of the 

technical feasibility of the MLF in order to keep the project afloat and ‘dispel allies’ 

misconceptions that US policy does not leave them free to discuss control issue on its 

merits’. Such ‘multi-faceted educational process’ would from his point of view allow 

the United States to increase European allies' understanding of the US nuclear policy.'" 

Thus, the MLF proposal remained on the Transatlantic agenda but no attempts to begin 

detailed negotiations between the United States and its European allies were planned by 

the Kennedy administration.



The UK and the European option

In autumn 1962 while the Kennedy administration put the MLF proposal on the back- 

burner until after the UK-EEC negotiations were completed, British policy-makers 

considered trying to take the initiative. After Macmillan’s failure to reach a nuclear 

sharing agreement with de Gaulle, the French line was continued by Minister of 

Aviation Peter Thomeycroft. He believed that Britain should become less dependent on 

the United States and increase its collaboration with Europe and especially with France. 

His main ambition seemed to be to balance the defence bu d g e t.'T h o m ey cro ft 

considered trying to interest the French in purchasing British weapons such as ‘V’ 

bombers and TSR-2 aircrafts specifically to assist the French with their force de frappe. 

Moreover, he proposed creating an Anglo-French nuclear force in which the French 

would have a veto on the British deterrent.

These proposals provoked a negative reaction in the Foreign Office. Its main 

concern was disarmament."^ Before the Minister of Defence’s visit to France in 

October 1962 British Deputy Under-Secretary Evelyn Shuckburgh in a memorandum 

stressed that it was the wrong time to start making offers of nuclear co-operation or 

other forms of a ‘sweetener’ to the French. In the first place General de Gaulle had not 

asked for anything of this sort and had, on the contrary, frequently made it clear that he 

was not expecting concessions from Britain or ready to pay anything for them. 

Shuckburgh concluded that it was unlikely that the General’s attitude to British 

membership of the European Communities would be influenced by any assistance 

Britain might give the French in developing their force de frappe. In addition, there was 

a danger that direct co-operation with the French in the development of their national 

nuclear strike force would anger the Americans and endanger the special relationship. In 

general, it was in British interests to give the impression to France that any assistance in 

this field would have to wait until Britain was a member of the Community."^

Despite the lack of success in British-French negotiations, the European option 

was still considered by Whitehall as a possible solution to the nuclear problem. The 

British Ambassador in Washington David Ormsby-Gore thought that a purely European 

nuclear force could be based in the first instance on the pooling of British and French 

forces which would be wholly integrated with NATO. This scheme would have the 

advantage of reducing the nuclear powers from four to three and prevent further 

proliferation, at least in Europe. Ormsby-Gore argued that there was a chance that after 

the departure of de Gaulle the French might look to this kind of European solution, the



Americans might also extend their support for the British deterrent to a wider 

framework of a European force. In the meantime, when there was no clear American 

policy Ormsby-Gore suggested that Britain produce her own proposals to solve the 

nuclear problem in the Alliance. Following his suggestion the Foreign Office set up a 

Steering Committee on the Nuclear Defence problems which issued its report in July 

1962 with the main guidelines for British nuclear policy. The report noted that ‘the most 

promising system would be some form of NATO nuclear force specifically destined for 

European defence and in some degree less subject to American control.’ Such a force 

could comprise the British nuclear strike force and the French force de frappe along 

with some contribution from the American force. Even though the British and French 

forces would no longer be at their exclusive disposal in wartime, in peacetime two 

countries would be able to ‘carry out such world-wide responsibilities as still remained 

to them.’ In contrast to the MLF, an arrangement of this kind would not require the 

deployment of additional weapon systems and therefore would be consonant with 

efforts for disarmament. As the Germans would not have a role in manning it need not 

unduly alarm the USSR. But Germany would participate in its political control on a 

basis of equality.“ ^

The Steering group recommended continuing supporting the ‘Athens package’ 

and making the utmost possible use of the NATO Nuclear Committee. Once Britain was 

in the Common Market it might be possible to develop various forms of cooperation 

between the British and French nuclear forces especially in training facilities in the 

United Kingdom for French crews, the use of British airfields and dispersal facilities by 

France and joint targeting through arrangement with the United States, Britain and 

France. However, the most promising objective in the longer term would be placing the 

British nuclear force alongside the French force and a contribution from the USA,*'^

The blueprint for a Franco-British nuclear force outlined in the Steering 

committee’s proposals was further developed by the Working Group on European 

integration in defence policy. Its report prepared in October 1962 elaborated on the 

concept of a NATO nuclear force in Europe which would be less dependent on the 

United States. Britain and France would have control of their own nuclear warheads and 

crews while the political control of this force would be vested in a Permanent 

Commission. This Commission could become a collective representation as political 

unity developed. The US could only veto the use of the weapons which it owned. The 

force would come under a NATO Supreme Commander. However, the conclusion this



report drew stressed in particular that the proposal was made on the assumption that

Britain joined the Community. 121

Smith-Lce Mission

The continued British efforts to explore the possibility of a European nuclear force built 

on the basis of Anglo-French cooperation became a matter of particular concern in 

Washington. ““ The NATO Multilateral Force proposal therefore had to provide the 

Europeans with a more attractive alternative to the European nuclear force than the 

McNamara Athens proposal. In addition, the shock of the October 1962 Cuban missile 

crisis had increased interest among NATO countries in the Alliance’s nuclear problems. 

For the Kennedy government the result of the crisis was to provide an opportunity to 

take the initiative in defence issues and strengthen NATO.'”’’

There was another reason for the renewed US initiative on the MLF. In the 

autumn of 1962 General Norstad renewed his proposals for land-based MRBMs for 

NATO forces. For US policy-planners in the Department of State the MLF represented 

a means of countering both the Anglo-French entente and Norstad’s proposals.’’"* In 

December 1962, Gerard Smith, the former head of the Policy Planning Staff at the 

Department of State and Admiral John M. Lee, Director for the International Security 

Affairs in the Department of Defence, had been sent to Europe to provide European 

nations with more information on Ihe American Multilateral Force project. The proposal 

they took to European capitals involved a surface fleet of 25 vessels manned by a mixed 

crew from at least three different nations. The US would retain a veto over the launch of 

nuclear weapons, although the briefings mentioned the possibility that at some future 

date the veto right might be relinquished.’"'*'

Admiral Lee left for Europe unconvinced of the likely efficiency of the mission. 

He thought that even though the mission was intended to stimulate European interest in 

the MLF, it would contradict the previous US assurance that total Alliance nuclear 

potency was sufficient at the time and that there was no hurry for a decision on the 

multilateral nuclear force.

Attempting to bring the British and French on board, the Kennedy 

administration decided to show a favourable attitude towards the British and French 

independent nuclear forces. Smith speaking in the NATO Council on 6 December 1962 

offered assurance to the US allies that the United States ‘in no sense would posit the



conditions that nations would be required to give up ongoing national programmes, if  

such nations wanted to participate in the

The Smith-Lee briefings generated different reactions among the European 

allies. Bonn welcomed the MLF on the ground that it would provide equal status for the 

FRG within the Alliance. The Belgian government supported the proposal. The Italians 

reacted with some reservations because of their difficult internal political situation. The 

British Foreign Office was in favour of the proposal while the Defence Ministry had
1 <70

strong objections, ‘

At the end of his mission Smith reported to Washington that ‘the education 

process appears to have served its purpose’. What was needed at that moment from his 

perspective was a political decision on whether to move forward with the MLF or 

abandon it. The present passive and restrictive MLF policy would not be adequate in the 

future.'“  ̂ Indeed, as Rusk noted at the Defence Policy conference on 30 November, 

some of the Kennedy administration members were ‘selling [MLF]. some dashing 

water; all operating under Presidential instruction’.’*^^Apparently this was a deliberate 

policy o f the President. Kennedy’s style of decision-making often included encouraging 

opposing views among his staff at the same time. Although it enabled the administration 

to have a more flexible approach to foreign policy issues, it occasionally lacked 

coordination which consequently caused confusion amongst US allies.’*̂’

In the meantime renewed US initiative found strong support among the 

Europeans. The Western European Union on 6 December 1962 adopted a 

recommendation to the NATO Council ‘to start negotiations to secure the integration of 

allied nuclear forces into a single NATO nuclear force, possibly based on a European 

and an American component, within a single command structure coming under the 

control of a single political executive representative of the Alliance as a whole.’ The 

WEU suggested making NATO’s nuclear executive the sole authority deciding on the 

deployment and use of nuclear weapons in the territory covered by the Alliance.’

The Mediterranean Pilot Force

The decision to withdraw the Jupiter missiles from Italy and Turkey according to the 

secret Soviet-American deal during the Cuban missile crisis created for the Kennedy 

administration serious political problems in dealing with these two NATO allies. Italy, 

in particular, attached great importance for the country’s political status to the 

deployment of the American missiles and their removal would .seriously affect the



national government. Italy feared becoming a second class county without a share of 

control of nuclear weapons. Meeting with Couve de Murville, his Italian counterpart 

Giuseppe Saragat noted ‘II faut mettre fin à cette inégalité entre puissances nucléaires et 

non nucléaires: L’Italie risque d’être le seul pays de l’Europe qui n’ait pas un droit de 

regard sur l’arme atomique.’

The Kennedy administration came up with a multilateral solution instead of the 

bilateral IRBM agreement. The US Ambassador to NATO Finletter had proposed that 

the Smith-Lee mission discuss informally with the European allies the concept of a 

small Mediterranean experimental force. For Italy and Turkey participation in a missile 

force could be an equivalent to the withdrawn IRBMs. For Italy it would be also an 

additional confirmation of the country’s role within the A llia n c e .T h e  force would be 

manned by crews from Turkey, Italy and the US and might include also Greeks and 

Canadians. For the Ambassador, this pilot force could be a test and a precedent for 

larger Multilateral Force. In addition, he envisaged participation by the UK after the 

EEC negotiations which would enable it to stay in the nuclear business despite the 

Skyboh c a n c e lla tio n F in le tte r  envisaged two types of the force. The first one would 

be a purely experimental force of minimal size, and would not in itself have military 

significance; it would, however, replace IRBMs, and would be a symbolic action and a 

test of the multilateral concept. The capital costs could be held to the order of $100 

million. The Second variant set up a valid military force and would consist of 7 ships, 

$400 million in total.

It is necessary to note that the Italian Navy had already begun (in 1961) the 

realisation of the project of the sea-based Mediterranean Polaris nuclear force. Admiral 

Glicerio Azzoni. the commander of the cruiser ‘Garibaldi’, insisted that during the 

reconstruction of the ship the necessary slots should be prepared for the Polaris missile. 

From his point of view, this might prove the practicability of the surface-ship 

deployment of Polaris and a willingness to obtain these missiles from the US, which 

would give Italy a certain nuclear status.

The development of the Polaris project on the ‘Garibaldi’ demonstrated a serious 

interest of the Italian government in the NATO nuclear force idea. During his visit to 

Washington on 1 6 -1 7  October 1961 Italian Minister of Defence Giulio Andreotti 

supported the solution of a NATO nuclear force open to those members willing to take 

part in it and also argued to block any assistance to the French nuclear programme. 

Italian Christian-Democrat Prime Minister Fanfani supported the creation of the



multilateral nuclear force for mainly political and psychological reasons. The idea was 

to prevent German access to nuclear weapons even though such force was not essential 

for purely military reasons. The ‘Garibaldi’ experiment could provide Italy with a 

stronger negotiating position in the discussion of the MLF project. The US Navy 

expressed deep interest in collaboration with the Italians and in the summer of 1962 

conducted a series of tests of Polaris missiles.*'*^

The Italian ‘Garibaldi’ experience together with the urgent need to deal with the 

withdraw of Jupiters provoked serious interest among the Department of State staff in 

the Mediterranean force project. For the MLF advocates, such as Gerry Smith from the 

Policy Planning Council, such a force was a good opportunity for getting on with the 

bigger project of a mixed-manned Multilateral Force.

The US Navy on the contrary was sceptical about the use of the ‘Garibaldi’ for 

the Mediterranean force. It had only 4 tubes for the Polaris and their deployment would 

be very costly. Moreover, time delay in achieving operational capability would make 

the system politically unacceptable. The only alternative would be to proceed with the 

planned deployment in the Mediterranean of the already available Polaris submarines, 

which had a number of missiles more than equal to the total number of Jupiter^ in 

Turkey and Italy.

Some days before the Smith-Lee mission departure to Europe at the Defence 

Policy conference. Minister of Defence McNamara quickly rejected the Mediterranean 

Pilot Force Project and instructed the American delegation to respond negatively 

regarding this force. He was convinced that there was no practicable way to finance the 

plan. European countries in the area could not contribute to the cost and the pilot force 

might have a splintering effect on NATO defence policy. The Minister noted that the 

‘Italians were in debt to the US already and they should be strengthening conventional 

forces’.**̂ '

Conclusion

The MLF project that Kennedy inherited from Eisenhower did not initially find 

substantial support in the newly formed democratic administration. The first changes in 

the military doctrine which paved the way for the ‘flexible response’ doctrine 

contradicted the principles of nuclear sharing that were behind the NATO nuclear force 

proposal. The broad policy of the Kennedy administration in the nuclear domain that 

crystallised in the first months of 1961 was to centralise the command of all NATO's

L



weapons in US hands, to phase out the British link, and to bring the French national 

capability into some common European enterprise.

The arguments that convinced the Kennedy administration to reconfirm the 

Herter proposal were entirely political. The MLF was embedded into a larger 

framework of the Grand Design strategy which had the goal of constructing an Atlantic 

Community. For Washington the MLF had the potential to strengthen the cohesion of 

NATO and constituted an antidote to any present or future proposal for both 

independent European nuclear deterrence or national nuclear forces.

Although during 1961 and 1962 the MLF won support in the Kennedy 

administration, particularly in the Department of State, the official US policy on this 

issue remained uncommitted. It represented more of a ‘lighting rod’ than a firm foreign 

policy line. The US decision-makers returned several times to the idea of a Multilateral 

Force when it was necessary to solve urgent problems concerning NATO, such as the 

adoption of the new military doctrine of ‘flexible response’ and phasing out the Jupiter 

missiles. However, when it came close to the beginning of the concrete Mediterranean 

Pilot Force project it became clear that the United States had no real interest in the 

creation of the permanent military and political structures necessary to meet the 

demands for the NATO nuclear deterrent. The US priorities in this period were largely 

concentrated on conventional build-up. Therefore, it was necessary only to feed the 

European interest in the idea of a Multilateral Force, promoting it as one of the most 

adequate solutions for nuclear sharing in NATO , although quite a distant one. In the 

meantime the MLF continued playing its role in the Transatlantic agenda as a way of 

educating the European allies on changes in US and NATO nuclear affairs.
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Chapter 4

Re-launch of the MLF

Introduction

From early 1961, the MLF had evolved from a simple proposal made by Herter in the 

NATO Council into a well-developed project ready to be discussed with the European 

allies. In the Kennedy administration a number o f officials had shown their support for 

the Multilateral Force idea and became its .strong promoters. Special technical studies 

conducted by the Navy and NATO found the MLF to be a workable plan to advance 

Occidental nuclear deterrence. What was missing was the political initiative from the 

United States. The President and his staff were reluctant to push forward with the 

creation of the MLF. In the military sphere it contradicted the increased emphasis 

placed on conventional weapons by the ‘flexible response" doctrine. In the political 

sphere the Americans were more interested in Britain joining the Common Market than 

in a swift solution to the NATO nuclear problem. The M LF was used by the Kennedy 

administration as a counter-balance to French proposals for an independent European 

nuclear option. Since de Gaulle did not go beyond simple rhetoric, the US MLF also 

never advanced beyond being a project for discussion without any concrete dead-line.

At the end of 1962 the situation radically changed. The cancellation of the 

Skyholt project had the potential to create a major crisis in US-British relations. A 

solution was needed which on the one hand would help Macmillan who had staked his 

reputation on the US promise to provide Britain with Skybolt mi.ssile instead of the 

British Blue Streak.. On the other it would be a step away from an independent British 

nuclear deterrent. The NATO nuclear force project provided an alternative compromise. 

The US proposal was split into two parts: a clearly defined multinational force 

consisting of US, British and the French nuclear weapons, and the rather ambiguous 

multilateral mixed-manned force. The first was expected to solve the urgent problem of 

British deterrence and to win French support for Common Market enlargement, while 

the second was supposed to create an attractive framework for the non-nuclear NATO 

members to join at a later stage.

However, several weeks after the Anglo-American agreement at Nassau in 

December 1962 was reached de Gaulle put a veto to Britain’s EEC membership and 

rejected at the same time the US Polaris offer. In the Kennedy administration this



switched the emphasis from the multinational to the Multilateral Force concept because 

it offered a real alternative for the Germans in confronting de Gaulle’s policy. 1963 

became the year of the MLF. This project graduated from abstract discussions to 

bilateral and multilateral negotiations with the European powers. Two special Working 

Groups were created to elaborate the political, military and other aspects of the future 

MLF Charter. The leading European members of NATO -  the United Kingdom, West 

Germany, and Italy -  began to define their own approach to the MLF, which was not 

always very positive.

Another important characteristic of this period was that the US administration in 

promoting the MLF concept, aside from being mindful of the European attitude, had to 

take into account the position of the Soviet Union. After the Cuban missile crisis 

interaction between the two superpowers had a heightened sense of importance. The 

MLF issue became involved in the Soviet-American talks about the test-ban treaty.

The Nassau conference. The MLF solution to the Skybolt crisis

The Kennedy-Macmillan meeting at Nassau on 19-21 December 1962 opened a new 

page in the MLF story. The summit concentrated on the Skybolt matter. According to 

the British-American agreement under Eisenhower, the Americans promised to provide 

Britain with Skybolt air-surface ballistic missiles, which were to constitute the basis of 

British independent deterrence. But by the end of 1962 the US administration found the 

development of Skybolt too expensive and time consuming. In mid-October McNamara 

decided to cancel this project in favour of Minuteman or Polaris missiles and in 

November 1962 he warned the British Ambassador David Ormsby-Gore and Minister 

of Defence Peter Thorneycroft about his decision.'

The cancellation of Skybolt re-opened debates in the United States about the 

very existence of an independent British nuclear deterrent. The members of the 

Kennedy administration disagreed on this issue. The Department of State recommended 

that the Macmillan government should either replace Skybolt with another Hound-dog 

missile, or participate in the MLF, but under no circumstances help maintain an 

independent British nuclear force." Under Secretary Ball was concerned with what the 

political implications of US aid to the British would mean to the French and Germans.’ 

For him the MLF was a useful vehicle for incorporating the British deterrent in a 

collective nuclear force.

Defence Secretary Robert McNamara, on the contrary, leaned towards providing 

the British with Polaris missiles. He argued strongly that the discussions of recent



months had demonstrated the failure of the US position with respect to a multilateral 

force. From his point of view, there was no way that the Europeans could pay for both a 

multilateral force and meet NATO conventional force goals.** i ♦

At the final preparatory meeting before Nassau Kennedy acknowledged that the 

Skybolt problem involved great political risks for both British and American policy in 

Europe. He initially supported McNamara’s view of the Polaris offer but under strong 

influence from the Department of State agreed that such an offer should be made under 

certain conditions, Macmillan would have to commit the eventual British Polaris force 

to a multilateral or multinational force in NATO.“"̂ Thus, the President was convinced 

that Britain should commit her nuclear force to NATO, but it did not mean that he 

supported an exclusively MLF solution. The concrete form of the British commitment 

had to be defined at a later date.

During the Nassau meeting three variants were discussed between the British 

and the US delegations. Kennedy suggested that: first, the United States would supply 

Hound-dog missiles; second, the two countries would share the costs of the completion 

of Skybolt; finally, the United States and United Kingdom would cooperate in a NATO 

Multilateral Force. The British delegation displayed a rather lukewarm attitude to the 

American concept of the MLF. The Foreign Minister Lord Home argued against the 

Multilateral Force because it was impossible ‘to have fifteen fingers on the trigger’. 

Moreover, he thought that the Europeans did not want Germany to have atomic 

weapons and were opposed to the Multilateral Force. Defence Minister Thomeycroft 

suggested that the US, UK and later France should instead create a joint force with 

NATO targets. Finally, Prime Minister Macmillan further developed this point and 

proposed to add British and French bombers to SACEUR. According to him, ‘this 

would show the purpose of developing the philosophy of building a joint force.’^

On the US side Rusk, Ball and Ambassador Bohlen took the position that any 

solution should move Europe away from national deterrents. Undersecretary Ball 

argued that the British-American agreement should be done in a multilateral context, 

which meant mixed-manning and no right to withdraw forces. He stressed that it would 

be the best option with regard to the Germans and said that ‘history had demonstrated 

that we could not keep Germany in an inferior position forever, and any attempt to do so 

would stir up latent forces in Germany,’ Kennedy himself agreed that there was more 

logic in the present arrangements than in the Multilateral Force.^ The President thought



of making an offer of Polaris submarines to the French. It might save them *a good deal 

of money and some time’, he thought.^

Finally, the two sides came to an agreement that the United States would supply 

Britain with Polaris missiles, but on the condition that they would become a part o f 

NATO’s multinational force. In addition, the UK would participate in the multilateral 

force.

Article 5 o f the Nassau communiqué, the ‘Statement on nuclear defence 

systems’, emphasised the importance o f the Polaris agreement for the development of 

‘new and closer arrangements for the organization and control of strategic Western 

defence.’

Article 6 foresaw the assignment to NATO of some parts of the forces that 

already existed: the American strategic force, the British Bombers command and the 

tactical nuclear forces deployed in Europe’. Such forces would form a NATO nuclear 

force.

Article 7 mentioned that ‘the purpose of two governments with respect to the 

provision of the Polaris missiles must be the development of a multilateral NATO 

nuclear force in the closest consultation with other NATO allies’.̂

Article 8 secured the transfer of US Polaris missiles for the British submarines. 

The ‘US would make available on a continuing basis Polaris missiles (less warheads) 

for British submarines. British forces developed under this plan would be assigned and 

targeted in the same way as the forces described in paragraph 6.’

Article 9 committed these British Polaris submarines along with an equal 

number of US forces to be included in a NATO multilateral force. However, the British 

had a right to use their submarines independently from NATO when ‘Her Majesty’s 

government might decide that supreme national interests were at stake.’

Thus, the Nassau agreement set up the NATO Nuclear Force (NNF) which 

consisted of two parts. The first, multinational, was represented by national components 

contributed by the US and the UK under paragraph 6 of the agreement. All the 

components of this force would be assigned under arrangements which would limit their 

withdrawal to circumstances in which supreme national interests were at stake. The 

second part, the multilateral force, defined in paragraph 7 of the Nassau agreement 

referred to the US and British Polaris submarines. Whereas the multinational concept 

was clearly identified, the text was rather vague on the multilateral force, which was 

unclear not only for the British, but also for the Americans,



After the Nassau agreement was signed the Kennedy administration tried to 

define the framework of the NATO nuclear force between the multilateral and 

multinational components. The Department of State supported the MLF force and 

thought that acceptance of the multilateral concept was not far off. Walt Rostow 

expected that Britain might soon accept this alternative and that the next French 

government would also be forced to ‘accept the inevitable course of European 

multilateralism as the only right course.’” He suggested that the United States offer 

West Germany an opportunity to participate in the Polaris deterrent force. For Rostow 

there was no way other than mixed manning to prevent the future development of a 

German national nuclear programme. “ ■ i ^

The Defence Department on the other hand, insisted on proceeding with 

assistance for the development of British national nuclear capabilities promised at 

Nassau and on taking a similar position with the French. The Multilateral Force was 

considered a very distant prospect. The Steering Group implementing the Nassau 

Decisions concluded that the United States should move forward with Britain and 

France in order to develop their national capabilities, while ‘seeking a firm commitment 

for their ultimate support for a multilateral force’. In order to cushion the blow for 

Germany, they would be offered the opportunity to participate with the US in ‘a 

[multilateral] nuclear force’.

Did the Nassau agreement mark a change in American policy towards the MLF? 

Marc Trachtenberg argues that Kennedy at Nassau decided to break with the previous 

policy in support of a multilateral NATO nuclear force adopted in April 1961 and that 

his goal was to move towards a system based on British and French national forces. 

For us, these arguments seem not to be entirely convincing, especially with regard to the 

President’s MLF policy. As we have seen in the previous chapter, Kennedy's only 

public commitment to the MLF at Ottawa in 1961 included the possibility of 

establi.shing a NATO Multilateral Force once NATO’s non-nuclear goals had been 

achieved. Although the President agreed to explore the MLF issue and led tentative 

discussions among the allies, he never considered it an important task for the United 

States. US MLF rhetoric was used as an antidote to both the proposed French European 

option and the Norstad’s plan for land-based MRBMs. Thus, the Nassau agreement did 

not mean any serious shift in Kennedy’s attitude towards the MLF. After the US-British 

meeting in December 1962, as it was in 1961 and 1962, the MLF was left as only a 

possible option for future, since no concrete plan of such force was proposed.



The NATO multinational force proposal, which assigned Polaris submarines to 

the British solved the urgent problem of the British deterrent and preserved the Anglo- 

American special relationship. However, Nassau did not particularly promote the MLF, 

apart from tying the British to the American endeavour to make progress on such a 

force. In particular, no concrete details were provided regarding the participation of 

other NATO allies in the Multilateral Force. It was not clear whether such a force would 

be mixed-manned or consist of only British and American crews. Thus, even after the 

Kennedy-Macmillan meeting in December 1962 the MLF concept continued to remain 

a distant prospect, without any particular plan as to how it would be implemented

The MLF discussions among the Western allies followed the line of the Smith- 

Lee mission, with the only difference being that the emphasis was switched to the 

creation of a NATO multinational force. In his statement at the NATO Council on 11 

January 1963 US Undersecretary of State George Ball explained to the allies the nature 

of the Nassau agreement. According to him, the US envisaged an arrangement under 

which European countries might participate in ‘an increasingly cohesive effort of 

nuclear defence that would be intimately associated in a common strategy with the 

United States Strategic Force’. He presented a three-stage approach to the creation of a 

NATO nuclear force. As an immediate step the two governments would assign to 

NATO elements drawn from the United States Strategic Force and the United Kingdom 

Bomber Command. In addition, the possibility would be explored of assigning to the 

NATO Nuclear Force selected tactical nuclear forces already in Europe.

During the second stage, the two governments would work in consultation and 

co-operation with the other member nations of the Alliance ‘in the development of a 

multilateral nuclear force, which would also become a part of the NATO Nuclear 

Force’. Regarding the configuration of the MLF force, Ball made clear that the US 

government considered that the seaborne force was probably the most suited to the 

requirements of mixed-manning, and therefore the most suitable for a multilateral force 

concept. The final decision about the choice between a surface force and submarines 

had to be taken by the NATO Council. The statement by the US Undersecretary 

generally provoked positive reactions among the European representatives in NATO. 

Italy, Belgium and Germany were entirely favourable to the American-British proposal 

and welcomed the start of consultations.’^

I
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Double veto, France and Nassau

While the general US policy towards the MLF did not change radically after the Nassau 

agreement, the Polaris offer to Macmillan contributed to a shift in Franco-American 

relations. The Polaris missiles were offered to France on similar conditions to the 

British. On 20 December a letter was send from the Head of Delegations to the US 

Embassy in Paris with the details of the agreement. The American and the British 

leaders in Nassau agreed that the French would be given ‘scope to negotiate a full 

measure of aid for their nuclear weapons programme, and they would be given the same 

escape clause the British had received, allowing the use of the force for national 

purposes’. However, it is important to note that both Kennedy and Macmillan did not 

consider French participation essential for the creation of the Multilateral Force.

Yet from the US point of view the Polaris offer to de Gaulle could serve 

different purposes. For McNamara it could bring the French force de frappe into the 

NATO deterrent. Ball argued that a transfer of American missiles to France would have 

a softening effect on de Gaulle’s position toward British entry to the Common market. 

However, once the British entered Europe, he thought that the United States would turn 

back to the multilateral solution- the MLF.'^

Kennedy’s offer meant a change of US policy towards the French nuclear 

programme. Actually Kennedy returned to de Gaulle's proposal of a tripartite Anglo- 

French-American nuclear directorate. In 1958 while the French atomic bomb was still in 

the course o f development, the French President wanted to secure France's nuclear 

status by creating a club separate from NATO to discuss nuclear strategy. Although 

under the conditions of the Nassau agreement France would have to commit her forces 

to NATO, the degree of independent decision-making power it possessed was high. On 

2 January 1963 Rusk confirmed to the French Ambassador to Washington Alphand the

possibility of France using Polaris independently for the defence of supreme national
• 18 interests.

On 20 December Kennedy and Macmillan each sent a letter to de Gaulle from 

Nassau and on 21 December American Ambassador Charles Bohlen gave to the 

Secretary General of the Presidency o f the French Republic Etienne Burin des Roziers a 

memorandum for de Gaulle about the Nassau agreement and an official offer of 

American Polaris missiles to France.’̂  The first impression of de Gaulle’s reaction to 

the American proposal by Bohlen was that the General wanted to wait and see whether 

a better offer for the French might follow.“̂



The French reply which was sent to Kennedy in early January 1963 neither

accepted nor refused the Polaris offer. The door was left open for further discussions.

De Gaulle was interested in the part of the American proposal which concerned the

purchase of Polaris but considered that such an offer could not be very useful for many

years due to technical reasons. However, de Gaulle reacted negatively to the second part

of the Nassau agreement related to the MLF. On the same day the General asked the

British Ambassador in Paris Pierson Dixon: ‘Why should we take part in the

Multilateral Force? Why should we give the Americans our Mirage and atomic bombs,
 ̂1which they did not help us to construct?'"

The Ball visit to Paris became the last contribution to de Gaulle’s rejection of the 

Nassau offer. Ball flew over to Paris for a session with the NATO Council on 10 

January. But before the actual meeting he and Ambassador Bohlen met with the French 

Foreign Minister Couve de Murville. The US Under-Secretary drew special attention to 

the ‘multilateral’ part of the Nassau agreement and explained that first of all it meant ‘a 

mixed-manned force’. According to the transcripts of the meeting published in the 

French series Documents Diplomatiques Francais de Murville was rather surprised by 

Ball’s argument.. He withheld his comments referring to the forthcoming de Gaulle 

press conference 4 days later where the French leader would probably express his 

attitude to the US-British agreement at Nassau. At the same time responding to 

Bohlen’s question about French participation in the MLF, the Minister replied that 

‘France never would take part in a such force with mixed-manned crews.*"

De Gaulle’s press conference destroyed American hopes of reaching a 

compromise with France on nuclear matters. The General put a veto on Britain’s entry 

into the Common Market and rejected the United States offer of Polaris missiles. He 

explained that the problem was technical, since the French ‘had neither submarines with 

which to launch them nor thermonuclear warheads to equip them’. At the same time this 

was his final ‘no’ to the concept of a multilateral force, which for him meant principally 

an attempt to put French nuclear forces under American control. ‘Contributing our own 

force to a multilateral force under foreign command’, added de Gaulle, ‘would be 

contrary to the principle of our defence policy.’"̂  For de Gaulle the exclusion of Great 

Britain, a nuclear power, from the Common Market and the break-up of the Multilateral 

Force could only assist in establishing French nuclear hegemony in Western Europe.""^ 

From de Gaulle’s point of view, a Franco-German union would become a first 

step towards French grandeur in Europe. On 22 January 1963 the governments of



France and German signed the Élysée treaty. This treaty meant first of all the ‘historical 

reconciliation’ of two neighbours and envisaged cooperation between the two countries 

in the fields of foreign policy, defence as well as education and youth policy. The two 

governments obliged themselves to adopt a common position in these fields and hold 

regular meetings of government officials. In the field of foreign policy consultation 

between the two states would concern the three main concerns of the European 

Communities, European political, political and economic aspects of East-West relations, 

and international organisations, including NATO. The part o f the treaty concerned with 

defence cooperation envisaged the coordination of military doctrines, joint arms 

production, exchange of military personnel and the establishment of military institutes. 

Although the treaty included provisions to keep members of the European Communities 

informed about Franco-German cooperation, it did not mention NATO and the United

States 25

The Americans were enraged by the Franco-German treaty. Despite the fact that 

reconciliation between France and Germany, which was closely connected with the 

process of European integration, was one of the main goals of US post-war policy in 

Europe, the Kennedy administration disliked the anti-American and anti-NATO 

character of the agreement. In Washington, it was suspected that France and Germany 

were planning to create a strong continental bloc, independent of America and able to 

chart its own course in world affairs, particularly in relations with the Soviet Union. It 

revived the American fear of an independent European nuclear force through which the 

Federal Republic would be able to acquire nuclear weapons under her own control. 

‘Germany*, declared de Gaulle at his 14 January press conference, ‘had the same right 

as any other country to decide whether to have a nuclear force.

However, it soon became clear that this was merely French rhetoric to prevent 

Germany from joining the MLF, The French government never really believed that 

Germany should have access to nuclear weapons. Couve de Murville, when meeting 

with British Foreign Minister Earl of Home, stated that ‘the German appetite for nuclear 

weapons was something which must be carefully watched and to which we must not

give way. .27

^Building a MLF facade.’ The US and Nassau

The Nassau agreement and de Gaulle’s press conference provided a strong impulse for 

American support to the Multilateral Force. On the one hand, the offer of Pohiris



missiles to the British constituted a concrete step towards its creation, on the other, de 

Gaulle’s policy showed the need for rapid action. U.S. policy-makers considered that 

the absence of an immediate American initiative could lead to a stronger Franco- 

German union, and thus to substantial problems for NATO and transatlantic relations.

The events of 14 January 1963 caught the Americans relatively unprepared. 

Therefore, the Kennedy administration needed a quick counter-strategy. In a 

memorandum addressed to the President, National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy 

and Deputy Assistant Secretary for European Affairs William Tyler, Walt Rostow from 

the Policy Planning Council summarised the main US objectives for a new policy: to 

prevent Britain from becoming isolationist and to strengthen the cohesion of the other 

EEC members and especially Adenauer in favour of NATO and against de Gaulle.*^

Kennedy's main concern was that the Germans might acquire nuclear weapons 

through their alliance with France or by making purchases. The concept of a multilateral 

force in this case could preclude the development of a Franco-German force.“̂  A few 

days later the President wrote to Adenauer, saying that the establishment of the MLF 

with the FRG as a full participant would have great significance for the Alliance and for 

the entire West. Adenauer's reply assured the President that the US could fully rely on 

FRG support.'^^

On 19 January instructions from the Secretary of State transmitted to the 

American embassies in Europe instructed officials to press forward with the UK on the 

multilateral Polaris agreement but at the same time to ‘continue a policy of open door, 

in order to counter the impression in Paris that it was the object of our policy to freeze 

them out’.''*

The Franco-German Treaty concluded on 22 January 1963 provided further 

impetus for the start of an American initiative on the MLF which would be the best 

available vehicle to achieve all of these goals. On 24 January 1963 the President 

charged then retired Ambas.sador Livingston Merchant with the task of preparing and 

negotiating United States proposals for a multilateral nuclear force. At the same time he 

named Gerard Smith and Admiral John Lee as members of Ambassador Merchant’s 

team. Shortly thereafter the Department of State established a small staff to support the 

Ambassador and his team. The function of Ambassador Merchant’s office (S/MF) was 

essential to the fonnulation and coordination of MLF policy within the US 

administration. Philander Claxton and Howard Furnas were assigned permanently to the 

new structure. Working in close concert with the White House, S/MF had to harmonize
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the interests and views of the Departments of State, Defence and Treasury, the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, the Navy and the AEC.^"

The National Security Council Meetings on 12 and 18 February were devoted to 

the preparation of the MLF negotiations. The German question was at the centre of the 

discussion. Although Merchant himself was not optimistic about the project he thought 

it was worth a serious try. In any event, he felt that in a month the United States would 

have a better notion of the depth of European interest and if the MLF worked, it would 

be possible to ‘extricate the Germans from the exclusive French embrace.’ Merchant 

suggested that the United States, through the MLF, could offer the Germans reassurance 

that the US was staying on the European continent, participation in the control of the 

force, and most importantly, an alternative to de Gaulle’s plan for Franco-German 

cooperation.'^’̂ Secretary of State Rusk urged that the United States take the initiative on 

the MLF in order to avoid greater Franco-German collaboration. From his perspective 

‘the principal antidote to de Gaulle at this time was organising Europe along the lines of 

the Multilateral Force.

Kennedy himself showed a rather ambiguous attitude to the MLF, For him, the 

MLF was not ‘a real force but merely a façade.’ He agreed with Ball that the Merchant 

mission would be just an exploratory trip. In a situation where the French did not offer 

any solution which could meet the demands of the Germans, the US initiative would be 

decisive.*^  ̂ However, the President expressed his concerns about the nature of the 

Multilateral Force project, and particularly the fact that the United States might be tying 

itself too closely to a project that might fail. He stressed that the ‘important thing was 

not to stick to the MLF too long if it seemed to be a losing proposition.’’

When the discussion came to the point o f the force configuration, Kennedy 

supported the surface-ship formula on the ground that it would be much easier than to 

ask Congress to make Polaris submarines available to NATO. McNamara joined this 

argument noting that the reasons of the change from the submarines to the surface-ships 

were more political than technical, since ‘the Republicans would be quick to exploit a 

proposal to share Polaris submarines with European members of NATO.’’ The issue of 

control of the Multilateral Force became divisive in the US administration. Rusk 

doubted that the Europeans would ever support a purely European nuclear force. 

Acheson suggested that the concept of ‘voice’ in the use of the force was ‘merely an 

illusion’.̂  ̂ The US Ambassador in France, Charles Bohlen, on the contrary suggested 

that the US should give the Multilateral Force genuine autonomy in the atomic field.



whether under NATO directly or under a purely European component. For Bohicn. a 

proposal which included a European option would certainly enlist the support of all of 

the European members.*^*^

A day before Merchant’s departure to Europe Kennedy instructed the L'S 

delegation that if two or more other governments displayed the nccessar>' interest, the 

US team should negotiate a preliminary agreement. The question of the control of the 

force would be left open and re-examined as the participants gained greater experience 

of the MLF. However the US would insist on the concept of unanimity on decisions on 

the war-making The President warned against applying too much pressure which could 

cause serious damage to US prestige if European allies did not wish to prtKccd with an 

M L F /‘

De Gaulle’s veto to Britain's entry to the Common Market, his rejection of the 

US Polaris offer and signing of the Élysée Treaty served as catalysts for the American 

initiative on the MLF. Within the Kennedy administration it created a general consensus 

on this issue. Even though some members of the government, including the President 

and McNamara, continued to doubt the essence of the project and its military value'**, 

everybody agreed that the effort should be made to carry it to Europe test the 

intentions of the major European allies.

The MLF proposal and Merchant’s Mission

The main US requirements for the MLF outlined in the proposal carried by Merchant to 

Europe included: the mixed-manning principle, at least three contributors to the force, 

and a substantial financial contribution from European countries. The cost of the Ml J* 

was estimated at $500 million over ten years plus $100 million a year for 

modernisation."*^ As a result of its preliminary studies of the overall problem the US 

proposed an initial Force of 25 surface ships, each equipped with eight PoUiri\ A*.̂  

missiles, operating from a main and possibly a satellite base. Each surface missile ship 

manned by at least three nations would have a crew of 195 . including 17 officers. The 

total number of personnel would be approximate 10000, The estimate costs of 2.̂  ships 

would be $2057 million for initial deployment and $219 million for annual operation, 

MLF ships could operate in the Mediterranean. Norwegian, North and Irish Seas and in 

the North Atlantic,"*^

Whereas the military structure of the force was clearly defined, the mechanisms 

for political control were still in the process of discussion. Shortly before his departure
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for Europe in February 1963 the Head of the MLF negotiations mission Livingstone 

Merchant spoke in favour of a control committee consisting of big powers in the MLF 

acting unanimously. From his viewpoint the ‘US could not visualize future 

circumstances under which it would be prepared to relinquish its veto over the use of 

the MLF.’"*'** At the same time he preferred to avoid any discussion on this point and to 

postpone any decision on control until after a Preliminary agreement was signed using 

the time for educating European allies as to the dangers of dispensing with the US

veto.46

The US proposal carried by the Merchant team to Europe envi.saged as a first 

step the creation of a Preparatory Commission of potential subscribers with the task of 

drafting a multilateral treaty and appointing an Executive agent to supervise the build

up of the force. The MLF command structure would include: a Commission, an 

Executive or Commander and a Management board. A NATO nuclear force would be 

under the operational command of SACEUR, while political control would be exercised 

by a NATO Nuclear Control Commission. This Commission would act unanimously 

and would be responsible for: providing SACEUR with political guidance on nuclear 

affairs, approving SACEUR’s targeting and operational plans and instructing or 

authorizing SACEUR to execute his plans. The M LF Commission would release MLF 

weapons to SACEUR. SACEUR on receipt of the political weapons release would issue 

the necessary launch orders directly to MLF ships at the same time as they were issued 

to other components of his nuclear retaliatory force.

The US delegation was in Europe from 22 February to 17 March. The first stop 

in Merchant’s visit was at NATO in Paris. Opening the North Atlantic Council’s session 

on 27 February the American Ambassador to NATO Thomas Finletter noted that the 

United States was now ready to discuss the MLF proposal in detail with the countries 

‘who had previously expressed their willingness and any other which was willing to 

share the burden of providing strategic forces and the responsibility for their use.’"̂^

In a speech which followed Finletter’s Merchant outlined the main concepts of 

the future MLF force. According to him, the force should be a force of surface ships 

operated by unanimous decision-making principle. At the same time he added that this 

arrangement might be reviewed as the committee gained experience after the force was 

established. The United States would welcome the early establishment of the MLF and 

would be willing to underwrite a substantial part o f its cost.



The reaction to the American proposal among Council members was raibcr 

positive. The British Ambassador Evelyn Shuckburgh replied that his gosemment 

would give all the support they could to US efforts. Italian Ambassador lo NATO 

Adolfo Alessandrini expressed the full Italian readiness to make a contribution to the 

mixed-manned force, and take a large part in the common nuclear defence. Belgian 

Ambassador de Staercke although speaking in favour of the MLF noted that it would be 

easier for Belgium to participate if decision was taken by majority vote. In addition, he 

stressed the importance of possible cooperation among participating countries to ha\c a 

share in missile production with subsequent beneficial effects for their economies.’*"

Only the French adopted a negative attitude to the Multilateral Force. Meeting 

with the American Ambassador a few days after the Council meeting, the I'Vcnch 

Foreign Minister Couve de Murville repeated the same reasons for the rejection of the 

MLF he had given to the Undersecretary Ball earlier in January."*' While in l*aris 

Merchant also had another appointment with his old fried Jean Monnet. The ll.S 

administration had a long experience in working together with Monnet'". Beginning 

with the Second World War when he was a liaison officer for American supplies to 

Europe and throughout the ECSC, EDC and Rome Treaties negotiations Monnet tried to 

secure American support for the European projects. In the case of the MLF Mminct's 

assistance was for Washington essential. Merchant certainly knew that while promoting 

the ideas for a united Europe Monnet has always argued for strong tics w ith the United 

States. In a situation when de Gaulle’s initiative for a Franco-German union undermined 

the US position in Western Europe the backing from another Frenchman could increase 

the chances of winning European support for the MLF. In the course of his consersaiion 

with Merchant Monnet showed his full support for the MLF project and urgcti the 

United States to move rapidly in order to improve the cohesion of the Atlantic 

Community which was threatened by de Gaulle.^'

With the first results reached Paris. Merchant began the main negotiation roundN 

in Rome, Bonn and London. Support from these large Western European countries w as 

essential for the MLF, If all of them, or at least two. agreed to participate in the force, 

the United States would be able to easily overcome any of the French objections.

Hidden support. Italy and Nassau

After the failure of the Mediterranean Force project in December I%2. US pK>lic>- 

planners were even more concerned with finding a solution that would cave the fKdiiical



impact on Italy of Jupiter removal. On 5 January 1963 US Defence Secretary 

McNamara sent an official request to the Italian Defence Ministry regarding the 

removal of Jupiter. Andreotti replied with the proposal to substitute Jupiter with Polaris 

deployed on the Italian cruiser ‘Garibaldi’. However, the Nassau agreement practically 

excluded the possibility of a US-Italian bilateral agreement on the Polaris missiles. The 

only proposal which the Kennedy administration was able to offer the Italians was the 

MLF. During the second meeting of the Nassau Steering group on 3 January 1963 the 

US Ambassador to Italy Frederick Reinhardt stated that it was necessary to proceed 

with the MLF in order to reassure the Italian government as to the continuity of US 

nuclear sharing policy.^“

During Fanfani’s visit to Washington, Kennedy introduced the idea of replacing 

Jupiters with Polaris missiles based on US submarines. The US President emphasised 

that the Italian ‘Garibaldi’ could be included in the MLF. However, facing a 

forthcoming election only a few months away Fanfani was rather reluctant to accept 

Kennedy’s offer, which was originally proposed by Italy. The Italian Prime Minister 

calculated the negative consequences the bilateral agreement on Polaris could have on 

the Italian internal political situation and on the whole experiment of collaboration with 

the Socialist Party which initially opposed the proposal for a NATO nuclear force.“"*'̂  

The leader of the Italian Socialist Party Riccardo Lombardi criticized the MLF plans for 

camouflaging the nuclear rearmament o f West Germany that excluded any possibility of 

reaching a compromise on the Berlin issue. Lombardi appealed to the Italian 

government to abstain from participation in the MLF, The position of the Italian 

Socialists was also seriously influenced by the British Labour party. The Socialists had 

come to accept the MLF idea but if Britain stood aside they would probably reject it.̂ **

Merchant’s visit to Rome revealed the strong support of the Italian government 

for the MLF project. Describing the Italian reaction to the American proposal. Merchant 

reported that Prime Minister Amintore Fanfani declared him self favourable to the MLF 

and was prepared to support it with substantial resources.*'’̂’ Nevertheless, the President 

of the Council Fanfani, while reaffirming his support for the American proposal 

criticised several elements of it.*’̂  The main point of disagreement was the surface-ship 

configuration. American Harvard professor Henry Kissinger who was in Italy at this 

time reported to the Department o f State that the Italians were interested in the 

deployment of Polaris missiles on the ‘Garibaldi’. At the same time they were ready to 

accept a certain number of American personnel for custody of the missiles, but not



mixed crews of different nationalities. In short, they were ready to incorporate 

‘Garibaldi’ in a multinational but not in a multilateral force/'^^ In addition, the Italian 

government was concerned that surface vessels would raise the question of Italian port 

facilities which could be a disturbing factor before the Italian elections/'’*

US’ ally N .l: Germany and Nassau

Shortly after making the Polaris offer to de Gaulle Kennedy sent from Nassau a letter to 

Adenauer to inform him about the content o f the British-American ag reem en t.T h e  

letter came at a time when Adenauer was busy with the preparation of the Franco- 

German agreement. Apart from the historical reconciliation, the Chancellor expected 

that this treaty would provide the Federal Republic with a guarantee that no deal could 

be made between France and the United States on the German question behind Bonn’s 

back. Kennedy’s letter threw the Chancellor into confusion. On the one hand he thought 

that the deployment of nuclear weapons at sea could lead to the withdrawal of American 

military forces from German territory, but on the other the FRG’s participation in the 

force was a step towards Miibestimmung.^

The overall impression of Nassau in the West German government was rather 

favourable. In commenting on the Nassau meeting General Heusinger stressed the 

importance of full German participation in the control of the NATO nuclear force. He 

also argued that it would be useful in addition to Polaris to assign to the MLF land- 

based missiles and tactical nuclear weapons deployed on FRG territory in order to 

prevent the devastation of Germany.^' From the point of view of the Bimdeswehr Chiefs 

of Staff, Nassau was considered not as a bilateral agreement but rather as a willingness 

on the behalf of the United States to create a multilateral NATO nuclear force with the 

participation of the other NATO members. It came along with the long-time German 

aspiration for the creation of a NATO nuclear force. The Chiefs of Staff advised that 

Gennany should take part in the MLF in order to get Mitspracherecht on the important 

component of NATO strategy. In addition, participation in this force would increase 

Germany’s political role in Europe and reduce the possibility of creating a ‘Directory of 

three’. It was suggested that from the German point of view the control of all nuclear 

weapons in Europe should be concentrated in NATO's Nuclear Executive Committee 

where Germany could have a place and vote. This committee should be integrated into 

NATO's Council and take decisions by majority vote. The main task of the Committee



would be to set up the guidelines while the final decision on the release of nuclear 

weapons would rest with the US president.*“

The W est German Foreign ministry also took a positive attitude towards the 

British-American agreement. State Secretary Karl Carstens was in favour of the MLF as 

a means of consolidating the Alliance, avoiding unnecessary military expenditure, and 

ensuring German participation in nuclear planning without undue controversy.*'^ On 10 

January a memorandum prepared by the Foreign Ministry Director Miiller-Roschach 

pointed out the main advantages of the MLF such as increased NATO deterrence, the 

membership o f Germany, and the stronger binding of the USA to Europe. The 

participation of Germany would increase her role vis-à-vis France and the UK.*^

In early January 1963 special envoy George Ball took off for Europe in order to 

explain the results of the Nassau agreement. On 14 January Ball met Chancellor 

Adenauer and Foreign Minister Schröder. Ball assured the Chancellor that the United 

States would continue its military presence in Europe and attached great importance to 

German participation in the MLF project, especially in the creation of a sea-borne 

nuclear force. Adenauer was satisfied with Ball’s argument and immediately after the 

meeting wrote a letter to Kennedy. Ironically, the German Chancellor accepted the MLF 

agreement on the same day de Gaulle rejected it at the press conference in Paris.*^

Despite overall support for the MLF project the Adenauer government was not 

ready to agree on the force configuration. The major disagreement was concentrated 

around the choice between submarines and surface ships.** During a meeting on 22 

January 1963 with de Gaulle in Paris Adenauer expressed his doubts on whether it 

would be wise to stick with only the submarine-based Polaris missiles. He believed that 

in this case it would much easier for the Americans to withdraw the missiles deployed 

on the submarines. The idea of land-based missiles stationed on the mobile car tracks 

had had much stronger support in Bonn. The French President supported Adenauer’s 

view regarding the deployment of land-based missiles in Europe. He argued that the 

Polaris submarine force itself would not be able to prevent the Soviet Union from 

launching an offensive and occupying Europe.*’ Moreover, the French President tried to 

discourage Adenauer from accepting the MLF and encourage him to take part in the 

French force de frappe. He noted that although West Germany was prohibited from 

developing nuclear weapons this did not hinder research in the field of missile and 

space technology. The combination o f West German research and industrial potential 

with French nuclear technology in de Gaulle’s opinion could lead to the creation of



strong nuclear forces for the defence of Europe. Moreover, he did not reject the 

possibility of West Germany producing its own nuclear bomb. Dc Gaulle thttuphi that 

Germany would sooner or later build such a force, and that France wiiuld not ir\ to 

prevent Germany from developing a nuclear capability.̂ **

However, despite the strong support of Chancellor Adenauer for the ideas of a 

Franco-German defence union and recently signed Élysée treaty, the West Gemían 

government was not particular enthusiastic about close military cooperation with the 

French, including nuclear issues. The resignation of Defence Minister Strauü after the 

1962 Spiegel affair̂ *̂  seriously diminished the influence of the Gaullisis in the 

government and in the leading CDU/CSU parlies. His successor Kai-L'we von Hassel 

advocated an Atlantic direction for German defence policy, which meant closer tics 

with the United States. He considered the MLF a means to provide a safeguard against 

American isolationism and against any arms control scheme in Europe which would 

involve American withdrawal. In addition, it w'ould open the diKir for European 

presence in US nuclear planning.^^* In February 1963, shortly after the conclusion of the 

Élysée Treaty, von Hassel travelled to the United States where he told McNamara that 

the FRG had no interest in nuclear co-operation with France. '̂

With strong support from the Kennedy administration and the Jean Monnet 

Committee for the United States of Europe, von Hassel and Foreign Minister Gerhard 

Schröder started campaigning for the introduction of a preamble into the Franco- 

German Treaty which would link this agreement with the broader NATO framework. 

Discussion over the preamble constituted a part of the internal debates within the 

CDU/CSU. According to the agreement in the governing coalition in 1961. Adenauer 

had to resign from his chancellorship and find his successor before the elections in 

October 1963. But Minister of Economy Ludwig Erhard, who was the most obsious 

candidate for the position of new Chancellor, was not supported by Adenauer. lirhard in 

contrast to the European and Franco-oriented Adenauer took the Atlantic line of von 

Hassel and Schröder and insisted on the introduction of the preamble. The dccisii>n of 

the CDU/CSU to support Erhard in the election further contributed to the mixlificaiion 

of the Élysée treaty in the German parliament.^" On 16 May the liumlesta^ ratified the 

Franco-German Treaty with a preamble that stressed the importance of ‘collective 

defence within the framework of the Atlantic Alliance, and integration of the anned 

forces of the States bound together in that Alliance.*^^



The German-American negotiations during Merchant's visit were remarkable for 

their intensive discussions of the technical details of the military structure of the NATO 

nuclear force. The British-American bilateral Nassau agreement altered the position of 

German military specialists who initially preferred a submarine fleet to surface ships. 

During the Merchant mission and the visit of Vice Chief of Naval Operations Admiral 

Claude Ricketts in April 1963 the German Ministry of Defence and the German Navy 

were convinced by the US military to accept the surface missiles warship configuration 

instead of that of submarines. In order to obtain more detailed information, a German
7*1team of technicians was sent to the United States.

In the course of German-American talks the Bimdeswehr officials, who 

previously opposed assigning West German aircraft capable of carrying nuclear 

weapons to the MLF, began arguing that such an assignment would allow Germany to 

take part in the process of nuclear targeting, and would also ensure its early 

participation in the conceptualisation of the new multinational force. The Adenauer 

government offered to supply two squadrons of F-84-F and subsequently one squadron 

of advanced F-104G fighter-bombers. With regard to the creation of the new NATO 

force, the German military planned to create a German nuclear submarine fleet with 

American help.^^

With regard to the political structure, the German government agreed with the 

American proposal to create a SACEUR ‘Nuclear Deputy’ with no command functions. 

However, they objected to the rotation system of this deputy among NATO members. 

West Germany was even more doubtful about giving a veto power to every European 

state than the U.S. The increase in the number of the countries involved in the decision

making, from the German point of view, could weaken the Multilateral Force.^^

At the Cabinet meeting on 24 April 1963 the German government approved the 

participation of the Federal Republic in the MLF. The Ministry of Finance accepted the 

German financial share in the mixed-manned Polaris force. It was estimated in Bonn 

that the United States and Germany could take 40%, Italy 15 %, Belgium 5 % of the 

costs.^^ The sum of 0,5 -  0.7 Milliard. DM required from the FRG constituted only 2-3 

% of the whole defence budget.^^

A week after the Cabinet meeting Chancellor Adenauer replied to the letter 

Kennedy had sent in March. Speaking officially for the German Federal government he 

accepted the two central provisions of the MLF proposal which Kennedy’s letter had 

specified—the surface-ship configuration and the control principle. Adenauer agreed that



the decision to launch nuclear weapons should be made with the consent of the main 

participants but the possibility for later revision had to remain open. The Chancellor 

suggested that a provisional agreement on the MLF could be prepared for signature in 

June while Kennedy was in Europe» with the MLF force then come to fruition in the

autumn of 1963.79

Sit and Wait. The UK and Nassau

In Britain the picture was not so bright. The Macmillan government disliked the MLF 

even before its introduction in 1960 and did not change its attitude before the US 

negotiating team arrived in London in March 1963. Nevertheless, in the briefing for 

Merchant’s visit the Foreign Office suggested that it was important for Britain to adopt 

a positive attitude towards the US proposal for several reasons. The most important one 

was the obligation taken by Macmillan in Nassau. Second, the UK agreement was 

essential for many other countries and Britain could not be in opposition if other 

countries accepted the MLF. Finally, according to the authors of the briefing there was 

no better suggestion for preventing the development of a German national nuclear 

capability. It was argued that Britain should support the inclusion of a mixed-manned 

element in general but that it should study the details before taking part in it.̂ '^

The British Ministry of Defence took a similar albeit difficult position towards 

the MLF. It was argued that the British contribution would be at the expense of some 

other part of the British defence budget. In addition it would be extremely difficult for 

the Navy to find a necessary number of experienced men for the mixed-manned force. 

However, more important was the risk of being accused by the US of being responsible 

for the failure, if the proposal were to fail. Before the negotiations with Merchant the 

British Minister of Defence was told to keep discussion with McNamara on an 

exploratory level, showing interest in the force.^'

In London Ambassador Merchant found his reception decidedly less enthusiastic 

than in Italy and Germany. Negotiations with the British had produced consensus on 

paragraph 6 of the Nassau agreement which laid down the multinational Inter-Allied 

force, but on little else.^" During the meeting with Merchant, the British Foreign 

Minister Lord Home mentioned that the difference between British and American views 

was in the emphasis on the time factor of the German problem. Home did not consider 

that there was any real danger of the Germans seeking to acquire weapons of their own 

in the immediately foreseeable future. Therefore there was no urgency for the mixed-



manned concept. ‘ On the question o f command, the British delegation argued against 

the majority vote system. The Foreign Secretary said that the Anglo-American veto 

should r e m a i n . T h e  results of the meeting were rather vague. In the communiqué the 

two delegations concluded that *the conversation confirmed the agreement in principle 

between the two governments that a multilateral force would make an important 

contribution to the unity and strength of NATO’,****

Following the departure of Merchant, the British government found itself in a 

difficult situation. On the one hand, British participation in the MLF was embedded in 

the Nassau agreement; on the other, it was reluctant to make a large contribution to the 

multilateral nuclear force. London tried to find a middle way between a substantial 

British contribution to the mixed-manned force and an entirely negative attitude to it. 

The Foreign Office suggested that the UK, in addition to providing the nationally 

manned V-bombers now and Polaris submarines later, offer to provide to the mixed- 

manned component the use of additional logistics facilities and services, and later 

possibly nuclear warheads.

On 9 May 1963 the Cabinet decided that the best strategy would be to ‘sit and 

wait’ until the mixed-manned force took shape. Macmillan argued that it would be 

better able to ‘assess the advantages and the costs of membership once the force had 

been created.’ He said that there might be some advantage in delaying participation until 

the financial, political and administrative problems were resolved. The British 

government believed that it could only bear the financial costs of the mixed-manned 

force by giving up either the independent British deterrence or its defence commitments 

in other parts of the world or by making a substantial reduction in the defence 

production programme.**^ The Prime Minister concluded that Britain ‘could not 

therefore afford to make anything more than a token (bombers, Polaris) contribution to 

the mixed-manned force at present. We would, however, watch its progress with 

sympathy and, if later we could raise the money needed for a subscription, we might 

wish to jo in .’^̂

The Treasury suggested that Britain take part in the MLF only if she asked for a 

cash contribution from the US for the British military presence east of Suez equal to the 

contribution the Americans wanted Britain to make to the mixed-manned force. 

Alternatively, if the United States did not want to pay cash, they could take over one of 

the British commitments east of Suez to the tune o f approximately the same sum of $40 

million a year. However, the best solution would be to ask the Americans to cancel the



cost of British Polaris to whatever extent they chose and that amount could be 

contributed to mixed-manning.*^

It is necessary to note that the US Defence Department also considered the 

possibility that the United States could indirectly subsidize the UK payment to the .MLF 

through either a cost reduction in non-MLF contracts or an over-all reduction in the 

total initial investment and operating costs. However, neither the concept of a subsidy to 

the UK or specific figures had been approved by McNamara.* ’̂

The British Foreign Office suggested that in order to preserse special links with 

the Americans and to have some ‘say’ in the control of the mixed-manned force, Britain 

should pay the minimum contribution necessary to achieve membership of the MLP. In 

a letter to the Prime Minister’s assistant Peter De Zúlela Foreign Office official John 

Wright argued that even though the British contingent in the NATO Nuclear Force 

would remain under national control, Britain would also have to offer ’limited logistic 

facilities for the mixed manned Multilateral Force’. From his perspective such a scheme 

would require a very limited financial contribution but would provide the UK with 

membership in a NATO nuclear controlling bodyBut  the British Admiralty and the 

Ministry of Defence doubted the military value of a mixed-manned force even in 

surface ships. Even though as a result of the British-American consultations in June 

1963 the UK Naval staff concluded that one could offer no professional reason w hy the 

MLF could not successfully be established or operate in a effective military way. the 

British Navy continued to have its own doubts. It considered that there was no military 

requirement for this kind of force and believed that its creation might well provoke the 

Russians into increased activity on and over the high seas and thus lead to an increase in 

tension.^*

Kennedy’s decisiveness on the MLF issue, as slated in his letter to Macmillan, 

put pressure on the British government. At the next Cabinet meeting on 15 May 196.̂  

the British Prime Minister made it clear that if the British government failed to dissuade 

the United Slates government from promoting the MLF by suggesting some realistic 

alternative he would have to publicly refuse to join the force. The Prime Minister 

proposed several alternative plans to the MLF. First, to create mixed-manned squadrons 

of aircraft armed with nuclear weapons, in place of the projected mixed-manned 

maritime force. Second, to introduce mixed-manning of the US land-based missiles in

Europe.93



Proposing different alternatives to the MLF concept while avoiding commitment 

to the NATO mixed-manned force became the major tactics of the British government 

in the later course of MLF negotiations. The Nassau agreement from the British point of 

view was a satisfactory solution to both Britain's and NATO's nuclear problems. 

Purchase of the American Polaris missiles revived the British independent nuclear 

status and on the other hand the assignment of the Polaris submarines to NATO 

increased the military credibility of the allied military forces. With all these problems 

solved, London was more interested in grasping the opportunity of coming to terms 

with the Soviet Union on arms control, nuclear disarmament and a non-aggression pact. 

In this context, the creation of an additional nuclear force could impede the prospects of 

reaching an agreement with Moscow. Moreover, it was impossible on financial grounds 

to build Polaris submarines and to participate in the mixed-manned force.

However, the British government was conscious that it would be impossible to 

prevent the MLF from coming into being. Therefore, Britain should take part in the 

negotiations while trying to discourage the United States from supporting the project. 

Gustav Schmidt reaches the conclusion that ‘in contrast to the Schuman plan and EEC, 

with respect to the MLF British tactics paid off.’ "̂̂

Slowing down. Ottawa and Kennedy's European trip

Back in Washington the US Ambassador summed up that the visit to the European 

capitals had produced ‘sufficient evidence of European interest to warrant an 

unconditional endorsement by the Administration of the M LF’. Merchant reported to 

the President that he ‘returned encouraged over the prospects for a MLF and of a 

character which was sufficiently responsive to certain of our European allies’ desires 

and at the same time acceptable to the United States’. He believed that if the United 

States did not move with this European pro-MLF drive, Gaullist forces would be 

encouraged and the Atlantic Community's hopes would suffer a setback.^^ From his 

point of view, the Germans were genuinely enthusiastic, and the British would find 

great difficulty in staying out of a nuclear venture like the MLF lest it become a new 

US-FRG ‘special relationship’. These countries with the US would certainly be an 

adequate starting nucleus. If Britain decided to join, Italy could not stay out. His report 

recommended that in the event of an affirmative decision by the US government all 

appropriate resources should be devoted to the success of the MLF. Public and 

Congressional relations should be handled at the highest level.



During the negotiations, all sides accepted the concept of mixed-manning and 

there was general agreement on its practicability, particularly in surface ships. However, 

there were doubts about the use of surface ships as a basis for Polaris missiles, the 

principle of unanimity voting and the shares of costs. The Belgian Foreign Minister 

Paul Henri Spaak said that he was personally in favour o f the proposal. For him 

panicipation in the MLF provided an opportunity for Belgium and other smaller 

European countries to be involved in the production of part of the MLF equipment. This 

would result in Europeans having greater access to modem technology in nuclear and 

related fields.^^’ But he also pointed out that the Belgian Senate and Defence Ministry 

were strongly opposed to Belgian participation in the MLF. Merchant concluded that 

Belgium would support the MLF without commitment, but probably would ‘scramble 

aboard the bandwagon’ if the MLF became a certainty

In response to the invitations from the other NATO members Merchant 

scheduled further visits at the beginning of April to The Hague, Athens and Ankara. 

The Netherlands, Greece and Turkey were interested in taking part in the project, but 

were unable to make an appropriate financial contribution. The United Kingdom 

showed a tepid attitude to the MLF, but expressed the willingness to provide nuclear 

warheads for continental Europe and share 10 % of all the financial costs.’**

On 22 March the National Security Council discussed the further course of 

action towards the MLF after the European negotiations. Merchant repeated some of the 

conclusions from his report and suggested that the prospect of getting a Preliminary 

Agreement by the end of June was quite good. The European allies were agreed on the 

principles of mixed manning of ships, assignment of the force to NATO, and ownership 

and operation by a separate organization set up by treaty. On the vital points of costs 

and control, further negotiations were necessary. Merchant suggested that the US team 

get an exploratory agreement ready in time to be signed in Rome by the President in 

June, and the heads of other European governments involved. On this basis the 

Preparatory Commission could go to work on I July and the final agreement would be 

ready to give to Congress in autumn. He stressed that it was desirable to put the MLF 

agreement before Congress in a Presidential election year. ‘If we did not take the 

opportunity now, it would fail.’ Ball agreed with Merchant’s deadline and urged that the 

United States use its power to promote the MLF concept. He argued that ‘the Europeans 

who were accustomed to our leadership and had been looking for it.’”  After reviewing 

the attitude of the European governments, Kennedy gave his permission to start detailed



consultation with the allies, particularly with the Germans on the technical issue of 

creating the MLF. He decided to send personal letters to the German and Italian leaders 

and to start congressional consultation.'^^

Reporting on the results of M erchant’s mission at the NATO Council on 26 

March 1963 the American Ambassador Finletter described the prospects for the MLF as 

encouraging and he raised his expectations for its early establishment, with a charter 

that could be signed in the summer. At the same time he precluded any pressure from 

the United States on this topic, stating that the US was not interested in pressing for the 

Multilateral Force unless a sufficient number of NATO countries desired it.'^'

On 29 March 1963 President Kennedy wrote to Adenauer proposing that they 

and other heads of government sign a general preliminary agreement during the 

President's visit to Europe. He asked for Adenauer's express approval of German 

acceptance of surface ships and of US participation in any decision to fire missiles.

Chancellor’s reply which stated the acceptance of all the MLF aspects meant a 

serious advance of the negotiations and switched the attention of the US administration 

to the British position. During a meeting on 3 May Kennedy noted that getting the 

British on board was particularly important to avoid giving the MLF the appearance of a 

US-German arrangement. He suggested that it would be best to delay the discussions on 

the Hill until after an approach had been made to the British government. In addition he 

thought of asking Adenauer to delay in the same way the debates in the Bunciesta^.^^^

The positive results o f the Merchant talks and full support from the Germans 

helped the MLF advocates in the Kennedy administration to overcome the last 

disagreements over the NATO nuclear force. On 2 May 1963 the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

concluded that although there was no military requirement for a mixed-manned force, it 

would be feasible and would constitute ‘a military effective and useful augmentation of 

NATO nuclear strength’. Some days later Secretary of Defence McNamara told Ball 

that he was prepared to abandon his opposition to a ‘transfer’ of US nuclear warheads to 

the M L R '“

With the solid backing of his staff on 10 May 1963 Kennedy wrote a personal 

letter to Macmillan asking the British Prime Minister's for a ‘definite commitment to 

participate’ in the MLF. The President argued that the joint support of Nassau partners 

was necessary for the Alliance and that it would ensure the success of the MLF. He 

warned Macmillan that without a definite British commitment to participate in the



Multilateral Force the Germans would turn to the very real possibility of Franco- 

German cooperation in nuclear weapons systems ‘in the narrow Gaullist spirit.’

In his reply Macmillan expressed general scepticism about getting the MLF 

proposal through parliament in the following weeks and asked the President to refrain 

from reaching definite agreements on the MLF during his European trip .'^

Kennedy seemed to be convinced by the arguments of the British Prime 

Minister. His letter sent through Bundy to Macmillan's assistant Peter de Zuleta 

confirmed the President's intention to avoid any final decision while visiting the 

European capitals in June 1963. Kennedy stressed that the most important thing was to 

finish the preparation of the charter in 1963 so that Congress and Parliament could act 

early in the following year. He preferred to avoid calling a formal conference of the 

MLF Drafting Group. Instead the President suggested pursuing informal discussions 

and technical talks between the USA and other interested countries while using the 

facilities of NATO in Paris.'°^

Faced with the reluctance of the British government to join the MLF mixed- 

manned force in the late spring of 1963 the US administration realised that it would not 

be able to meet the previously established deadline of the president’s trip to Europe. 

Meanwhile, the other part of the Nassau agreement, the Inter-Allied Nuclear Force 

(lANF), described in article 6, came into being.

The NATO conference in Ottawa, held in late May 1963 officially approved the 

assignment of 252 British V-bombers and 5 US Polaris submarines to SACEUR, 

created a deputy SACEUR for nuclear issues and furthermore decided to arrange 

broader participation by officers of NATO member countries in the nuclear activities in 

the Allied Command Europe and in the coordination of operational planning at 

Omaha.'”*

Thus, the United States fulfilled the promise made by the Eisenhower 

administration in December 1960 and closed the gap of mid-range missiles through 

strengthening the deterrence of the Soviet IRBMs in Europe. The transfer of the nuclear 

submarines under the SACEUR command was the first practical step on the way to the 

creation of a NATO Nuclear force. The Alliance's forces in Europe for the first time 

received nuclear weapons under direct command of SACEUR, although a US general. 

Simultaneously, the whole NATO nuclear problem had merged into the political sphere.

At the same time, the pro.spects for the realisation of the second, multilateral 

section of the Nassau agreement were relatively weak. Before the president’s departure



for Europe in June 1963, Merchant recommended that the United States move ahead 

with the creation of an MLF, provided a minimum membership was assured of the 

FRG, the US and either the UK or I t a l y . H o w e v e r ,  the situation in both Britain and 

Italy took shape somewhat against participation in the MLF.

The Profumo s canda l*made  it more difficult for the Macmillan government to 

take part in the M LF and the prospects o f a decision on the matter were postponed for 

an indefinite period. In Italy the MLF continued to be a divisive issue in domestic 

policy. The April 1963 election did not bring any clarity on Italian policy towards the 

MLF. The newly-formed Centro-Left coalition government was too weak to take any 

decision on the Italian participation in the NATO nuclear force.*** The leader of the 

Socialist Party, Pietro Nenni was himself rather sympathetic to the MLF. However, after 

the elections he was under even more pressure from the Communists on the left wing of 

his party.**" The Italian Minister of Defence Andreotti and the Italian Navy favoured a 

national approach, e.g. putting MRBMs on Italian nationally manned and owned ships 

to begin with, and nuclear submarines in the long run.’ *‘̂

A memoranda for the President prepared by Ball and Rostow in June 1963 

suggested that neither Britain nor Italy would soon be in a position to make a decision 

with regard to membership of the MLF. Nevertheless, the Kennedy trip should help to 

maintain the continuity of the US-German commitment to the MLF and convince 

Britain and Italy to being informal negotiations without making a final commitment.* *”*

National Security Adviser Bundy argued further against US pressure on the 

MLF issue during Kennedy's trip to Europe. He summari.sed the attitude of the 

European countries to the Multilateral Force and concluded that ‘if the Europeans did 

not want the force, it was not worth the effort.’ Moreover, even the strongest supporters 

of the M LF in the Department of State were fully aware that there was no immediate 

threat o f a German national nuclear programme. Although the Germans had been 

conceded the technical capacity to conduct such a programme, the prohibitive political 

costs were too readily imaginable for an immediate German possession of nuclear 

weapons. Bundy recommended a ‘switch from pressure to inquiry’, not sticking to the 

concrete dead-lines of the treaty signature and putting an accent on further study, thus 

winning time until the situation changed in Italy and the UK, and consulting 

Congress.

The President, who at the end of May had already promised Macmillan not to 

take any affirmative action towards the MLF, was further convinced to avoid a full



speed approach to the project and eliminate any sense of deadline."^ During the 

meeting in Bonn with German Chancellor Adenauer on 24 June 1963 Kennedy voiced 

his doubts that much progress could be made in the near future but suggested it was 

necessary to keep the concept alive for a year or maybe more. From his point of view 

discussion of the MLF should be continued through the summer and autumn.'

Meeting the president in London, Macmillan repeated that it would not be 

possible for the British government to participate in a conference which ‘discussed only 

the MLF’. At the same time he attached great importance to the project. The Prime 

Minister referred to Skybolt and noted that unless it was.-properly handled, the present 

situation with the MLF could develop analogously. If the MLF were to fail, the 

Germans would then say that they must have land based MRBMs to which the US was 

opposed. Kennedy pointed out that it was desirable to continue to study the possibility 

of a NATO nuclear solution but assured the Prime Minister that the United States would 

not press the British government to be part of this study."^

! I

The MLF and the Soviet-American detente of 1963

The difficulties with the MLF agreement in the summer of 1963 coincided with the 

improvement in American-Soviet relations connected to the signing of the test-ban 

agreement. The Cuban missile crisis in October 1962 became the starting point for the 

US détente policy towards the Soviet Union. The peaceful resolution of the crisis 

showed that the two sides could find a compromise. According to the verbal agreement, 

the Soviet government promised to withdraw its nuclear missiles from Cuba, while the 

United States in return agreed to abandon American IRBMs deployed in Italy and 

Turkey. In addition, a diffusion of power to states such as France and China diminished 

the relative strength of the two superpowers. Both the Franco-German treaty of 

friendship in January 1963 and the Chinese nuclear programme made clear that it would 

be more difficult to avoid crises in the future as additional players joined the game."’

The Soviet government considered it necessary to secure the status quo in the 

nuclear balance, which was favourable to the socialist system, and use the opportunity 

to prevent the proliferation of nuclear weapons amongst the capitalist countries, in 

particular We.st Germany and Japan.'“*̂ Khrushchev’s reputation was damaged by the 

Cuban missile crisis and he needed a success. Moreover, growing tensions with China 

made détente with the United States increasingly appealing. Arms control was one of 

the issues where disagreement between two former allies became particularly strong.
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The test ban would give the Kremlin the opportunity to prevent Chinese nuclear 

weapons from coming into being and isolate China in the long term. In 1962-1963 

Moscow tried to convince Beijing of the advantages of a non-proliferation policy. The 

Chinese government in reply accused the USSR of entering into arms control 

negotiations that would limit the defence potential of the Soviet bloc. A non

proliferation agreement was envisaged to follow a test ban treaty, with the result of 

keeping nuclear weapons out of the hands of the Chinese and the French. Even without 

an agreement on non-proliferation, the test ban itself promised at least to slow down the 

spread o f nuclear capabilities.

Nuclear arms control had been on the international agenda since 1945. The 

Kennedy administration introduced the idea that the two major powers had a common 

interest in preventing what was now coming to be called ‘nuclear proliferation’. This 

was brought up again and again in high-level US-Soviet meetings during the Kennedy 

period. In the autumn of 1961 High Commissioner for Germany John J. McCloy and his 

Soviet colleague, Valentine Zorin issued a ‘Joint Statement of Agreed Principles’, 

including, among other matters, the non-proliferation of atomic weapons. The idea of 

the atmosphere nuclear test ban was mentioned in a 3 September 1961 letter to 

Khrushchev from Macmillan and Kennedy.'“* Several weeks after the Soviet-American 

agreement on Cuba was reached the Soviet Chairman sent a message to Kennedy 

proposing to ‘make an effort to get out of the stalemate in the test-ban negotiations 

started in Geneva in 1958’. In the letter Khrushchev used the idea introduced by the 

British scientists at the Pugwash conference'““ in September 1962 in London 

concerning the installation of the seismic station to monitor nuclear tests. On 28 

December 1962 Kennedy supported the proposal and in mid-January 1963 talks began 

between the Soviet Ambassador at the United Nations Nikolai Fedorenko and the Head 

of the US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA) William Foster. 

Negotiations went on until the spring of 1963 but progress towards the test ban slowed 

down with the issue of verification. The United States demanded a fixed-number of on

site inspections, while the Soviet leaders worried that it would expand the espionage 

network in the USSR.*“'’

An additional impulse for the test ban agreement came from the United 

Kingdom. The British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, long an advocate of 

improving East-West relations, wrote Kennedy a 13-page letter on 16 March 1963 

expressing his disappointment with the progress of US-Soviet negotiations and urging



the American President to make another effort to reach an agreement. In a 15 April 

letter to Khrushchev, Kennedy and Macmillan declared their joint support for a test ban 

treaty. Although they also suggested a non-proliferation agreement, the letter proposed 

not to explicitly link the test ban to non-proliferation. The American President worried 

that France and West Germany would resist complying with a non-proliferation 

agreement, thus endangering the test ban treaty and increasing intra-alliance quarrels. 

Instead, a test ban could implicitly limit proliferation. The letter suggested specifically 

that both Kennedy and Macmillan envisioned a test ban treaty as the first step towards 

further agreement.'“̂  In response to the Anglo-American proposal, Khrushchev agreed 

to organize a meeting to discuss the test ban issue, but expressed scepticism about a 

potential agreement.

The start of the negotiations on the test-ban treaty (TBT) made the MLF one of 

the important issues in the Soviet-American agenda. The MLF was not a Soviet 

favourite. Ever since the introduction of the Multilateral Force proposal by Herter in the 

NATO Council the Soviet Union had expressed a negative attitude towards it. On 23 

December 1960 Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko in his speech in the USSR 

Supreme Soviet declared that making NATO a nuclear power would in practice mean 

making Germany a nuclear p o w e r . I n  Geneva during the disarmament conference on 

22 July 1962 Gromyko and Rusk had a private dinner during which the Soviet Foreign 

Minister apparently raised objection to the NATO Multilateral Force as an obstacle to 

any agreement on non-pro liferation .T he US took the position that an MLF agreement 

would be used to stop nuclear proliferation. On 8 August US Secretary Rusk in a 

telephone conversation with the Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin characterised 

multilateral arrangements in the West as ‘among other things, a means for preventing 

the further spread of nuclear weapons on a national basis.’ After the meeting with 

Dobrynin on 23 August 1962 Rusk shared his impression with the President that the 

Soviet proposal had not apparently ‘ruled out international nuclear weapons 

arrangements of a truly multilateral nature of the type which might be developed within 

the NATO framework’. Taking into account the Soviet draft. Rusk proposed to issue a 

declaration regarding the non-transfer of nuclear weapons. From his perspective this 

would not mean giving up a truly multilateral NATO nuclear force, but ‘imposing 

appropriate safeguards to assure that nuclear weapons assigned to that force would not
I '> g

be used on the basis of a national decision alone’. '
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The Soviet government did not agree with the American formulation. During the 

7 February 1963 meeting with US Secretary of State Dean Rusk Ambassador Dobrynin 

noted that the transfer of nuclear weapons to the West German armed forces in any form 

(creation of a multilateral nuclear forces of NATO or bilateral agreements on nuclear 

armaments) would ‘greatly complicate and aggravate the situation in Europe and 

hamper, if not make impossible, reaching an agreement on the non-proliferation of 

nuclear weapons'. Dobrynin added that if the MLF was created the Soviet government 

might transfer nuclear weapons to the friendly states in Eastern E u r o p e ' . O n  8 April 

1963 the Kremlin sent to the US government a note that stated bluntly that 

‘irrespectively o f the manner in which a NATO nuclear force was created, this matter 

concerned the intention of the US and other NATO powers to give access to nuclear 

weapons to the Bimdeswehr and to the military forces of other countries.’^

Meanwhile, the US tried to use the fact that the Soviet Union had gone much 

further in contributing to the proliferation of nuclear weapons than the US. Rusk in a 

conversation on 8 May 1963 with the Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin referred to 

the Soviet assistance in furnishing China with a plutonium plant: ‘you have already lost 

your virginity on this point and we are still trying to preserve ours.’ The comments of 

Dobrynin were rather mild. He asked Rusk to provide the Soviet Union by late July 

1963 with more detail about the MLF arrangements ‘which would prevent their 

resulting in additional national nuclear capabilities.’’’̂ '

The preliminary consultations with Soviet diplomats in May 1963 brought 

members of the Kennedy administration to the conclusion that the MLF would not be 

used by the Kremlin to block the progress in the test-ban treaty negotiations. After 

meeting with Dobrynin on 17 May 1963 National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy 

wrote that ‘while the MLF was in the stage of creation and until it became a reality, 

there was low probability to reach an agreement with the Soviet government’. However 

once it was in place, like NATO, the USSR could accept it as fa it accompli and a basis 

for further negotiations.'’̂ ' The US Ambassador to Moscow Foy Kohler had the same 

impression. At a meeting at the Department of State he argued that the Soviet 

government was much more concerned with a Franco-German deal than with the MLF. 

‘If given a choice’ Kohler thought ‘they would greatly prefer the MLF to a hard Franco- 

German accord.’ Responding to Nitze’s que.stion about possible Soviet action the 

Ambassador rejected the probability o f any hard actions since Moscow' knew that this 

project was a long way from being a reality.



Indeed despite the strong public declarations by the USSR against the MLF the 

real perception of the situation in the Soviet Foreign Ministry was different. Analysing 

the results of the Merchant mission in March 1963 the Soviet Embassy in Washington 

concluded that the problem of the NATO nuclear force for the Kennedy government 

had more political than military value. The Embassy report stressed that the US 

administration considered that MLF was ‘no urgent need’ and that ‘there are poor 

expectation among the Western powers’.

Even though members o f the Kennedy administration did not think that for the 

Kremlin the MLF and test-ban treaty were connected, the President himself, who 

always had doubts about the MLF, began considering a deal to concede the NATO 

nuclear force in order to reach an agreement with the Soviet Union when the TBT 

negotiations were stalled. The President's adviser Glen Seaborg noted in his diary that in 

a meeting on 21 June 1963 to prepare for Harriman’s trip to Moscow Kennedy raised 

the possibility that the US might give up the MLF concept in order to get Soviet 

approval for the treaty. However Secretary of State Rusk and National Security adviser 

Bundy argued against such a deal suggesting that this option be kept alive as a 

bargaining p o i n t . ' S o m e  days later Kennedy in London indicated to Macmillan that if 

a test ban treaty came in sight, it would be desirable and possible to modify planning for 

the Multilateral Force.

The Chairman of the Policy Planning Council Walt Rostow took a position 

against any agreement prohibiting multilateral European participation in nuclear 

deterrence. ‘Quite aside from the fact that we would, in my view, be trading something 

real for something, taken by itself, without content’, he emphasized, ‘we have explicitly 

promised our European friends not to do that in our non-diffusion discussions.’ ‘ From 

his point of view with an international agreement prohibiting a multilateral nuclear 

force, there would be no alternative to European national programmes ‘except total 

renunciation of nuclear weapons’.''̂ *

Despite Rostow’s arguments, the internal discussion in the Kennedy 

administration evolved into a package deal for Soviet-American negotiations on the 

test-ban treaty prepared for the Harriman mission on 3 July which did not exclude the 

possibility of selling out the MLF. According to the document this could be done on the 

condition that ‘Moscow was willing to go much deeper into reduction of nuclear forces 

and face up to the Chinese Communist nuclear problem, either by removing potential 

capability or providing for its effective deterrence.’
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Marc Trachtenberg, in referring to the documents published in the Foreign 

Relations series, wrote that in the last National Security Council meeting on 9 July 1963 

before Harriman’s departure to Moscow the President supported the Department of 

State’s views that the MLF might be used as a concession, a ‘bargaining tool’ to 

negotiate a settlement with Russia. He agreed that the MLF might be dropped if ‘the 

two sides could reach agreement on the China problem or some other issue’

However, the longer version of the summary record of this National Security 

Council (NSC) meeting in the JFK Library shows that Rusk suggested to the Harriman 

mission to maintain the position that the Multilateral Force proposal was not 

inconsistent with the goal of a non-dissemination agreement and actually meant greater 

control of nuclear weapons. The President not only excluded an agreement that would 

rule out the NATO Multilateral Force but also noted that such a treaty ‘should not 

impede the ability of the United States to transfer nuclear weapons to its allies, in 

particular to France if we so desired’.’“*' Meeting with Harriman the next day Kennedy 

made clear that the US delegation should not give any specific assurance on the MLF.'**“ 

The position Kennedy took on 9 and 10 July shows that the President had 

changed his mind on the possible MLF-TBT deal. Although Kennedy was not a big 

advocate of the Multilateral Force, he probably realized that there was no need for US- 

Soviet bargaining on this issue. On the one hand, the Soviet Union did not consider it an 

imminent threat and an obstacle for the Test-ban treaty. On the other hand, Moscow was 

not able to propose anything in exchange for the MLF and could not guarantee Chinese 

adhesion to the TBT. However, the issue of the MLF deal would resurface soon in the 

US-USSR agenda during the non-proliferation treaty negotiations.

The Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty was signed in Moscow on 5 August 1963 by the 

United States, the USSR, and the United Kingdom as the original parties. The treaty 

banned nuclear-weapons tests in the atmosphere, in outer space, and underwater but 

permitted underground testing and required no control posts, no on-site inspection, and 

no international supervisory body. Within a few months more than 100 governments 

had joined the treaty. The West German government was unsatisfied with the lack of 

prior consultation with Germany and disliked the idea of the TBT but finally signed the 

treaty on 19 August 1963. The treaty prohibited Germany from carrying out nuclear 

tests in the atmosphere, a condition that affected the possibility of any kind of 

participation in the force de frappe}^^



France was the only Western European country to stay outside of the TBT. For 

General de Gaulle accession to the treaty would mean the surrender of French nuclear 

independence. Being unable technically to conduct nuclear tests underground, France 

only had the option of open-air tests in order to further develop nuclear w e a p o n s . O n  

16 July 1963 in a conversation with the US Ambassador Charles Bohlen the French 

President clearly stated that France would not be prepared to adhere to a Test Ban 

Agreement.

For Trachtenberg 1963 is the year when the European settlement took shape and 

the Limited Nuclear Test Ban treaty of July 1963 was the central event in this process, 

not because ‘arms control was in itself a fundamental element of the system now 

coming into being, but rather because major political understandings could be reached 

in the guise of arms control agreement.’ However, despite these arguments, the future 

history of the US MLF policy and continued Soviet campaign against the NATO 

nuclear force shows that the German nuclear question remained unresolved. The test- 

ban treaty was a significant contribution to the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons in 

Europe and to the foreclosing of the national German nuclear option. At the same time 

the French refusal to joint the TBT left the door open to the European option of Franco- 

German nuclear cooperation. The perspectives to create the MLF also remained intact 

with the TBT. Only a non-proliferation treaty (NPT) had the ability to rule out West 

German access to nuclear weapons and give life to a larger détente.

Shortly after the signing of the treaty, an attempt was made to utilise the 

dynamics created by the Test-ban treaty in order to achieve further controls on 

armaments. In October 1963 the US Secretary of State met with the Foreign Ministers 

of the Soviet Union and Great Britain in New York. Soviet Minister Andrei Gromyko in 

particular was pressing for the non-proliferation treaty, but at the same time he stressed 

the point that an MLF fleet was contrary to the idea of non-proliferation. The ministers’ 

deliberations came to nothing.'"*^

Douglas Selvage in his paper for the Cold War International History Project 

based on archival material from Poland and the GDR argues that Khrushev during his 

last years in power, in 1963-64, was indeed interested in signing a non-proliferation 

agreement with the US. Moreover, he was ready to accept West German access to 

nuclear weapons through NATO. The main concern of the Soviet policy in this context 

was putting pressure on China to abandon its nuclear programme. Foreign Minister 

Gromyko said that Moscow would sign a non-proliferation treaty that did not ban joint
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nuclear forces if the US would give an assurance to drop the MLF at some future 

date.''^^ In a memorandum from Khrushev to the Polish leader Vladislav Gomulka on 2 

October 1963, the Soviet leader mentioned that:

T he Soviet government has reached the conclusion that it was expedient 
to announce to the Americans our readiness to conclude an agreement on the 
non-proliferation of nuclear weapons even in the case that the agreement would 
not contain a statement prohibiting outright the creation of multilateral nuclear 
forces in NATO, but either in the same declaration or in some other form, the 
Americans take upon themselves the obligation not to permit a situation in 
which West Germany might obtain the possibility o f being in charge of nuclear
weapons. 149

The logic behind the Soviet policy was that with the non-proliferation agreement 

in force, Moscow could more effectively hinder the creation of NATO nuclear forces.

Khrushev's intention caused a strong negative reaction in Poland. Gomulka 

opposed plans to concede MLF. He worried about the impact of the non-proliferation 

treaty upon Sino-Soviet relations. If the Soviet Union signed a treaty that did not 

prohibit the MLF, it would confirm that it was more interested in forestalling a Chinese 

nuclear capability than in preventing West German access to nuclear weapons. 

Gomulka’s letter from 8 October 1963 warned the Soviet Chairman against making 

unilateral concessions in the case o f joint nuclear forces in a non-proliferation 

agreement. ‘If the MLF was established’, he argued, ‘Bonn would be able to engage in a 

nuclear blackmail against the GDR and the entire Warsaw Pact. If the West proceeded 

with the MLF, then Moscow should form its own joint nuclear force with Beijing.’**̂'

The closed archives in Russia did not allow us to find direct evidence of 

Khrushev’s policy on this point. However the sources from the East German and Polish 

intelligence services which were used by American Historian Douglas Selvage cite the 

secret conversation of the editor-in-chief o f the Izvestia newspaper and Khrushev's son- 

in-law Alexei Adzhubei in July 1964 with West German politicians. Adzhubei’s 

revelations showed that in the face of increasing conflict with Beijing the Soviet attitude 

became more favourable towards German access to nuclear weapons as Adzhubei told 

Strauß: ‘We'd just as soon give you, the Germans, a hundred hydrogen bombs, from a 

corridor through the Soviet Union, and let you mop up the Chinese.’ Whatever the 

real intentions of the Soviet government at that time were, a year later, in October 1964 

the fall o f Khrushev, which was partly caused by his foreign policy, returned the Soviet 

attitude to a hard line with regard to the West German access to nuclear w'eapons.



Working Groups and Mixed-manned experiments

After the signing of the test ban treaty Kennedy was even more convinced that Germany 

was essential to US foreign policy and that the MLF project was important to bind it 

closer to America. He considered that if it proved impossible to interest other major 

countries in the MLF, it would be conceivable to go ahead with Germany alone on a 

bilateral basis. The President considered that in August 1963 the United States had the 

‘correct posture on the MLF’ and ordered the commencement of consultations with the 

committee for Foreign affairs and the Joint Atomic Energy Commission of Congress 

and specifically to start the mixed-manning experiment. ' He was particularly 

concerned that if the MLF failed there might be ‘some implied obligation to proceed 

with land-based MRBMs’, which was completely unacceptable for the US.' **̂ He agreed 

to promptly organise Working Group discussions as a means of maintaining the real 

interest of other countries in the MLF, and also as a means of demonstrating the 

‘continuing commitment of the United States to the effort to meet the legitimate 

interests of non-nuclear members of the Alliance.’' '̂’

The President approved a ‘Basic elements’ paper on the MLF Charter prepared 

by the Department of State on 22 July 1963. This document outlined the major US 

requirements for the Working Group negotiations. Mixed-manning and the surface-ship 

configuration mode were mentioned as the essential components of the MLF force. The 

Governing body of the Force would be a commission composed of one representative of 

each of the participating countries. The force would also have a Director General and a 

Fleet Commander.

Political control over the release of weapons for firing would be exercised 

according to the principle of unanimity among the countries participating in the Force. 

As an alternative, such control could be exercised upon the concurring vote of a group 

of the participating countries including the US and other countries designated in the 

charter. The initial voting formula would be open to future reconsideration in the light 

of experience.‘

On 1 and 16 August, and on 4 September 1963 members of the US 

administration met representatives from Italy, the FRG, Greece and Turkey. These 

countries agreed to accept the ‘Basic elements’ for further discussion in the Working 

Group.

However, for the British government the decision to begin multilateral 

negotiations on the creation of the MLF presented a complex problem. On one hand.



participation in these talks could be considered a step nearer involvement. On the other, 

a refusal to join in the talks could mean the rejection of the whole MLF concept. Even if 

there would be no significant British financial and manpower contribution to the MLF, 

Britain, from the point of view of the Admiralty, at least had a military interest in being 

sure that its organisation made military sense.'”

The question of British participation in the MLF Working Group was intensively 

discussed at the Cabinet meetings of 19, 21 and 23 September. The UK government 

faced a dilemma. The memorandum prepared for the Cabinet by the Foreign Secretary 

and the Minister of Defence acknowledged a disagreement between the two ministries. 

The Foreign Office supported participation in the Working Group, while the Defence 

Ministry recommended avoiding taking part in the discussions and, on the contrary, 

advocated trying to di.scourage the creation of a mixed-manned force. As an alternative 

it suggested possible cooperation with France in the nuclear field. The arguments 

against any form of participation were strong, but it was also clear that a failure to take 

part at least in the preliminary discussions about this force might damage relations with 

the United States and Germany and also leave Britain eventually without the means of 

influencing a new, and potentially imponant, element in the North Atlantic Alliance.'**^ 

Foreign Secretary Lord Home thought that the force would come into being and 

suggested that in any event it would be better to be associated with its formation. Thus 

Britain would be able to influence its development even without eventual British 

participation in the Multilateral Force. The Minister of Defence Thorneycroft, on the 

other hand, did not believe that it would be possible for the United Kingdom to take pan 

in preliminary discussions about the MLF without accepting an implied commitment to 

contribute to it. The contribution required of the UK, estimated as up to £ 250 million, 

from his point of view, ‘could be found only at the expense of the social services or of 

other more vital defence commitments’. Thus, the only possibility that Thorneycroft 

saw was to find an intermediate course, which would give the United States the degree 

of support and exert some influence on the development of the project, whilst Britain 

would avoid any commitment. At the end of the meeting the Prime Minister concluded 

that Britain would be represented at the forthcoming discussions as observers and give 

in that capacity ‘such help and advice as we could to the other countries taking part’. At 

the same time Macmillan emphasized that the British participation in the discussions 

would not mean any commitment to contribute to the force itself.
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After the British agreement, the United States continued its preparations for the 

MLF negotiations. The allies agreed that two groups would be established. The first, 

consisting of the NATO ambassadors of the interested countries, which was held in 

Paris, was to be charged with working out the legal and political dimensions of the 

force. The second group, a subgroup of the first, which met in Washington, would 

discuss technical military issues, ship design, command arrangements, operational 

tactics, financial arrangements, etc.’̂

On 11 October 1963 the Paris Working Group composed of the Permanent 

Representatives to NATO of Germany, Italy, Greece, Turkey, Belgium, the 

Netherlands, the UK and the US met for the first time at the NATO headquarters. 

Belgium and the UK had joined the group at the final preparatory Washington meeting 

on 7 October 1963.*^* The representative from the Netherlands began its work there 

only on 12 December 1963.*^"

The Military sub-group had its first meeting in Washington on 18 October under 

the permanent chairmanship of Admiral Ward from the US Navy. Along with the 

Military subgroup other subgroups were established to deal with the legal, nuclear 

safety and security, financial and administrative aspects of the MLF. One of the first 

recommendations made by the MLF Working group was the suggestion that interested 

countries take part in a ‘mixed-manned demonstration’. The idea of conducting an 

experiment in mixed-manning on an American ship was introduced by President 

Kennedy in July 1963. For him the demonstration ship idea was appealing as a definite

product although he considered it no more than a time-consuming exercise which would
1help give the impression of maintaining the momentum of the MLF. ‘

The German government was prepared to participate from the beginning, 

although it did not consider that the demonstration would be of much use in trying out 

the real problems of mixed manning. Greece and Turkey were both keen to participate 

simply to take advantage of training, although they hoped to get US financial aid to pay 

for the ship. The initial Italian attitude was very sceptical, but the Italian Navy later 

joined the e x p e r i m e n t . E v e n  though the Admiralty and the Ministry of Defence 

advised very strongly against taking pan in the mixed-manned experiment due to 

scarcity of skilled personnel and recommended the sending of observers, Britain took 

part in the exercise.

The US Ship ‘Biddle’ was accordingly selected in March 1964 to participate in 

the mixed manning demonstration with the navies of the UK, West Germany, the



Netherlands, Italy and Greece. On 28 July 1964, the ship was renamed and re

commissioned USS ‘Claude V, Ricketts’ in memory of the former Vice Chief of Naval 

Operations Admiral Claude V. Ricketts, who devoted a great deal of his efforts to the 

concept of mixed-manning and the MLF. Before reporting on board, many of the 

foreign personnel received special training both in their own countries and in the US 

Navy service schools. Ricketts was completely mixed-manned on 18 December 1964 

when the final group of non-US personnel reported abroad.

All the personnel on board were paid in US dollars at augmented rates of pay 

established by their own navies. During the demonstration, which terminated in 

December 1965, Ricketts which had 316 assigned men and 20 officers was manned by 

50 % of non-US personnel (see table 1).

Countries Officers Men

West Germany 2 47

Italy 2 30

Greece 2 24

British 2 24

The Netherlands 1 17

United States 10 174

Table 1. National participation in the mixed-manned experiment.

The ship remained under the command of the US Navy. It was equipped with the 

Tartar surface-to-air and anti-submarine missile system. All the personnel were required 

to speak E n g l i s h . T h e  commission of the Paris Working group in June 1965 studied 

the results of the mixed-manned experiment on the USS Ricketts. The report of the 

investigation concluded that within the limits of the experiment, mixed-manning had 

gone reasonably well with a fair degree o f efficiency achieved. The ship showed very 

good results in the exercise compared to other US ships. The main problems had been in 

human relationships rather than in the military or technical spheres. Language created 

the most serious difficulties. The experiment had shown that a clear distinction must be 

drawn between conversational English and the ability to understand technical orders and 

technical manuals. One of the two British officers on the ship said that it sometimes 

took twenty minutes to ensure that an instruction was understood. The report only



recommended improving the payment system in order to reach equality among different 

nations and creating a single disciplinary code for the whole crew.'^’

Conclusion

The Skybolt crisis in Anglo-American relations in December 1962 reopened the debates 

in the US administration on how to organise NATO nuclear policy. Kennedy's Polaris 

offer to Macmillan and de Gaulle meant a return to the policy line discussed in early 

1962 to support European national programmes. In this context the MLF project was to 

be used mainly to distract Germany's attention from a US-Franco-British trilateral deal.

Meanwhile de Gaulle's double veto and the Élysée treaty provided another 

impulse to the Multilateral Force project. It became the only solution left for the 

Kennedy administration to fill the vacuum in Atlantic affairs created by de Gaulle’s 

action and revive the Alliance. However, despite the machinery created both in the 

United States (SM/F office) and in NATO (Working Groups in Paris and Washington) 

in order to deal entirely with the MLF issue, at the end of the Kennedy administration 

this project lost its political momentum. British reluctance and Italian political 

instability did not allow the MLF to be signed in the summer of 1963 in spite of the 

success of the Merchant mission. Kennedy realised that without US pressure the NATO 

nuclear force had little chance of being something more than just a German-American 

agreement. At the same time, American policy-makers realised that there was no urgent 

need to proceed with signature of the MLF. The US initiative in spring 1963 already 

had the important result that the FRG, despite Franco-German rapprochement, remained 

devoted to the Atlantic foreign policy line and provided its full support to the 

Multilateral Force concept. In this regard, when this first important task of the MLF was 

accomplished, the US President was unwilling to exert additional pressure on the 

European allies. He preferred to keep the project afloat in order to offer them a serious 

alternative to any independent projects in the nuclear sphere that might come in the 

future. The MLF remained on the transatlantic agenda as a long-term solution to the 

German nuclear problem.

The reaction of the European powers to the Merchant mission showed that for 

them the Multilateral Force was only the second best solution to the NATO nuclear 

problem compared to the different variants of the multinational force. In the UK it was 

article 6 of the Nassau agreement, in Italy the deployment of Polaris on Italian cruisers 

and in the FRG land-base IRBMs stationed on the German territory. In all these cases
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the influence of each single European power on the US nuclear planning would be much 

more important than in the MLF.

Meanwhile, with the background of the MLF controversies, the US government 

solved the old problem of MRBM deployment in Europe. The assignment of US Poiaris 

submarines to the NATO Mediterranean Fleet fulfilled Norstad’s request for an 

adequate nuclear defence of the West. Thus the MLF project, which was initially a 

response to the nuclear gap in mid-range missiles, lost its military value and became 

essentially a political exercise to strengthen the Western alliance and to keep the 

Germans tied to NATO. Despite the arms-control talks with the Soviet Union which 

started after the Cuban crisis, the cohesion of NATO and the maintenance of US 

leadership in Europe remained at the top of US foreign policy.
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Chapter 5 

MLF Interlude

Introduction

The withdrawal of the US deadline fo‘r the MLF in the summer of 1963 and the creation 

of the Paris and Washington Working Groups along with the ‘Biddle' mixed-manned 

experiment moved the Multilateral Force project from political debates to technical 

discussions. The intensive intergovernmental consultations in the transatlantic area were 

largely replaced with meetings of military and technical experts. At the same time 

several non-govemmental actors, such as the Monnet Committee, entered the debates. 

While the initiative came from the United States to Europe, several countries had taken 

an opportunity to play their own cards in the MLF development. The issue of NATO 

nuclear force creation from the exclusive US-European relationship began to also play 

an important role in intra-European affairs. An attempt was made to merge the 

European option with the NATO nuclear force and include this provision in the MLF 

charter which was under discussion by the Working Group.

The period from November 1963 till November 1964 in the absence of 

negotiations among the NATO allies was characterised by the influence of domestic 

political issues, which determined progress towards the creation of the Multilateral 

Force. Before the end of 1964 the leadership had changed in three countries. In October 

1963 in the FRG Ludwig Erhard replaced Adenauer at the post of Chancellor. In the 

same month Harold Macmillan resigned from his office in the United Kingdom leaving 

his office to Foreign Minister Alec Douglas-Home. In the United States vice president 

Lyndon Johnson came to power after the assassination of John Kennedy in Dallas in 

November 1963. In addition the next year the British and the Americans were facing 

elections in October and November respectively. Under the new circumstances, the 

signing of the MLF agreement which was already postponed by Kennedy and 

Macmillan was to be prolonged for an indefinite period.



Europeans take the initiative. The Elaboration of the European clause

The slow down period in MLF negotiations was also marked by proposals to add new 

aspects to the concept through the crystallization of the European component. The 

initiative came from Italy. Italy, which after the failure of the 1957-1958 Franco- 

German-Italian talks was left outside of the discussions regarding the European nuclear 

option deterrent, attempted to seize the initiative and provide a compromise solution 

between a purely European solution on the French model and the MLF Atlantic 

solution. On the one hand, it would offer an alternative to de Gaulle's course that could 

be acceptable to the United States, and on the other, it would increase the Italian 

influence in Alliance politics which had been damaged by the withdrawal of the Jupiter 

missiles. A group of Italian Foreign Ministry officials which included the Director 

General for Political Affairs General Roberto Ducci, Secretary General Attilio Cattani 

and Deputy Director General for Political Affairs Roberto Gaja studied the implication 

of nuclear weapons for the process of European integration.' Latter in his book 'Foreign 

Policy and the nuclear weapons' published under the pseudonym Roberto Guidi in 

1964, Gaja explained that the possession of collective nuclear weapons was the only 

possibility of international action in a nuclear society. The creation of a European 

nuclear deterrent could be accomplished on the same lines as the ECSC. Europe would 

create a real common nuclear armament and renounce national nuclear independence.“ 

In the situation of a US-Soviet strategic balance that made the United States incapable 

of defending Western Europe, the American government would prefer to give nuclear 

weapons to a united Europe in order to avoid their dissemination and internal rivalries 

among the European countries.'^

Already during the Merchant mission negotiations in Europe Roberto Gaja had 

shared with the Americans ideas that the MLF should eventually evolve into a 

European-controlled force as Europe moved to unity,"  ̂During Kennedy’s visit to Rome 

on 1-2 July 1963 the Italian government proposed to the United States inserting in the 

MLF treaty a clause that would open a possibility for a European nuclear force as soon 

as Europe reached political unity.'*̂  In contrast to previous policy declarations from both 

sides regarding the future prospects of the European integration process this proposal 

was the first to offer a legal provision in a treaty form. The Italians wanted to emphasise 

that the MLF would contribute to European unity as well as to Atlantic integration.



Following the instructions from Rome, Italian Ambassador to NATO and member of 

the Paris Working Group Adolfo Alessandrini argued that the MLF project might serve 

‘as new impetus to the European unity movement.’  ̂There would be no obligation to 

end the US veto. It could, for example, mean merely that the European members of a 

political union would cast one vote instead of several.^ Thus the European option had to 

be legally embedded into the MLF treaty in the form of a European clause.

After the American-Italian meeting, the European clause proposal came for 

discussion in the European arena. At the MLF Working Group meeting on 25 October 

1963 Alessandrini argued for the necessity of foreseeing in the Charter* an eventual 

unified Europe.’ However, the Italian delegation to NATO preferred to review the 

actual text of the European clause with the Germans and Americans before bringing it to 

the discussion .

On 31 October 1963 Alessandrini and Ducei showed the text of the ‘European 

clause’ to the US Ambassador to NATO Thomas Finletter:

‘Should all or some of the European States parties to the present Charter 
establish among themselves a Union- in which other European states may 
participate- the Contracting Parties will negotiate such adaptation of the Charter 
as may be considered necessary in order to take into account the new political 
situation.

If such a Union should establish a European Political Authority provided 
with effective control over the Armed Forces of the Union, conditions and 
procedures will be unanimously agreed upon under which the Force may be 
reorganized in such a way, although incorporated into the Armed Forces of the 
European Union, it will maintain its coordination with the other forces assigned 
to the common defence of the West.’*®

In contrast to the earlier German proposals on revision of the initial control 

formula vis-à-vis majority voting, the Italian clause addressed the contingency of an 

integrated Europe, which would vote as a unit, and considered the relation of that unit to 

the MLF.”

The first reaction of the US Ambassador was rather lukewarm. He said that the 

US could not approve it, but on the other hand would be interested to observe German 

and Belgian reactions to the Italian proposal.*“ Instructions with respect to the Italian 

draft sent from Rusk to Finletter defined the US position as supportive but uncommitted 

in order to avoid any misgivings on the appropriateness of the inclusion of such a clause
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in the ultimate MLF charter. The Secretary of State stressed that ‘this should be a matter 

for European, not American initiative.’*'̂

On 7 November 1963 the Italian Ambassador to Bonn Roberto Duci when 

meeting with the West German State Secretary Carstens presented the draft for the 

European clause. Duci said that from the Italian point of view such a clause would 

promote the political unity of Europe and make possible French participation in the 

future, act as a guarantee if the United States one day left Europe and in addition, could 

win the Socialists’ support for Italy’s entry to the MLF.

Similarly to the American reaction, Karl Carstens did not show much 

enthusiasm about the European clause. After examination of the text of the clause, the 

German Foreign Ministry concluded that it was not acceptable because the European 

political authority mentioned in the Italian formula was not feasible at that time and 

would complicate MLF negotiations. The second paragraph which foresaw the insertion 

of the European part of the MLF into a European force and securing its ‘coordination’ 

with the other parts of the MLF would from the German perspective lead to the 

weakening of ties between the United States and Europe and the Atlantic partnership. In 

the end, even though suspecting that the Italians made this proposal mainly for internal 

political reasons, Bonn agreed with the majority vote principle in a European clause.*'*

In early December 1963 Germany presented its own draft of the European 

clause. It emphasised the stronger ties between the NATO Atlantic nuclear force and the 

future European nuclear force. It envisaged the contribution of a European Political 

Authority to the MLF.*'** One month later the German Foreign Ministry further modified 

the text of the European clause. According to the new German formula the Charter 

should include a review provision not only in the case of the establishment of a 

European Political Union with authority in the field of defence, but even at the stage of 

a preparatory understanding on steps towards the creation o f a European Union. The 

third paragraph outlined a general review clause in the situation ‘resulting from a 

change of a fundamental character in the political conditions prevailing at the time of 

the signature o f the MLF Charter.’ This might be applied in the event of a peace 

settlement for Germany. The latter would be especially helpful in the presentation of the 

MLF to the Parliament and public opinion in Germany.'^



The MLF and the change of governments

Meanwhile in the United States, in spite of the difficult political situation after 

Kennedy’s assassination, the MLF advocates in the Department of State tried to use the 

country’s new leadership to promote the project and engage the political support of the 

new President. The first meeting of Lyndon Johnson with the MLF team was on 6 

December 1963. Rusk and McNamara informed the president of the progress of the 

Washington and Paris Working Groups and on the attitude o f certain members of 

Congress toward the MLF project. The President’s reaction was generally positive. 

Having been a Vice-President under Kennedy, Johnson had not been greatly involved in 

foreign policy issues and the essence o f the MLF was practically unknown to him.. 

During the meeting he did not venture deep into the details of the project and as a 

former leader of the Senate was more interested in internal political support for the 

MLF. He suggested his staff talk to General Eisenhower, proceed with briefing 

Congressional leaders and return to the MLF when the results o f these briefings were 

known.

Exploratory talks in Congress conducted by members of the S/MF team 

Livingstone Merchant, Gerry Smith and Philander Claxton revealed a great interest in 

the Multilateral Force and a lack of open opposition in the Republican Party. Moreover, 

ex-president Dwight Eisenhower expressed his full support for the MLF policy of the 

Johnson administration.'* The results of the briefings along with the European attitude 

to the MLF were given to the President on April 8 in the form of a memorandum signed 

by Dean Rusk. The Secretary of State suggested expanding the consultations with 

Congressional leaders and continuing the multilateral and bilateral discussions with the 

members of the MLF Working Group in order to prepare for the signing of the Charter 

in November or December 1964.'^

Two days later Johnson met the M LF’s principal sponsors: George Ball, Thomas 

Finletter, Gerard Smith and Walt Rostow to discuss the issues stated in Rusk’s 

memorandum. Also present were the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency’s 

(ACDA) Director William Foster, McGeorge Bundy, William Tyler and David Klein. 

In an interview recorded by the Oral History Project of the Lyndon Baynes Johnson 

Library Finletter mentioned that the absence of McNamara and Rusk at this meeting 

was crucial for Johnson’s approval of the MLF.'^ However, as we can see from the



minutes of the meeting, Bundy fully informed the President about the position of the 

government’s members on the MLF including the reservations held by Defence 

Secretary and the Joint Chiefs of Staff about the project. Foster also spoke against the 

MLF. From his point of view moving ahead with this project would make more difficult
 ̂Iany future disarmament and non-dissemination discussions. ‘

Ball and Finletter, on the contrary, promoted the MLF. Under Secretary Ball 

mentioned the favourable results of the Congressional consultation, providing that there 

was no evidence of opposition. He stressed the danger of discriminating against the 

Germans and the need for Germany to play her legitimate role in the Alliance, although 

‘on a leash.’ Ambassador to NATO Finletter complemented Ball’s remark emphasising 

the progress in the Working Group and the need to move from discussions to the action 

phase. ~

The arguments of the MLF ‘Cabal’ and the preliminary results of the 

Congressional consultations seemed to convince the President to press on with the 

MLF. He concluded the meeting by approving the suggestions of Rusk's memo. He 

asked Ball to proceed with briefings in Congress and Finletter to tell the Europeans that 

in his judgement the MLF was the best way to proceed. If possible, agreement on the 

MLF should be reached by the end o f the year but he warned against trying ‘to shove 

the project down the throats o f the potential participants’. However, at the same time, 

Johnson was reluctant to show direct Presidential support for it and asked Finletter to 

talk to the press for him referring to Rusk’s speech on 7 April as the basis of 

governmental policy towards the MLF rather than to the decision taken by the President 

at this meeting.“'̂  ‘Protect me a little bit; remember I haven’t talked to Congress’, said 

Johnson to his staff.“"*

Having received the President's approval Finletter went to Bonn to assure 

Chancellor Erhard about American intentions to push forward with the MLF and sign 

the agreement by the end of the year after the elections in the United States and Great 

Britain. The new initiative taken by the US President was important for the Chancellor 

at a time when his position was weakened by strong criticism of his Atlantic orientation 

from de Gaulle and Gaullists in Germany.

Despite his initial support for the MLF, Konrad Adenauer, who left the office of 

Federal Chancellor but nevertheless preserved a strong influence in the FRG as head of



the governing party CDU, began to show his increasing opposition to the project. i-'roTn 

his standpoint the Multilateral Force was intended to ensure US domination in Europe.*' 

He might have agreed that one of the advantages of the MLF was to maintain the links 

between Europe and the United States, but he had never agreed with Erhard’s view that 

it was the best way to counter French ambitions in Europe. Adenauer’s criticism of the 

MLF was embedded in the larger framework of anti-Americanism while he emphasised 

the need for a stronger relation with France."*̂

Ex-minister of Defence and head of CSU Strauß partly shared Adenauer’s 

criticism of the MLF, He considered it unrealistic that the MLF project did not take into 

account the existence of the French national nuclear force.*  ̂ Strauß suggested that in 

contrast to the EDC project France now showed enough confidence in Germany to enter 

into an agreement ‘closely linking the destinies of the two countries'.*'* Although 

Adenauer's and Strauß’s opposition had an important impact on the elaboration of the 

CDU/CSU foreign policy course, the absence of these politicians from the actual 

government allowed Erhard to reach an internal political consensus on the MU* issue. 

He received solid support from von Hassel. Schröder and the Ambassador to NATO 

Wilhelm Grewe. The leader of the West German Socialists Fritz Erler also backed the 

project and succeeded in persuading the SPD party conference in FXvt to issue a 

declaration in favour of the MLF.“*̂

The German-American talks in June 1964 which consolidated the initiative 

taken by Johnson and Erhard marked a new period in the MLF negotiations. The West 

German Chancellor assured the President of the FRG's full support for the Multilateral 

Force and both leaders agreed that an ‘effort should be continued to prepare an 

agreement for signature by the end of the year’.̂ '* Thus, the US administration for the 

first time publicly committed itself to a concrete deadline.

In contrast to Germany, Britain’s attitude to the MLF remained uncoinmiitcd. 

London was unwilling to accept any solution which reduced the validity of the c.xisiing 

US/UK veto, gave Germany direct control over nuclear warheads and prejudiced the 

eventual creation of a unified Europe. Reasoning from these assumptions, the Ministiy 

of Defence suggested that instead of the MLF Britain could propose to the Paris 

Working group one of the following variants:



‘1. The Creation of a ‘tactical’ MLF formed by assembling either existing 

tactical forces or the next generation strike missiles and aircraft into mixed- 

manned and commonly funded international units.

2. The further development of existing proposals to place European officers in 

responsible positions in the NATO nuclear planning.

3. Setting up a Nuclear control Commission within NATO’.*’'

The introduction of a much smaller sea-borne force indicated a desire to 

eliminate (or reduce) at least two of the major obstacles to acceptance of such a scheme 

by the British government, namely the costs and Naval manpower difficulties. The first 

British alternative plan, the ‘Thorneycroft proposals’, was presented to the NATO 

ministerial meeting held in Paris in December 1963, and subsequently submitted in 

detail in July 1964 to the MLF Working Group. It envisaged a force consisting of 

British Canberra planes, American and German F-104 Star-Fighters, the Pershing 

surface-to-surface missiles used by US and German forces, the projected British TSR2 

and the American Fill, plus British V-Bombers. Units of the force would be mixed- 

manned and it would be jointly financed.'’"

From the British point of view the great advantage of the ‘Thorneycroft 

proposals’, compared with the MLF, was that the force would use existing weapons or 

at least ones which would soon come into service. A further advantage, especially from 

the point of view of the Royal Air Force, was that acceptance of such a force would 

involve a firm commitment by the government to the sophisticated TSR2 aircraft, the 

future o f which was increasingly in doubt. Other aspects of importance from the British 

point of view were that the British financial contribution envisaged would be 

significantly lower.'^*̂

The Johnson administration which, owing to the Department of State’s 

influence, was pursuing the MLF with great vigour, considered the ‘Thorneycroft 

proposal’ as a possible complement, but not an alternative to the MLF. For the Germans 

the British plan meant mainly a means to stall the progress of the Working Group 

discussions and made possible a British-American compromise on the costs of the 

MLF.”

As parliamentary elections were approaching, the MLF became a complex 

problem for the Conservative government. On one hand it was reluctant to support the



project, but on the other the strong Labour opposition to the Multilateral Force could 

reduce to zero the government policy of balancing between commitment and non

commitment. The British Ambassador to NATO Evelyn Shuckburgh argued that ‘if 

European partners were led to believe that the Labour Party, should it come to power, 

would refuse British participation in an MLF of any kind, they might conclude that it 

was a waste of time listening to British o p in io n .H e  suggested persuading the leaders 

of the opposition that the only way to preserve options for themselves (in the event of 

their return to power) was for them to keep ‘a bit more quiet* now.'^^

The Johnson administration showed rather a sensitive attitude to the situation in 

Britain which partly coincided with the coming presidential elections in the United 

States. At the British Foreign Secretary’s meeting with Rusk in Washington on 27 April 

1964, agreement was reached that ‘the United Kingdom would not be expected to take 

any steps on the MLF prior to October which could be constructed as a commitment by 

Her Majesty’s government.’ It was assumed that in the interim the Working Group in 

Paris would continue to work on plans and language, which could be converted into 

chaner form for decision in November or December 1964.'^^

The MLF did not become an issue in the election campaign. Both parties were 

against the MLF and disliked the idea for the same reasons (the extra money and 

manpower, no additional value in military terms). However the opposition was not 

concentrated within the Conservative party itself but lay mainly in the Armed Services 

and in the bureaucracy. The British Minister of Defence Peter Thorneycroft described 

the MLF as the ‘biggest piece of nonsense that anybody had ever dreamed up and rather 

a dangerous one in fact.*'^*

During the election campaign the Conservative party stressed the importance of 

continuing with the independent British nuclear deterrent. From the point of view of 

Prime Minister Alec Douglas-Home, nuclear weapons presented a ‘ticket of admission’ 

to discussion on the major issues of war and peace.'^^ The leader of the Labour party, 

Harold Wilson, preferred to avoid any unnecessary comment on the MLF issue, 

although he emphasised the Labour promise to abandon independent deterrence and to 

renegotiate the Nassau agreement. He argued that independent British deterrence added 

nothing to Western strength. From his point of view, Britain could remain an important 

military power by concentrating on conventional defence and transferring British



nuclear weapons to NATO/^ Instead, the UK would propose some sort of consultative 

body within the Atlantic Alliance composed of the US and the European countries to 

consult on policy and planning for US nuclear forced’ Only by having a greater share in 

the formulation o f American policy and strategy, argued Wilson, would the Europeans 

acquire what they wanted."^“

Aware o f Wilson’s eventual electoral victory the President’s National Security 

adviser McGeorge Bundy asked in June 1964 his old friend, Harvard professor Richard 

E, Neustadt, to examine the Labour leader’s attitude toward the MLF. Back from 

London in his report Neustadt concluded that if the Labour party won the election it 

would be ‘under no pressure to reach an early deal with Washington’. Wilson would 

first test America’s continued support for the MLF by waiting to assess the developing 

situation in Vietnam, in East-West relations, or a change in the status of the ‘Cabal’ of 

the MLF supporters in the Department of State.

While the Foreign Office under Labour could presumably adopt an affirmative 

response to the MLF, the Defence Ministry on the other hand would resist expenditure 

on seaborne forces by proposing alternatives along the lines worked in the 

‘Thomeycroft proposals’. The issue would be for Wilson to resolve. The report 

recommended that American officials refrain from needling Wilson on this subject 

during the elections. Secondly, Wilson .should be invited to Washington after the 

American elections.’̂'’ Neustadt suggested ‘leaving Wilson no possible excuse we could 

foresee for failing to proceed toward M LF in company with us and the Germans.

Another important participant in the MLF negotiations, Italy, although unable 

due to its internal political situation to provide governmental support to the project, 

played an active role in the Working Group discussions. In particular, the Italians 

insisted on a prestige arrangement which would include Italy along with the other 

European big powers within the directing body of the MLF. On 25 February 1964 at the 

14’'̂  WG meeting the Italians formally introduced their proposal for a Special 

Committee or ‘inner group’. This group was planned to be a part of the MLF Board. It 

was planned to have authority to use the nuclear weapons of the force according to the 

guidelines prepared by the Board. The group was expected to act by unanimity in taking 

its decisions on the use of nuclear weapons. Membership of the group would be based 

on financial criteria.'^'^ Taking into account the contribution among the future MLF



members, the Force could include the United States, Germany, the United Kingdom and 

Italy. The Netherlands, Belgium as well as Greece and Turkey would be left outside the 

main decision-making in the MLF. From the Italian perspective the creation of this 

group was important to overcome opposition to the MLF, particularly from the Italian 

left.“®

Even more important for the Italians was major power status which Italy could 

obtain by joining in the MLF and its ‘inner group’. The Italian Ambassador to the US 

Sergio Fenoltea openly staled that Italian claims for great power status should be 

reflected in some way in the MLF structure since Italy had been discriminated before by 

being excluded from the NATO Standing Group and the Four-Power Berlin Group.'*  ̂

Alessandrini warned his American counterpart that Italy’s exclusion from the control 

group would result not only in non-participation in the MLF but also in Italian 

neutrality."^**

However it later became clear that what the Italians really wanted was 

membership of NATO’s top military planning. Alessandrini, speaking in person to 

Finletter, said that the Italians could drop their insistence on the ‘inner group’ in the 

M LF Charter if they could ‘get some kind of adequate prestige arrangements, something 

to do with the Standing Group, with Omaha, or with the commands generally.’ Italy 

appreciated US support for the appointment of Manlio Brosio as NATO Secretary- 

General in August 1964, but it was not sufficient in itself to take care of the prestige 

problems.***^

In subsequent discussions in the Working Group it became clear that Greece, 

Turkey, the Netherlands and Belgium were ‘politically hostile’ to the Italian proposal. 

The Germans were not interested in the ‘inner group’ because their share of 30-40 % in 

the force would assure a major voice in any event. The United States on the one hand 

worried that small countries who might be members of the MLF would not be happy 

about being excluded also from a whole list of MLF activities.*’** On the other hand, the 

Americans agreed that the Italian interest in equality with the Germans in the MLF 

should be respected. Walt Rostow in regard to the difficult Italian situation suggested 

urging the other MLF WG members to adopt a less negative attitude toward Italian 

proposals for an MLF executive committee. Thus a final decision on this matter could 

be deferred until it became clear who would definitely be in the MLF.'*"
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Meanwhile the change of government in Italy in the summer of 1964 had not 

formally affected Italy’s attitude towards the MLF. The government supported the MLF 

on the grounds that Europe should play a larger role in Western defence and that the 

MLF was the only practical means that had been suggested to prevent Germany from 

eventually acquiring national nuclear forces. However, because of the weak political 

basis of the new government it was mainly concerned with tackling the difficult 

domestic situation and ensuring its own survival and was unable to take any affirmative 

decision to participate in the NATO nuclear force.

In addition, the Italian attitude to the MLF was closely dependant on the British. 

The Italian Socialists were under pressure from the UK Labour leaders not to act until 

after the UK elections. Like the UK, Italy was anxious not to be rushed into a decision 

and concerned not to see an American-German bilateral force established from which 

the influence of other European countries would be excluded. The longer the decision 

could be delayed the better.

Belgium, in general, was hesitant and tended to look to the UK for the lead. It 

delayed joining the Working Group talks until after the UK had done so and explicitly 

stated it would do so without commitment. Spaak personally favoured the MLF as a 

means of dealing with the German aspect, the problem of strengthening European and 

Atlantic ties and of frustrating de Gaulle.^* The Belgian Military on the contrary 

opposed the NATO nuclear forces because of the exaggerated costs. Minister of 

Defence Segers argued that the contribution of two billion francs per year envisaged for 

Belgium would be at the expense of Belgium's conventional effort.' '̂^

The Dutch who had been quite uninterested so far were in the summer of 1964 

approaching the ranks of leading MLF proponents.'*^"* The Dutch Foreign Minister 

Joseph Luns favoured the MLF for its political purposes. But the defence ministry 

opposed it for reasons of economy and doubts of its military necessity. Nevertheless, the 

Netherlands was a serious participant in the Paris discussions and joined the mixed-

manned demonstration 55

The Monnet Committee enters the debates

In parallel with the Italian and German Foreign Ministries, the influential European 

non-governmental network of Jean Monnet produced its own ideas as to how to include



a European option in the MLF. It is interesting to note that since the introduction of ihc 

MLF proposal the Monnet Committee for the United States of Europe did not support 

this initiative. In the 1950s during the EDC and Euratom as far as nuclear issues were 

concerned in negotiations Monnet argued for the exclusively peaceful use of nuclear 

energy in Europe and excluded both the possibility of national controlled nuclear 

weapons and a European nuclear force. However, in the case of the MLF he finally 

decided to support the possession of nuclear weapons by the European community.'^’ 

This could mainly be explained by the fact that from Monnel's point of view the 

creation of French national nuclear forces already represented a bigger evil for 

European unity. He repeatedly suggested that the United States not help the French 

nuclear programme which could provoke the same claims for the Germans.'^ For him 

the only way to prevent the division of Europe by the existence of national forces could 

be the creation of a European nuclear force closely connected to the United States.

In its June 1962 declaration the Committee pointed out that the pannership 

between Europe and the United States should not be only economic. It was necessary 

that it soon cover the military and political domain. The European community*, the 

declaration stated ‘could not be an equal partner of the United Stales if it lacked the 

means and responsibility in the nuclear field and thus would have no influence on the 

important question connected with nuclear weapons: strategy and disannameni'.^’*

De Gaulle's veto of the British entry into the Common Market and his rejection 

o f the US Polaris offer was the starting point of Monnefs support for the MLI* project, 

which he thought might improve the threatened cohesion of the Atlantic Community.' * 

After the MLF negotiations began in the form of the Merchant mission in the spring of 

1963 Bowie approached Monnet to ask him for an Action Committee's initiative *io lay 

out a broad programme for the “Europeans*’ toward real European integration in the 

case of the MLF*. He thought that ‘once started, if not sewed uxi tight, the [MLF] 

programme, will take on a momentum of its own just like EEC and that things not now 

possible may open up them.’ “̂

Although Monnet was sympathetic to the Multilateral Force proposal he was 

reluctant to directly involve the Action Committee in the MLF negotiations. From his 

viewpoint it was more important for the Committee to be able to develop general 

concepts of the project than to be involved into the discussion of the technical details,^*



At the same time as the MLF Working Group, which had its first meeting in October 

1963, the Monnet group began to elaborate its own approach to the Multilateral Force. 

The Committee which consisted of representatives from the major European political 

parties and the trade unions and gathered for regular annual sessions had also a 

permanent body to elaborate policy line for these meetings. President Jean Monnet, vice 

President Max Kohnstamm, secretary General Jacques Van Helmont and Richard 

Mayne became engaged in the formulation of the Committee’s policy towards the MLF. 

The major question that attracted their attention in this regard was the possibility o f its 

evolution into a European force. They suggested including a preamble in the treaty 

which would outline the option that the evolution of the force would be open for 

consideration. Monnet himself thought that the MLF could evolve into a European force 

either by buying out the American shares, by changing control or a larger European role 

in MLF Research and Development.^“ The last option was of particular attraction to 

Monnet as a real common enterprise which would not be confined to buying finished 

hardware from the United States.^"'

The declaration drafted in October 1963 by Van Helmont formulated the major 

elements of the Committee's approach to the NATO nuclear force. It went further than 

the Italian variant of the European clause in suggesting that the MLF could be a stage in 

the creation of the European nuclear force. One of the advantages of the MLF from the 

Committee’s point of view would be its significant technical contribution in the field of 

nuclear warheads and delivery vehicles to the preparation of the future European forces 

combined with the American force.^ Monnet himself dropped the phrase ‘European 

nuclear deterrent’ because it might provoke the United States to leave the defence of 

Europe to the Europeans. Instead he promoted the idea of an equal partnership between 

Europe and the United States which might take the form of a single structure with an 

American and a European voice or between forces tied together by treaty into a unified 

strategic force.^^

The MLF issue provoked a heated debate at the Action Committee's meeting on 

1 June 1964. Some participants raised concerns that emphasis on the multilateral 

nuclear force would damage relations with the United States and would be more likely 

to divide the European countries than unite them.^^ However, the majority voted in



favour of the endorsement of the Multilateral Force as a transitional solution and a 

beginning of joint US-European nuclear policy and organization,^^

The Action Committee's declaration adopted at the meeting was used as a basis 

for Van Helmont’s memorandum of October 1963. It argued for an urgent stdution of 

the European nuclear problem together with the United Slates regardless of the progress 

achieved in European political and military unity. The European contribution to 

Western defence should not be limited to conventional resources but also extend to 

nuclear weapons.^*  ̂ A reference to the January 1956 declaration of the Committee was 

then added to call attention to changed circumstances which made it essential that 

Europe participate in the nuclear defence of the West rather than concern itself only 

with the peaceful uses of atomic energy, as the Committee urged back in 1956.

The declaration defined the main condition for the Committee's suppiirt for the 

MLF. In the first place it included an agreement with the Soviet Union on the reduction 

of nuclear armaments and secondly an equal partnership between the united Europe and 

the United States. The MLF should contain a provision for renegotiation in the event of 

the creation of a European political authority. As Europe progressed toward unity, the 

European members would be able to merge their national shares and negotiate with 

the United States on the whole problem of Western nuclear arms, including 

production, control, etc.̂ *̂

For the members of the Action Committee the MLF with the European clause 

was not only a force created on the basis of mutual cooperation such as NATO but an 

organisation of supranational character like the ECSC and EEC, which was composed 

of the institutions and the integrated force.^“ Along with the voting principle the MU' 

might also adopt the institutional structure of the EEC. The board of Governt)rs 

suggested by the US should be renamed the Council of governments and the Director- 

General as High Commissioner, which would clarify its civil character. Tlie Board 

would act on the proposal of the High Commissioner, as the Council of the Common 

Market acted on proposals of the Commission.^’

A politically and militarily united Europe implied for the Action Committee 

members that there would be no more separate national policies and decisions by the 

member states in this area. A united Europe dealing with the United States would 

involve all its capabilities. At the same time, a United Europe and the United States



could extend their joint action to research and production without dissemination of 

nuclear weapons and with mutual technical and economic benefits.^"

With the directions of the MLF policy adopted by the majority of participants, 

the Action Committee began a lobbying campaign for the inclusion of the Committee 

declaration's elements into the MLF agreement. In the summer of 1964 Monnet's staff 

was involved in the negotiation with the national delegation of the MLF Working 

Group. Members of the US Mission to NATO, Thomas Finletter and Philippe Farley 

had several meetings with van Helmont in June and July. '̂^ Farley agreed with Monnet's 

insistence on including in the MLF provisions for disarmament and for transforming 

national participation into joint participation. However, he was sceptical about a clause 

for negotiation between a united Europe and the United States, since not all the 

members of the MLF would participate in the united Europe and since the initiative 

from Farley’s point of view should come not from the US or the Monnet Committee but 

from European governments.

American diplomats in Paris thought that Monnet would be able to act 

effectively in the interest of the United States because he did not really envisage an 

evolution towards a European nuclear force, but rather the substitution of a joint 

European participation for separate national participation in the MLF and the 

development of the MLF into some instrument for joint US-European management of 

the total Western strategic deterrent.

In the Johnson administration the European clause was considered no more than 

a review provision in the MLF treaty which explicitly mentioned European unification 

and German reunification as constituting reasons for the MLF treaty negotiation.^**  ̂ In 

May 1964 Secretary of State Dean Rusk, speaking before the Joint Committee on 

Atomic Energy, noted that ‘the United States would make no commitment regarding the 

European clause, but Congressional approval would be needed for any such change in

the charter. ,76

Looking for a European Clause formula

In June of 1964, a compromise on the European clause was found between Germany 

and Italy. A joint German-Italian draft brought to the MLF Working Group discussion 

included a new provision of ‘an agreement on the steps towards the creation of a 

European Union'. From the German point of view the Clause was not to be mandatory



since it would not commit any member state to dissolve or transform the MLF in the 

event of political change. In the new two-stage clause the first part defined the 

preliminary steps towards the unification of Europe while the second specified a more 

definite stage of European unity.^^

The European clause proposal caused intensive debates among the Working 

Group members. The UK objected to the mandatory character of the Italian language 

since it implied the obligation to adjust the treaty rather than to consult.^* The British 

considered that the European clause would create obvious difficulties. Either the 

Europeans would have to produce their own warheads or the Americans hand over US 

warheads in breach of existing Western policies on the non-dissemination of nuclear 

weapons. It would also frustrate one of the political purposes of the MLF in European 

eyes, namely to forge closer links with the United States in the field of nuclear 

defence.^^ During the MLF Working Group in July 1964 Paris British Ambassador to 

NATO Evelyn Shuckburgh objected to the inclusion in the MLF treaty of a European 

clause with a reference to a European Union or German reunification. From his point of 

view this could make it more difficult to answer Russian charges that the MLF was a 

disguised form of dissemination.^^ondon was not willing to commit itself to it and was 

ready to consider a European clause, provided it was only an option for the future and 

the British had a veto on any change in the control arrangements. This would enable 

Britain to prevent any abandonment of the US veto.^'

Dutch Ambassador to NATO Henry Boon doubted whether it was necessary to 

take out a mortgage on the MLF before it had even been created. For the Hague the 

MLF was mainly ‘a form of new transatlantic integration’ and therefore it could not 

achieve both Atlantic and European goals.^“ Thus, the European clause should simply 

commit signatories ‘to review the terms of the present Charter in the event of a peace 

settlement for Germany or the creation of a European political organization having 

authority in the field of defence or under general review clause’.

The Secretariat's version, prepared by Robert von Pagenhardt, went into greater 

detail by specifying events apart from European unity such as the evolution of 

institutions of an Atlantic community and changes in science and technology, 

agreement to a controlled freeze or reduction of nuclear armaments with the Soviet 

Union or the development of global and regional arrangement for the maintenance of
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international peace and security when the MLF could be made available to the United 

Nations.^“̂

On 8 July 1964 the Working Group, with the collaboration of Monnet’s 

committee, drafted the first variant of the MLF Charter. Article IV, which included the 

major provisions of the European clause, followed the pattern of the Action 

Committee’s declaration. If before the Committee entered into debates the Working 

Group saw the MLF more as step towards developing US-European relations^"* the new 

formula of the European clause in the charter draft envisaged the substitution of 

previous national participation with joint European participation. Once united, Europe 

would have to negotiate with the US a new status in nuclear affairs.*'*^

Defining the MLF Charter

After intensive consultation on 1 September 1964 the Paris Working Group presented 

the first full version of the MLF Charter prepared by the US and German delegations, 

including Philip Farley and Wilhelm Hartlieb.^^ Article XXIX set a time period of 10 

years after which agreement could be reviewed on the request of one of the Parties. In 

case a European Union was established the Charter envisaged the transformation of 

national participation by European states into common participation. In addition the 

Charter had a general review clause which included changes of a fundamental character, 

such as the reunification of Germany, or an international understanding on steps toward 

the reunification of Germany, and substantial progress in achievement of effectively 

controlled disarmament.

In London on 15 September 1964 Kohnstamm and van Helmont were given the 

US-German draft Chaner and other central documents, including the five MLF 

subgroups’ reports. The Monnet group replied that they were satisfied that in the draft 

Charter the MLF was defined more as an institution rather than merely as a military 

force. It also pleased them that the preamble and the other political aspects of the 

Charter corresponded with the objectives of the Action Committee 1964 declaration. 

Nevertheless, the Monnet group made additional efforts to approximate the MLF 

agreement to the 1 June declaration. Following Farley’s recommendation they asked the 

Italians to introduce an extension of the ‘European clause’ to fit better with the language 

of the Action Committee. In contrast to the cautious German formula, the new Italian



draft of the European clause cleared with Monnet and presented on 24 September 1964 

included the main propositions of the Action Committee.^’̂ The Italian variant foresaw 

negotiations to create a full partnership between the United Stales and the European 

Union in the organisation of a common nuclear defence Only the members of the 

European Union could participate in the negotiations. The MLF was considered only a 

temporary organisation until new negotiations would establish a definitive institution. 

The Italians rejected the former review clause in case of changed political circumstances 

and did not wish to mention German reunification.**  ̂Monnet himself argued against the 

German insistence on including this matter in the Chaner. He considered that this would 

be perceived among the Europeans as German readiness to make a deal for reunification 

in exchange for Germany's withdrawal from the MLF.^^

The Germans objected to the second part of the Italian draft, which stated that 

the European members of the nuclear force should at the same time be members of the 

European political union. For Bonn such a construction could in practice be impossible 

as it would exclude France from the possible US-EU negotiations. But the partnership 

with the United States could be only with all the members of the Political Union.**' On 

17 October 1964 the German Minister of Defence von Hasscl made a statement asking 

to exclude the European Political Union from the Charter because it was not clear what 

was meant by such a union. He proposed to change it to a ‘European political 

association' with authority in the field of defence.^’

The debates about the text of the European clause in the MLF Working Group 

continued until early 1965 when the Multilateral Force proposal was replaced by the 

British plan for the Atlantic nuclear force. Even though the Action committee continued 

its support for the European option in case of NATO nuclear integration. On 8 and 9 

May 1965 in Berlin, the Monnet Committee reaffirmed the objective declared in 1964. 

The Committee demanded a review of the situation. It considered that nuclear 

responsibilities could not be only delegated to the United States, but ought to become 

common between the US and Europe. The envisaged European organisation was not 

limited only to strategic nuclear weapons. The committee proposed a more general 

programme for the European military force concerned with conventional and nuclear 

weapons and also with research and production. The creation of such an organisation

would exclude the bilateral relations between the United Slates and member countries.



Working Group progress

In the meantime, after a year of preliminary studies on the agreement, the Paris MLF 

Working Group o f eight countries-the United States, the FRG, Great Britain, Italy, 

Belgium, the Netherlands, Greece and Turkey- described the project as being ‘in 

principle financially feasible, as well as military and politically usefuF.^^ The Military 

subgroup covered the military and technical aspects of the sea-borne concepts and 

concluded that a force of 25 surface ships fitted with Polaris rockets was feasible from 

the military point of view. The Security and Safety, Financial and Administrative 

subgroups had prepared their draft reports. In the Legal sub-group discussion were still 

ongoing, but the main agreement was reached to qualify the MLF as a legal entity.

However, progress with the preparation of the draft MLF treaty remained slow. 

The voting procedure, including the existence of the US veto remained to be decided. '̂** 

Whereas no one really questioned the existence of the US veto, an agreement had to be 

found between the majority and unanimity principles.^^ The Germans supported a 

majority control formula based on financial contributions.^^ Their first reason for this 

was the assumption that France would more likely join on this basis. The second one 

was that because a veto might prove to be disastrous if a European country, such as 

Italy, elected a left-wing government.^® Although accepting the unanimous vote for vital 

decisions as a starting formula, the Italians had been hoping that the US would accept 

the majority rule. In this manner they counted on overcoming the French belief that the 

Americans would not let Europeans fire the force.^’

The UK wanted to have its own veto and retain one for the US, while at the 

same time avoiding any possible impression of exclusiveness or special privileges for 

the control committee.'“  ̂ Belgium and the Netherlands had no objection to control by 

unanimity either among all the participants or among a smaller group. Belgian Prime 

Minister Spaak considered the problem of the US veto to be false as in no circumstances 

could the MLF be used without the backing of US nuclear forces.'®' Greece showed its 

preference for the majority control formula in order to neutralize de Gaulle.'®"

During the M LF negotiations in 1963 and 1964 US policy regarding the control 

and veto followed the line suggested by Owen and Merchant. US policy-makers did not 

attempt to elaborate and propose to the European allies any definite variant of the



control arrangement, while at the same time they were to show their readiness to 

consider any proposal that came from them. In a letter to West German Chancellor 

Adenauer on 4 May 1963 President Kennedy noted that control should be ‘open to 

reconsideration in the light of experience.’ However, from the US point of view this 

would not mean the withdrawal of the US veto, but rather one single vote of the 

European countries, acting as an entity when Europe moved toward political unity.

The involvement of the Action Committee in the MLF debates opened a new 

alternative for the control arrangement. In an analogy with the Common Market, the 

Committee argued that the decisions in the MLF should avoid unanimity, and have a 

majority vote principle. Monnet thought that it would be simply unrealistic to expect the 

US to take the MLF seriously if it was subject to vetoes by all participants.“’'  One of 

Monnet group's proposal, which was named after one of the Committee’s members the 

Van Helmont formula, envisaged a double*vote system. According to it the important 

political decisions should be made on the basis of US consent and a majority of 

European states. Votes might be distributed in the MLF so that the United States and 

Europe would have 16 votes each.'^^

Van Helmont's proposal for double US-European vote was considered by the 

Johnson Administration as the best scheme that had been proposed to that point in the 

d is c u s s io n .T h is  formula had the potential of meeting the need for a US veto and 

giving big power status to Italy. In addition it symbolised the evolving US-European 

relationship of partnership and equality in the MLF. which Monnet wanted to reach 

when a European Union was created.

Article XII of the draft MLF Treaty defined the majority vote based on the cost

sharing percentages while at the same time it contained a provision for a rc-cxamination 

of the firing formula.*“’ For the German delegation and also for staff members of the 

Monnet Committee it was an insurance against charges by Gaullists or other opponents 

of the MLF that the MLF simply represented an extension and perpetuation of the US 

veto over European nuclear activities. At the same time, the US position on non- 

dissemination and vis-à-vis Congress was protected by specifying that a change could 

only be made by an amendment procedure-i.e. with Congressional approval.'"
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Grewe's mission

Against this background the American and German representatives undertook private 

meetings to accelerate the d ra ftin g .* O n  1 September 1964 the Paris MLF Working 

Group presented the Chaner draft of the NATO Multilateral Force. Even though there 

was no agreement between the US and Germany on the text, the US Ambassador to 

Germany Grewe, in a telegram to the Foreign Ministry, pointed out that both sides 

expressed their will to complete the treaty as soon as possible. ‘ Following the results 

of these bilateral discussions, on 22 September 1964 Grewe sent a memorandum from 

Paris to the Foreign Ministry. He mentioned the Soviet and French opposition toward 

the MLF and the British counter-proposals which were intended to prolong the 

discussion and distract the Germans from support for the sea-based MLF. In addition, 

the MLF did not have enough support in Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands. The 

Ambassador stressed that the MLF project had entered into a critical phase where it 

could suffer a similar debacle as the EDC project in 1954. If the project fell under the 

fire of Soviet critics, it would cause serious damage to German foreign policy and to 

any further action in the nuclear field. From his point of view, German participation in 

the NATO mixed-manned nuclear force was the only means in the foreseeable future of 

coming closer to nuclear weapons and obtaining a Mitbestimmung right on the Western 

deterrent potential. Grewe’s memorandum suggested that Bonn try to persuade the 

Dutch and the Italians to sign the treaty with Germany and the United States before the 

UN General Assembly began the discussion of a non-dissemination treaty in January- 

February 1965 and before Khrushchev's visit*'"* to the FRG.**'** But in any case Erhard 

should not be afraid to sign the treaty with only the United States."^

The course of action proposed in the memorandum was soon approved by the 

German Chancellor and on I October 1964 Grewe flew from Paris to Washington to 

clear up with the American government the final important details of the MLF plan."^ 

He carried to President Johnson a letter from Erhard. The letter expressed concern about 

the lack of progress in the MLF Working Group, restated his commitment to the 

original timeframe and recommended that Washington and Bonn sign the treaty alone at 

the end of November, or at the beginning of December, if needed, with provisions for 

others to join later. In addition, the Chancellor was clearly fearful of the growing 

influence of German Gaullists in his own CDU party and anticipated that closer



cooperation with France would be a major issue in the elections. The MLF would serve 

to demonstrate the advantage of Erhard’s Atlanticism. If the Americans would agree to 

begin the MLF bilaterally with Bonn, the German Gaullists would be undercut.*’  ̂At a 

press conference on 6 October 1964 Erhard repeated the possibility of a German- 

American deal, saying that the West German and US governments were to sign the 

M LF agreement ‘possibly alone’, though he still hoped that other governments would

jo in . 119

Washington was wholly unprepared for this German initiative and had no time 

to explore the matter. A week before Grewe’s arrival in the United States Rusk noted 

that the President’s schedule was extremely crowded at this particular p o in t .In s te a d  

o f Johnson the meetings were arranged with Rusk, Bundy, Ball and McNamara.

The picture of the MLF Working Group work that Grewe presented to the US 

administration was far from bright. He said that discussions going on in Paris probably 

would not come to any conclusion by the end of 1965. The UK still displayed a great 

degree of reluctance and was unwilling to speed up the schedule of the talks. The Dutch 

were very much looking to the UK for their lead and Belgium was preoccupied with the 

com ing elections. On the other hand, the informal bilateral US-FRG talks had been 

fruitful, and a bilateral draft Charter had been produced, although without a formal 

status. The Ambassador stressed that the Working Group needed a ‘political impetus’ 

from  the governments and that there was a growing feeling in Bonn that one could not 

delay the Charter much longer. Although Grewe did not directly ask for support for a 

bilateral agreement with the US, he wanted to explore whether the US administration 

was going to follow the deadline established in June even without support from the 

other countries except Germany.'*'

Johnson’s reply to Erhard’s letter, which was sent the next day, confirmed the 

tim e schedule but emphasised the principle of broad participation in the force. 

Therefore, it implied that there the United States government was not willing to sign 

M LF treaty with West Germany alone. At a press conference on 8 October Secretary 

Rusk, faced with a direct question, discounted any bilateral agreement with West 

Germany replying that: ‘this is a contingency that has not yet arisen.’ He emphasised 

that the purpose of the United States in this regard is ‘going ahead with that force with 

the participation of a considerable number of NATO countries.’ '**



The German government’s failure to prepare Grewe’s visit to Washington shows 

that Erhard’s government thought that Johnson was already on board and supported the 

idea of a possible bilateral agreement between Germany and the United States.*“'̂  Paul 

Hammond argues that this misperception originated from the US representatives to 

NATO, Finletter and Smith, who were using the Germans in an attempt to commit 

Washington as well as Bonn to the However, the Department of State records

show that during the preparation meeting before Grewe's arrival both Finletter and 

Smith spoke against special negotiations with Grewe. They emphasized that these were 

matters for multilateral discussions in the Paris Working Group rather than for US- 

German agreement. Secretary of State Rusk at the same meeting precluded a bilateral 

treaty with Germany saying that there was no prospect of getting the US Congress to 

approve a US-German MLF,*“'’ With Finletter and Smith put above suspicion, there 

might have been another source of the information that misled Germany as to US 

intentions. Monnet, who was closely connected with the Working Group members in 

September 1964 expressed his opinion that the only possible way of getting the MLF 

was for the US and Germany to ‘give the impressions that they would go ahead together 

alone if necessary as a starting point.’

The Atlantic Nuclear Force

Despite the failure of Grewe's mission, the fear of a possible US-German bilateral 

agreement spread among European governments, and in particular in Britain. The newly 

formed Labour government faced a dilemma as to whether to join the MLF or to stay 

outside. ~ Prime Minister Harold Wilson needed to swiftly develop a new British 

policy towards the MLF. In a paper prepared for the incoming government, the Foreign 

Office suggested that the MLF would come into being with or without the British. The 

United States and the German governments were determined to sign the agreement and 

they had a powerful means of persuading others to join them. If Britain stayed out it 

would risk damaging both economic and political cooperation with Europe and losing 

the sympathy of the United States. On the other hand, abstaining might enable London 

to take a leading position in moves towards furthering the détente with Russia. As a 

consequence the burdens of providing forces in Europe would lighten, and more 

resources would be available to discharge British obligations outside Europe. The paper



finally recommended joining the MLF agreement as soon as the late 1964, and
1 Asubmitting the first transfer of five Polaris sh ips."

A paper prepared by the British Ambassador in Paris, Sir Pierson Dixon, shared 

the support for the MLF. Dixon was almost certain that no negotiable agreement could 

be an alternative to the MLF and that there was no evidence that the Americans and the 

British would retreat in the face of French and Russian pressure. '  In case of a negative 

British attitude to the MLF, French propaganda against the MLF would be stepped up. 

De Gaulle might well try to blackmail the Germans into choosing France rather than the 

United States. If he succeeded, a serious situation would arise. The next step for the 

French President would probably then be to go ahead with a European Political Union 

of the Six, without Britain. As a consequence, the United States could enter into a very 

special relationship with Germany, which might well become closer than that of the 

special relationship with Britain and thus seriously undermine British influence in 

Europe.*'^^ On the other hand, if the British were positive, there would be no danger that 

the United States would drift away from Europe and no danger of a French-led Europe. 

De Gaulle would not agree to form a European political union, since the defence content 

of such a union would lie outside of Europe. The conclusion of the paper was that ‘the 

best course was to decide in principle to participate in the MLF’.^ '̂

The British military were less optimistic about the Multilateral Force. For the 

Chiefs of Staff this project was superfluous for the purpose of deterrence since the 

existing long-range nuclear forces were already sufficient to counter Soviet aggression. 

Moreover, the formation of such a force would weaken conventional forces and almost 

certainly lead to increased Soviet activity at sea and land. As a consequence this would 

increase the tensions and thus the chances of war by accident. Finally, the British share 

in the MLF of 10% (£l7m  over the first five years and about £5.5 thereafter) would 

involve reductions in British naval forces of either two Tiger Class cruisers and four 

guided missile destroyers or 12 frigates.’’̂" The British Minister of Defence Earl 

Mountbatten recommended that the Foreign Ministry use diplomatic manoeuvres in 

order to avoid the MLF coming into being. To this purpose Britain should play the role 

of ‘honest broker’ between the Americans and the Germans in order to bring both down 

to earth about the real intentions and feelings of others. The Americans should be 

convinced that the real German intention in the Multilateral Force was ‘to get a finger



i l l

on a trigger rather than a safety catch’. The Germans, on the other hand, should be made 

to believe that the Americans would never surrender their veto. Thus the German 

participation in the MLF would mean ‘buying goods on false pretences’.

Both the Foreign Office and the Defence Ministry experts believed that the 

negative Soviet attitude to the MLF was not a serious obstacle. Although the Kremlin 

had threatened ‘severe and perhaps irreparable consequences’ if the MLF was formed,'it 

used similar language at the time of EDC and in the late 1950s when tactical nuclear 

weapons were being introduced into the Bundeswehr. Tf they went in for some nuclear 

sharing in the Warsaw pact as a response to the NATO nuclear force’, Foreign Office 

thought that ‘one could be sure that they would retain effective control themselves’. 

Success of the MLF, contrary to the fears of the Soviet government, by absorbing the 

British deterrent could lead to nuclear bipolarity. Thus the centre of gravity of Europe’s 

defence would shift to seaborne retaliatory weapons, and so facilitate conventional arms 

reduction in Central Europe.

The Labour government policy towards the MLF was al.so strongly influenced 

by the construction of Polaris submarines in British shipyards. By the time the Wilson 

government came to power, £40 million had been spent and another £270 million had 

been committed on all aspects of the Polaris programme agreed at Nassau. Notably, the 

total expense of the four submarines including missiles, support installations and 

training facilities, was less than the £500 million spent on the V-bomber force. This low 

cost was explained by the fact that the British Polaris submarines, unlike V-bomber.s, 

were heavily subsidised by the United States through its massive expenditure on 

research and development of the Polaris missile system.

The Polaris missiles appeared to be a first class weapons system at an 

extraordinary cheap price, which constituted only 2 % of the whole defence budget. 

Moreover, for the many members of the Wilson government, the Polaris submarines 

promised ‘to give Britain more influence, particularly in Washington, during the coming 

revision of NATO strategy and would reinforce the credibility of the American 

deterrent.’ According to the memoirs of British Minister of Defence Denis Healey, 

Wilson convinced the Cabinet that the Polaris submarines had passed the ‘point of no 

return’ and could not be easily adjusted to any other type of weapons system. ' On 11 

November Wilson, Healey and Gordon Walker decided to proceed with four of the



planned five Polaris submarines as a corner-stone of the British alternative proposal to 

the MLR'-’*

Having preserved the Polaris submarines, in a contradiction of its electoral 

pledge, the Wilson government faced a complex problem. On the one hand, financial 

restrictions and political considerations did not allow it to join the MLF. On the other 

hand, it had to find an application for the future Polaris submarines which would be 

compatible with the goal of Atlantic defence. The solution was found in merging the 

British Polaris fleet into the MLF project.

At a meeting with US Secretary of State Rusk on 26 October 1964, the British 

Foreign Minister Patrick Gordon Walker expressed the doubts of the Labour 

government as to whether the present proposal for the MLF would satisfy the Germans 

for long. Gordon Walker suggested that the mixed-manned element of the MLF should 

become part of a bigger force which would include: British V-bombers, an equal 

number of British and American submarines, a mixed-manned element on the lines of 

the present MLF, and possibly the use of Minuteman which might also be mixed- 

manned. From the British point of view such a force ‘would give the Germans a share in 

something bigger and more military effective.’

The new force might be called an Atlantic Nuclear Force (ANF). Walker’s 

personal opinion was that if the general lines of the British proposals were agreed, the 

British government might consider some contribution of man power to the mixed- 

manned force. Rusk and McNamara showed their interest in the British proposal, 

although Ball expressed reservations toward the idea of double class membership which 

would imply a special status for Britain.'"^®

In order to develop the guidelines for British defence policy in preparation for 

the House of Commons defence debate on 23 November and a meeting with President 

Johnson planned in the fortnight, Wilson called a defence policy planning session. All 

senior ministers concerned with defence issues gathered at Chequers on 21-22 

November. At the meeting it was acknowledged that defence expenditure was ‘too high’ 

and rising ‘too fast’. The newly formed government had to confront a £800 million 

balance of payments deficit, far more than Wilson had anticipated. Thus defence 

spending became the first target for economies. Defence costs had to be reduced from 

7 to 6 and later to 5 % of G.N.P. For economic reasons it was impossible to
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simultaneously maintain a military presence on the present scale in the British overseas 

territories and in Europe,'^* The maintenance of the British military and political 

presence east of Suez was one electoral pledge of the Labour government. Moreover, 

the difficult political situation in both Malaysia and Saudi Arabia created difficulties for 

the withdrawal of British forces from bases in Aden or Singapore.

The Chequers meeting gave major importance to Europe because of its political 

significance. The emphasis was put on strengthening NATO and the necessity of 

resolving the crisis in the Alliance caused by the MLF debates. It was suggested that 

influence in the Alliance could not be bought by a 10% British share in the MLF force. 

Therefore, Britain had to make a larger military and economic contribution in order to 

gain greater influence in Europe.'"^

Most of the meeting was devoted to the ANF proposal. In the centre of the 

discussion was a paper prepared by the Defence and Overseas Policy Committee and 

approved at the Cabinet meeting on 18 November. It aimed at the following 

objectives: Firstly, to strengthen the unity of the Alliance, by taking into account the 

position of non-nuclear states, in particular West Germany, and to exercise greater 

influence on nuclear strategy and planning policy. Secondly, to unite as far as possible 

the nuclear forces committed to NATO under a single unified control system. Finally, to 

promote consultation within the Alliance on the nuclear policy of the Western powers in 

any part of the world. i

The ANF went further than the MLF in confronting the difficult problem of 

control. It foresaw that the United States, Britain, and France, if she took part, would 

have a veto over the force. Because of the veto power in the ANF, even after 

abandoning the British ‘independent’ nuclear deterrent, Britain’s nuclear weapons 

would remain under national control. In contrast to the Nassau agreement, in the ANF 

the Labour government decided to withdraw the ‘supreme national interests’ clause, as a 

condition for the withdrawal of forces.

The inclusion of a contingent of American Polaris submarines would give the 

ANF a broader base than the MLF since this would serve to increase co-ordination of 

targeting between the ANF and the American nuclear forces with U.S. Joint Target 

Planning Staff in Omaha, and would call for more consultation on nuclear strategy 

among the members of the force than had previously been the case in NATO. One of



the main characteristics of the Atlantic Nuclear Force was the connection between the 

ANF treaty and a non-proliferation agreement,"*^ As for command arrangements, the 

British preferred to keep the force outside the SACEUR command in order to avoid a 

French juridical right to veto and to create another field for German equality. Moreover, 

the British did not want SACEUR to have ‘anillery which could destroy half of the 

Soviet Union.’’^̂ '

The ANF was approved as the official British position for the meeting of Wilson 

and Johnson in December. British foreign policy and defence experts thought that 

Britain had only two good cards to play: the withdrawal of the Nassau ‘supreme 

national interests’ formula and her contribution to the mixed-manned element.'**' Unless 

Britain showed some willingness to consider participation in a mixed-manned surface 

fleet of more than purely token size the negotiations would fail at an early stage.'**"

For these concessions the British government should insist on the American and British 

veto in the ANF and secure a substantial reduction in the size of the mixed-manned 

surface f l e e t . A l t h ou g h  the Wilson government estimated that there was little chance 

that the US government was prepared to abandon the basic MLF concept, the 

introduction of the ANF could let the decision slip by some months, thus losing its 

m o m e n t u m . T h e  Foreign office considered that the Italian and Dutch governments 

would pay great attention to the British attitude, trying to avoid the signature of a pro- 

German MLF agreement. Belgium, on the other hand would rather follow the United 

States and Germany regardless of the British p o s i t i o n . T h e  British ambassador in 

Bonn, Frank Roberts, considered that the Germans might be prepared for and even 

welcome some delay into the next year, largely because of French pressure. On this 

occasion the British ANF proposal would come at a useful moment and thus would 

postpone the German decision.

The change of government in October 1964 did not affect the British position 

regarding the European clause. The Labour government that promised to abandon 

independent deterrence at the same time opposed any kind of European solution. 

Speaking at the NATO Parliamentarians conference in 1963 as an opposition leader 

Harold Wilson argued against the idea o f a Western European or EEC deterrent. From 

his perspective transforming the EEC into a military union, and particularly nuclear, 

was wrong because it could distract its members from important economic aims, add



nothing to Western Defence, be provocative for the Soviet Union and encourage the 

spread of nuclear weapons.*^^

The Foreign Office argued against a European nuclear force. The only possible 

way to organise nuclear defence in Europe was an Atlantic force with American 

participation. The UK was ready to consider, in the event of European unification, a 

‘collective voice’ of Europe in the Atlantic force which could be substituted for that of 

individual members, but not a separate European nuclear command since this would 

lead to ‘two a l l i a n c e s . * T h e  maximum the British were ready to agree was the 

regrouping of appropriate existing or planned nuclear weapons under the political 

control of a permanent body with as small a membership as possible. At the meeting 

with his German counterpart Schröder in November 1964, British Foreign Minister 

Patrick Gordon Walker noted that in relation to the MLF for him everything was 

acceptable which excluded the pure European solution, without the United States,'*’̂

French and Soviet opposition

In the course of the autumn, Paris strengthened its opposition to the MLF and aired its 

objections publicly. At the summit between de Gaulle and Erhard in July 1964 in Bonn 

a clear shift in French policy occurred because of the acceleration of MLF negotiations. 

During the meeting the French President indicated that ‘a day would come when Europe 

would be politically and military organised so that it could have its own nuclear 

force...Until this moment came the French nuclear force, by virtue European, would be 

employed automatically if West Germany were attacked as the defence of France would 

be at issue instantly.* The French President tried to convince Chancellor Erhard that 

choosing European co-operation would not mean going against America, and might 

even lead to a new Atlantic Alliance between two equal partners, the USA and Europe. 

Chancellor Erhard reacted cautiously. He noted that further study was necessary on this 

question, and that any European solution in NATO must be discussed beforehand with 

the United States. The rejection by Erhard of de Gaulle’s offer for Franco-German 

nuclear collaboration at the summit meeting was no doubt an important contribution to 

the beginning of the French offensive against the MLF.

In order to avoid showing his preferences the Chancellor attempted to establish a 

connection between the MLF and the force de frappe  in order to involve France in



consultations about the Alliance’s nuclear strategy. This would make it easier for him to 

accept the French request of participation in the force de frappe, at least in the non

nuclear part. However, the Chancellor believed that it was very unlikely that de Gaulle 

would be willing to turn over control of his nuclear force to anyone else.'^'

De Gaulle, while rejecting the MLF for France, had previously taken an 

officially tolerant attitude toward German participation. In 1963, with the conclusion of 

the Franco-German treaty, the French Information Minister Alain Peyrefitte pointed out 

that the French government did not object to German participation in the inter-allied 

NATO nuclear force. France did not consider it as the renouncement of the obligations 

of the Élysée treaty, but rather a way for the Federal Republic to get Mitspracherecht in 

the nuclear field.

Until summer 1964 General de Gaulle showed no interest of any kind in the 

MLF and appeared to be convinced that nothing would ever come of it. In the talks with 

the British, the French Foreign Ministry, Quai d ’Orsay, officials acknowledged that the 

subject was not even studied in detail. The situation changed after Grewe's visit to the 

United States and Erhard’s statement in October 1964 regarding a possible US-German 

agreement on the MLF.

In late October the French began to point out in public and during private 

conversations with the Germans that the MLF was ‘not compatible with future 

European integration’. '^  Prime Minister Pompidou in a press-conference on 5 

November characterised the Multilateral Force as ‘destructrice pour l’Europe, 

provocatrice pour certains autres pays et finalement dirigée plus ou moins contre la 

France.’'̂ '** French Foreign Minister Couve de Murville thought that the real European 

interest was in having a ‘say’ in the planning and eventually use of US strategic forces. 

The creation of a small force of the MLF type would not change the status of American 

national f o r c e s . I n  the French government the European clause embedded into the 

MLF Charter was considered only a means for the United States to solve the present 

nuclear problem in the same way as the pacific use of nuclear energy in Euratom. The 

French thought that the Americans would never abandon control over the MLF in order 

to stop the dissemination of nuclear weapons and the Germans should have no illusions

about that. 167



The French government argued that the creation of the MLF would lead to the 

division of NATO as well as whetting Germany’s appetite for a national nuclear 

programme. According to Quai d’Orsay the Germans might use the MLF as a ‘first step 

toward the attainment of their own nuclear capability’ and this would provoke a 

dangerous reaction from the Soviet Union. According to French Foreign Minister 

Couve de Murville the German possession of nuclear weapons in the form of the MLF 

despite the European clause would make German unification very difficult, if not 

impossible.

Together with the French pressure on Erhard to abandon the MLF project came 

strong criticism from German Gaullists, such as the head of the CSU Franz-Josef 

Strauß, President of Bundestag Eugen Gerstenmaier and former Chancellor Adenauer. 

At the CDU/CSU party caucus on 3 November the ex-Chancellor attacked Erhard's 

policy which endangered Franco-German relations, particularly through support for the 

MLF. The other members of the governing parties were more sympathetic to the 

Gaullist ideas. On 10 November at the special meeting of the caucus the head of the 

CDU/CSU fraction Rainer Barzel succeeded in adopting a resolution calling to put the 

MLF in a cold-storage, delaying the agreement until after the German election in the 

autumn of 1965.*^°

For Erhard the French and German Gaullists’ opposition to the MLF was further 

complicated by the fact that he faced a second deadline in December over a grain price 

agreement for the Common Market. Establishing common grain prices for EEC 

members was to be the next step in the development of integrative economic 

arrangements in Europe. The problem was that German agriculture was highly priced, 

highly inefficient, and highly protected. The EEC arrangement on agriculture would 

remove protection and lower German prices, and this promised to be painful for German 

farmers, who normally provided imponant electoral support for the CDU/CSU. Erhard 

would have vastly preferred to get through the approaching elections before granting the 

price concessions, but he was under very strong pre.ssure from the French, who would 

be the main beneficiaries, to come to terms earlier. He had promised to make a decision 

by 15 December. This was crucial since German parliamentary elections were taking 

place in 1965, and the MLF treaty would have to be ratified before then to ensure 

success.



Nevertheless, the Chancellor himself rejected the possible link between the MLF 

and grain prices. In his meeting with Ball on 16 November Erhard assured the 

Undersecretary of State that the MLF could not be an object to exchange or negotiate in 

terms of the agriculture agreement with France.'^' Moreover, Erhard did not believe that 

de Gaulle would leave the Common Market.'^“ At the same time signals were coming 

from the US Ambassador in Paris Charles Bohlen that de Gaulle would probably not 

attempt to press the Germans to abandon the MLF in order to reach the agriculture 

agreement. Bohlen noted that even though both problems were important to the French 

nothing ‘indicates their willingness to trade one for another’. He predicted that attacks 

on the MLF would be reduced until after the Common Market problem was solved. In 

addition, British proposals for de Gaulle probably meant that the danger of a MLF 

signature in 1964 was disappearing.

Indeed, as we will see later the French did not attempt to connect these two 

issues. Although the French government continued to show its negative attitude to the 

MLF, this was conducted without any concrete threats of French counter-action. 

Although authors writing about the MLF accepted the fact that de Gaulle at that stage 

threatened to leave NATO or the EEC if the MLF was created'^**, in the documents 

relating to both Franco-German and Franco-American relations*^“̂ during this period we 

can see no evidence that the French Ministers or diplomats spoke directly about such 

actions by the French government. On 19 November 1964 Bohlen noted that in his talk 

with Couve de Murville the latter seemed ‘quite relaxed’ and speculated that the 

‘French were waiting to see what effect the new British proposals had before pushing 

the issue further.’

Not even French opposition seemed to have a serious impact on European and 

American policy towards the MLF. On 30 November 1964 State Secretary of the West 

German Foreign Ministry Carstens told the French Ambassador Margerie that the 

Federal government continued to support the MLF.'^^ The British ambassador in Paris 

Dixon suggested that de Gaulle might use the creation of the MLF as a pretext, rather 

than a cause for policy regarding either European integration or NATO. De Gaulle 

intended to gradually withdraw from NATO anyway, with or without the MLF.‘̂ ** In a 

similar way the American Embassy in France estimated that there was ‘every reason to



believe that France would remain committed to W est’ and after the creation of the MLF 

would seek ways to adjust to it.’^̂

As had happened before in Ì962 and 1953, de Gaulle preferred to fight the 

Atlantic plans of the MLF and ANF by putting an emphasis on the European option. In 

his speech in Strasbourg on 22 November de Gaulle made clear that ‘in times of threats 

and nuclear escalation there was no other route than the organisation of Europe in and 

of itself for its own defence’. This was an implicit criticism of the MLF but was not 

accompanied by any concrete proposal. In his speech he made an offer to Germany to 

participate with France in the creation of a ‘Europe européenne.’’ *̂ However, in 

common with de Gaulle’s previous declarations, this proposal did not go beyond the 

political statement. It was planned mainly to disrupt American plans rather than as a real 

alternative to them.

The LfS Mission to the European Communities reported from Brussels after de 

Gaulle’s November 1964 Strasbourg speech that there was a ‘common anxiety’ that the 

creation of the MLF could cause the General to bolt NATO and possibly disrupt the 

European Communities as well. French members of the European Parliament argued 

that MLF negotiations should not be speeded up in order not to isolate de Gaulle. 

Otherwise he could turn to a ‘Spanish variant’. At the same time some other French 

deputies considered the MLF an opportunity to deprive de Gaulle of the use of their 

symbols and exploitation of the powerful desire for a united Europe.'*" In this regard, 

the MLF with the European Clause for some Europeans seemed to serve this purpose 

and propose an alternative o f a joint European nuclear force directed by Europe acting 

through a federal structure rather than in a classic alliance of the French type.'*’’

France was not the only country that in the autumn of 1964 increased its 

opposition to the MLF. The Soviet Union, which never ceased its fight against German 

access to nuclear weapons through the MLF, intensified its criticism. During the whole 

of 1964 the Soviet Union continued its diplomatic and propaganda campaign against the 

MLF. For the Soviet government activity of the American delegation during the May 

NATO session showed that the United States had decided to speed up the MLF plans in 

order to increase cohesion inside NATO.'*"^ Notes sent to the US and West German 

governments on 13 July contained strong objections to the creation of NATO nuclear 

forces. ‘In case of the transfer of nuclear weapons to Germany’, the Soviet government
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made it clear that it ‘reserved to itself to take all the necessary measures to provide the 

security up to vengeance strikes on the German territory

The test of the nuclear bomb in October 1964 that made China the fifth world 

nuclear power finally closed for Moscow the possibility of bargaining with the United 

States on the Chinese problem. When on 12 November 1964 Under Secretary of State 

Averell Harriman asked Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin why the Soviet government did 

not propose a deal on the MLF for China, the latter denounced this possibility replying 

that China was already a nuclear p o w e r . A t  the same time the Chinese test 

emphasised for the Soviet government the urgency of preventing further proliferation of 

nuclear weapons in the world. In this regard, for the Kremlin the MLF from an 

exclusively German problem became a global problem as it was an obstacle for a non

proliferation agreement. In the declaration issued by the Soviet Information Agency 

TASS on 15 November 1964 the MLF was called ‘incompatible with a non-proliferation

agreement’.187

The Washington negotiations

The approaching Erhard-Johnson meeting at the end of the year and the meeting with 

British Prime Minister Harold Wilson in early December brought the MLF issue to the 

foreground of US foreign policy. The Johnson administration was anxious not to risk a 

repetition of the Skybolt experience. In a series of meetings in late October and 

November Ball, Rusk, Bundy and McNamara met to review the US approach to the 

MLF with regard to the British ANF proposal and the increased French opposition.

Under Secretary Ball acted as a leading advocate for the MLF. He argued 

against delaying the discussions because of the British and the French since it would 

cause damage in the confidence in the US i n i t i a t i v e . I n  mid-November Ball went to 

Bonn to review the German attitude towards the MLF. The Chancellor assured him that 

it would be completely unacceptable to Germany to have to forego the MLF as a 

condition for continued relations with France and E u r o p e . D e s p i t e  the increased 

opposition in the CDU and particularly from ex-chancellor Adenauer, Ball concluded 

that it was fairly clear that Erhard could still force the MLF through the governing

party, 190



Although Bundy shared Ball's views that the MLF was the ‘least unsatisfactory 

means of keeping the Germans well tied into the alliance’, he thought the picture of 

European interest in the project was essentially exaggerated by the MLF advocates in 

the Department of State. Bundy asked Columbia University Professor Richard Neustadt, 

who had prepared a report for Kennedy on the Skybolt negotiations, to head a 

discussion group comprised of the State and Defence department officials including 

S/MF staff. The first reports of the group suggested that the MLF had little support in 

Europe. French opposition was expected to increase and the German government would 

face a ‘choice’ between Paris and Washington and might prefer to freeze the project. 

Neustadt envisaged the possibility of replacing the surface fleet with the Minuteman 

ICBMs deployed in the United States or even leaving the MLF to sink out of sight. Thus 

‘Bowie summer study of 1960 could be filed and forgotten’.* '̂

The Neustadt group arguments further convinced Bundy that the chances of 

implementing the project were too low. In a letter to Ball on 25 November, he suggested 

that with regard to the negative attitude to the MLF in the UK, the division on this issue 

in the FRG and the unstable political situation in Italy, the US government would 

simply not be able to convince Congress that this arrangement was what the major 

European partners really wanted. Bundy's letter recommended that the President join 

Erhard in a radical defusing of the MLF and in developing a completely fresh approach 

to the nuclear defence of the Alliance, where France would be included in the process of 

discussion.*^"

In the latter half of November, American confidence in the Wilson government 

began to wane. Speaking in the House of Commons on 23 November the Prime 

Minister underlined that the purpose of collective strength in defence was to make 

fruitful negotiations possible for the easement of East-West tensions and that 

appropriate Defence policy should ‘contain within itself the seeds of further progress 

towards disarmament’. In this regard, he referred to a mixed-manned surface fleet as 

adding nothing to Western strength, causing a dissipation of effort with the Alliance and 

being likely to complicate any East-West agreement.

A week before the Wilson visit to Washington Ball came to London to secure 

the British contribution to the surface fleet. Despite the ‘listening’ character*^^ of his 

mission. Ball’s tone in conversations in London was rather hard. He said that ‘it would



be disappointing if the MLF project comes to naught, since so many people worked on 

it’. No modifications in the MLF plan were possible and any changes that Britain might 

propose must not compromise the essential purpose of the project. According to Ball, 

the British contribution to the MLF was a ‘sine qua non of any arrangements’. Ball said 

that the Americans were not prepared to abandon the mixed-manned surface fleet 

project, but they would not be completely inflexible. He mentioned some ways which 

did not involve an increase in the programmed expenditure for the British
195

government.

In regard to the Labour government position on the MLF, the forthcoming 

Anglo-American meeting in Washington on 7-8 December 1964 had promised to be 

hard negotiations for both sides. Ball, Bundy and Nèustadt wrote the briefings for the 

President summarising Wilson’s views and suggesting a course of action. Richard 

Neustadt's memorandum stressed the importance of the MLF for Germany and in 

particular for the Erhard government which was committed to the project. He suggested 

that in order to help Erhard the best US course during the negotiations with the British 

would be to press Wilson to commit himself in principle to participation in the mixed- 

manned surface ships.

President’s Adviser Dean Acheson, who was not formally involved in the MLF 

preparation, nevertheless had a strong influence on Johnson’s foreign policy course in 

European and NATO affairs. He contributed to the meeting preparation by writing a 

report with a brief history of British participation in several European crises. He 

concluded that London had always been against new projects in European integration 

that had later succeeded. In the case of the MLF, from his viewpoint, only the pressure 

on Wilson to participate in the mixed-manned venture could help Erhard who was 

committed to MLF, and at the same time prevent the possible rise of German 

nationalism.*^^

On 5 December Johnson met Ball, Rusk. McNamara and Bundy to decide upon 

the American position in the talks with the British. Ball advocated that without some 

sort of collective nuclear force West Germany would probably go nuclear on her own. 

Bundy, on the contrary, pointed out that in the FRG the pressure for a national or 

French-tied solution would not come at once, probably not for many years. The 

President certainly shared the fears of a nuclear Germany and noted that ‘if I was in



German shoes I would certainly turn to a solution in a lot less than 10 years.’ He 

thought that if the United States did not go through with the Multilateral Force proposal, 

the Germans would move toward a bomb of their own, or would get a bomb from 

France. Although McNamara assured the President that he would back the proposal, 

Johnson was not as convinced of Congressional assent as his advisers seemed to be. He 

referred to senator’s Pastore words that the administration was going to ‘be murdered in 

Congress if it brought the MLF before them’.

Being asked by Johnson about Kennedy’s support for the MLF, Bundy referred 

to his own memorandum prepared before the European trip in the summer of 1963 and 

to the positive reaction to it from the President. At the same time, Bundy stressed that 

the present situation was completely different. In June 1963 the British government had 

been in the midst of the Profumo scandal and was simply incapable of acting. In 

contrast, the Wilson government had recently been elected and the situation was much 

more promising. Johnson expressed his interest and asked for a copy of Bundy’s 

memorandum.

The other important question that concerned the President was how to deal with 

Wilson. He was reluctant to accept Acheson’s and Neustadt’s advice to put pressure on 

the British in order to help Erhard. He put it bluntly: ‘Aren’t you telling me to kick 

mother England out the door into the cold, while I bring the Kaiser into the sitting 

room...What will be said by people in this country and in Congress if I kick the English 

while welcoming the Germans?’

The President spent the next day before the second meeting with his staff on the 

MLF looking into the matter for himself. Johnson did not go into the technical side of 

the project, what really concerned him was the attitude of Congress. Despite the 

guarantees given by Ball and McNamara a day before, the President who was 

considered a ‘master of the Hill’ had his own doubts about the feasibility of getting 

Congressional support for the deal which could be reached with Wilson. He talked with 

senator William Fulbright, who was well informed about the issue through his 

participation at the NATO parliamentarians* conferences. The senator told the President 

that there was no Congressional support, even the Europeans themselves were against

the idea. 200



As mentioned previously, the briefings of Congressmen began after Johnson's 

meeting with the MLF team in December 1963 and the results presented by Merchant 

showed a generally positive attitude towards the Multilateral Force. However, the 

consultations at that stage were more a matter of information than a matter of action. 

The main reason for this was the lack of European support and the absence of a concrete 

deadline for signing a treaty.“̂ * In addition the briefings of Congressmen were 

complicated by the Civil Rights Bill under discussion in the Parliament.“”“ 

Congressional opinion as checked by the Johnson administration in November showed a 

more negative attitude to the MLF or a complete lack of information about it on the 

Hill, The negativism came chiefly from the Joint Committee of Atomic Energy, which 

was less inclined to transfer US nuclear weapons to Europe, especially after the October 

Chinese nuclear test.“”'̂  Brief reports of congressmen's attitudes towards the MLF done 

by Johnson’s adviser Marc Manatos show that the majority of the Senate and House of 

Representatives, including the heads of key committees, was against these project.“”"*

Similarly to Kennedy's decision in the summer of 1963 to withdraw the MLF 

deadline. National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy had a strong influence on the 

President's evaluation of the project in December 1964. Playing the role of ‘Devil's 

advocate’ in his own words, he gave Johnson a ‘last minute’ paper. Although presuming 

that Wilson would probably have to agree to put British sailors in the surface fleet, 

Bundy recommended not to press now for a definite British decision on the mixed- 

manning, but to ‘simply say that we believe this to be indispensable, and both of us 

should test this matter with the Germans.’ He believed that choosing the MLF, which 

required full presidential support, could lead to a hard political fight, a major 

confrontation with de Gaulle and to a possible defeat that would seriously damage the 

prestige of the president.“”'̂  From his point of view, the United States could continue to 

counter de Gaulle without the MLF, because Europeans themselves had no desire to 

follow him. The number of Germans that actually tied their fate to France was relatively 

small. The key concern of Bonn with territorial defence w'as exemplified in the 

enormous U.S. nuclear and conventional forces stationed in Germany; and these would 

be there with the MLF or without it in the coming years. He listed the ‘most important’ 

opponents as the French Gaullists. most professional military men in the United States, 

the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy and the Senate Armed Services committee, and



the Senate more generally. In addition he discounted the claims of his colleagues that 

Congress could be won over.‘^  To this negative memo, Bundy attached on the 

President’s request a copy of a June 1963 memo detailing Kennedy’s reluctance to make 

the MLF the centrepiece of his trip to Europe.

Some hours before the meeting in the White House, a cable arrived from the 

American Embassy in Bonn. Ambassador McGhee reported that ‘in the face of the 

uncertainty o f the UK and de Gaulle’s opposition, the idea of delaying the MLF 

decision until after the election was becoming increasingly unattractive for the German 

government’. He thought that Germany might not be able to afford both an MLF 

contribution and the agricultural subsidies which would be required when the uniform 

EEC grain price was agreed upon. Leading CDU politicians Adenauer, Krone, Barzel 

and Westrick were in favour of delay and Erhard might make a deal with the opposition 

to postpone the MLF until after the German parliamentarian elections."'’̂

Beginning the staff talks on 6 December Ball was very eager to press everyone 

forward. Referring to his 20 years experience in European affairs he considered that the 

only focus for European leadership lay in the United States. France was a disruptive 

force in Europe. If European leadership were to be left to France, Germany would be 

probably be cast adrift. Bundy, on the one hand, shared Ball's views that the US should 

press Wilson hard for a commitment in principle to surface ships as a basis either for an 

MLF agreement, or for a satisfactory outcome without agreement. On the other, Bundy 

argued that the United States was not in a position to change the Kennedy language 

leaving the decision to the Europeans. He proposed telling Wilson that the British ought 

to ‘get in bed’ with the Germans and give him a month to think.

Johnson who was reading Bundy’s memorandum to Kennedy and the McGhee 

report in the course of the meeting finally concluded that: ‘nobody was for it, from right 

to left.’ From his point of view, ‘the French weren’t for it, the Germans weren’t for it; 

the Italian position was obscure; and the British weren’t for it.’ ‘Nobody is for it except 

Acheson’, continued the President ‘and that’s not enough.’ The President took up 

Bundy's suggestion that the British should be encouraged to unfold their plan while the 

US delegation would say that the plan left the German problem unresolved. More than 

the British refusal to take part in the mixed-manned force he worried that if the British 

came aboard it would commit him and create problems in Congress. His conclusion was



direct and blunt: ‘If we "re inciting the Russians, if we’ve set de Gaulle on fire; if we’re 

slapping Spaak; if w e’re forcing the British and not satisfying the Germans, and only 

getting 30 votes in the Senate - then the hell with it.’"̂ ^

The next morning talking to Wilson the President put an emphasis on the 

German problem. He said that his interest was ‘to make sure that the Germans did not 

get us into World W ar IIP. ‘We had been over there twice now in his lifetime and we 

did not want to have to do it again’. With regard to the MLF, he mentioned that the best 

people in his government had worked on this, both under President Kennedy and under 

him and they just did not see any other way of doing it than the way that was now 

before them. Johnson suggested that McNamara and the other Americans could show 

the British how to join in on this without any real trouble, and with no cost, although 

without any intention of forcing the matter.

At the beginning of the Anglo-American meeting on 7 December, the British 

Minister of Defence Healey outlined the three main goals of British defence policy: 

nuclear deterrence, presence in Europe and overseas obligations. He gave the highest 

priority to the third goal, keeping up the British presence East of Suez. After China’s 

nuclear test, Healey said that a number of A.sian countries were considering the ‘choice 

between developing their own weapons or relying on the existing nuclear power.’ Under 

these circumstances, he concluded that there was no point in giving up Britain’s 

deterrent power, since it in fact had become more important in the East of Suez area to 

both deter further nuclear proliferation and any military escalation which might be 

contemplated by the Indonesians. The acquisition of nuclear weapons by China created 

more tensions in Sino-Indian relations and raised claims for India to have its own 

nuclear weapons. The British explained to their American counterparts that the Indian 

Prime Minister, Lai Bahadur Shastri, who had visited London in November, wanted a 

US-Soviet nuclear umbrella against a possible Chinese attack.^'^ The Defence Ministry 

adviser Solly Zuckerman added that India’s nuclear technology was advanced and that it 

could produce its first bomb before the end of 1965.“' *

In an effort to prevent India from going nuclear the British nuclear deterrence 

could be extended to India. The British delegation put forward an idea to create a 

‘Pacific Nuclear Force’, which would include the British Polaris submarines when 

completed, to be deployed in the Indian ocean to provide a nuclear guarantee to India."



The nuclear proliferation issue had implications for the issue of NATO nuclear sharing. 

The British used the nuclear proliferation threat effectively throughout the discussion in 

order to justify their concerns about the MLF.

The problem of nuclear sharing in NATO and the British ANF proposal took up 

the central part of the meeting. Healey raised reserv'ations that ‘meeting feelings of 

discrimination with the dissemination of nuclear weapons was not a solution’. The 

alternative to dissemination from his point of view would be to give the non-nuclear 

nations more influence over the control and use of nuclear weapons rather than nuclear 

power itself.“ ‘ The British delegation stressed that the ANF would meet German 

wishes, in particular equality with Britain on the matter of control, cooperation in 

targeting and the development of strategic doctrine, and a degree of physical ownership 

of weapons."''^

In the morning of 8 December before the start of the second day of the 

negotiations Johnson met the members of the US delegation, including Senator Hubert 

Humphrey, The President immediately made it clear that he was determined to avoid 

any commitment and did not wish to finalise his position at this time. ‘1 don’t want to 

get signed on this morning. The only justification for that’, he said, ‘was that we were 

already committed.’ He denied that he was committed to the MLF. He said that he 

simply ‘listened and responded to things told me in April and now everyone ran up and 

said that I had committed myself then.’ For Johnson the ANF had enough features to 

satisfy the Germans, because it meant that the British would get out of the nuclear 

business and offered ‘a platform, a hope, a basis for arresting, delaying “German lust’* 

for an independent nuclear position*. He concluded the meeting saying that: ‘we would 

have their proposal in mind and they would have our comments in mind and then we 

could both talk with other allies. In our talk now, there would be no commitments ‘by 

implication or in fact.’ No one would be committed.’“ '

Meeting the British after lunch the US delegation presented its comments on the 

ANF. The Americans supported the broader framework of the Atlantic Nuclear force, 

but emphasised the necessity of the creation of the mixed-manned surface fleet which 

should have ‘a size adequate to the needs and interests of non-nuclear powers which 

wish to panicipate in it*. The American comments insisted on a substantial UK 

contribution of manpower for the mixed-manned surface force. The new force should
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have the strength of no less than 200 missiles and would be subject to a US veto over 

missile fire. The votes of European members should be cast in a manner agreed among 

them.“ The US government did not include among their objectives closer consultation 

among the Western powers on global nuclear policy, which the British suggested be 

ensured through the Authority of the ANF. Instead, the Americans proposed informal 

periodic meetings of Ministers of D e fen ce .* In  contrast to the firm British support for 

an ANF commander independent from SACEUR, the US government thought that this 

question should be left open for discussion. While the UK wanted a non-dis.semination 

arrangement which would prevent nuclear weapons passing into the hands of a group of 

non-nuclear countries, the US formula would only prevent dissemination to individual 

countries.

The further discussion was concerned with the commitment made to countries 

by the Nassau agreement. Ball explained that the present US MLF concept was far more 

ambitious than that envisaged at Nassau and therefore the Nassau communiqué could 

not be governing. Moreover, the US was prepared to make a very substantial 

contribution to the surface fleet. Wilson expressed his hopes that in contrast to Nassau 

this time the nuclear issues would be handled more sensibly and perhaps ‘the .services of 

Neustadt would not be called again.’ The Prime Minister expre.ssed his fears that the 

mixed-manned force be governed without the American veto. Ball replied that the US 

could not promise that it would retain its veto forever. It could make clear that without a 

veto it would have no interest in maintaining its share of the force and would feel free to 

withdraw its umbrella. If the European force became European it would have to do so 

without US warheads.

The meeting finished without any particular achievement on either side. In 

conclusion it was suggested that the ANF be examined at a meeting of representatives 

of interested governments in 1965. Arrangements should be made for discussions with 

de Gaulle.“'® While the United States still insisted that the British participate in the MLF 

if it came about, the Americans were ‘almost surprisingly ready’ to consider the British 

ANF proposal, which could now proceed to discussion within NATO. Wilson, in 

reporting to Cabinet on 11 December, emphasised the wide-ranging nature of the 

Anglo-American discussions, reportedly saying that the whole conference moved away 

from any inward-looking worry about the Alliance to positive discussions on peace



keeping and new disarmament proposals."’̂  One year later Thomeycroft speaking in the 

House of Commons made it clear that ‘the only engagement which this nuclear force 

(the ANF) had ever been in was to sink the MLF and that was apparently successful/""^ 

Chairmen of the CSU Franz-Josef Strauß commented the outcome of the meeting in a 

similar line: ‘the ANF was the only fleet in history which had not been created, yet 

torpedoed another fleet which had never sailed/""’

The ANF facilitated Britain’s escape from a definite decision about the MLF and 

avoided a potential Anglo-American breach over the issue of NATO nuclear sharing. 

Moreover, detailed discussions on the ANF were to begin in NATO, and there was a 

prospect of delaying the final agreement on the subject. In retrospect, as argued British 

researcher Andrew Pierre, the ANF proposal provided a ‘smoke-screen’ for Labour’s 

independent nuclear deterrence.""

From the very beginning the Labour government made every effort to hinder the 

creation of the MLF. However, being unable to directly influence the United States and 

West Germany in order to prevent the MLF from coming into being, Wilson tried to at 

least offer more politically and financially acceptable conditions for British 

participation. This purpose was served by the proposal of the Atlantic nuclear force, 

which was based on the already existing nuclear weapons systems or systems to be 

created in the near future. However, in spite of the destructive effect which the British 

ANF proposal had on the MLF, it was not intended to kill off the MLF. Before the 

Washington meeting Wilson’s government did not consider that the United States 

would withdraw their initiative. Before the Anglo-American meeting began Wilson told 

Johnson in person that he had not said no to the MLF but only to a force without a US 

veto. On the MLF, he said ‘maybe’. A s  we saw from the discussions in the White 

House, withdrawal of the US initiative from the MLF project took place principally 

because of an internal American decision, not because of the attraction of the ANF 

proposal or W ilson’s negotiations skills.

The Demise o f the MLF?

The easing of the tensions over the MLF seemed to be accepted positively in Europe 

because of the strong opposition from de Gaulle and the negative effect it had on EEC 

negotiations. Speaking at the NATO Council on 15 December Paul-Henri Spaak raised
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his concerns that the divergent views regarding the MLF might well seriously hinder the 

promotion of European political unity. He therefore recommended that the Six attempt 

to resolve this question among themselves. This would not however be possible until a 

specific proposal had been put forward by France as an alternative to the American 

MLF plans.“ ''

After meeting with Wilson, Johnson, at Bundy’s suggestion, signed NS AM 322, 

where he asserted that American diplomacy should not ‘press for a binding agreement at 

this time/ The United States would maintain the position established in talks with 

Prime Minister Wilson, namely that the US was not seeking to force its own views on 

any European nation, but wished ‘rather to find a way of responding effectively to the 

largest possible consensus among interested European allies.’ The President made clear 

that the United States would never support any proposal for a nuclear force which was 

in fact directed against France. NSAM set up a period of three months when no

agreement could be possible in principle."'* The President also dismantled the 

machinery of the MLF group within the Department of State. Gerry Smith’s S/MF 

office was abolished, he resigned and his deputies Furnas and Claxton were posted to 

other positions.'"^ Within a few weeks, Finletter resigned as Ambassador to NATO.

However, this did not mean for the moment the death of the MLF, At a meeting 

with the British Ambassador on 15 January Bundy said that there was ‘no question of 

putting the project into cold storage.’ He confirmed that the United States 

acknowledged the importance and urgency of this question, although he expressed his 

doubts that the West Germans would probably postpone all discussions on the nuclear 

matters until after the elections. Bundy suggested that it was necessary to propose an 

alternative variant, which could help the other counties, and in particular. West 

Germany, to save face. The British ANF from his point of view represented a good 

framework to proceed further with the issue once the German elections were over. In 

this case Bundy stressed that the key to the situation lay in British hands.'“̂

As we saw before, the main task that Johnson expected of Wilson after the 

December 1964 meeting was to talk with the German government and convince it to 

provide its support for the new British proposal instead of the MLF. This mission 

proved to be rather difficult. In their comments on the ANF proposal the Germans 

accepted the inclusion of the V-bombers, but rejected any land-based component, and



did not envisage any US national contribution. The Germans calculated that if the 

United States were to contribute the same number of Polaris submarines as the British, 

and make a contribution to the mixed-manned fleet, the percentage of the German 

contribution as well as German influence in the Force would be drastically reduced.“̂ * 

British participation in the mixed-manned fleet was considered necessary in order to 

avoid fundamental distinctions between the ways in which members would take part. 

However, in view of the proposed contribution of three British Polaris submarines, the 

surface fleet could be reduced from 25 ships to 20.The reaction to the ANF in Italy was 

in part similar to the German one. The Italians were disappointed by the British 

proposal. The fact that the MLF would be only one part of a larger Atlantic Nuclear 

Force, for Rome meant that certain non-MLF powers, particularly France and the UK, 

would control the ANF and have veto power over the use of and changes in the MLF. 

The non-proliferation clause in the ANF would put its non-nuclear members in an 

unequal position regarding third countries which might acquire them in a few years. The 

Italians shared the German view on the issue of control and insisted that the MLF/ANF 

should be placed under SACEUR, responsible for defending Western Europe."'^

De Gaulle on the contrary was satisfied with the outcome of the Washington 

meeting and soon afterwards pointed out: ‘la MLF est morte, c’est moi qui Tai tude’.“‘̂° 

By contrast with the MLF case, while adopting a negative attitude to the ANF, he did 

not mount any active campaign against it. The General believed that nothing would 

come of the ANF discussions, at least for some time.“’’

Thus, at the beginning of 1965 the parameters for discussion of the MLF had 

been set: all US pressure for an MLF/ANF had been removed and the initiative had 

passed to the British and the Germans. Secondly, the US was no longer setting any 

deadline for a decision on the new project within NATO. Finally, all the parties, and 

most importantly, the Americans and the Germans, no longer wanted the mixed-manned 

element itself, but could agree on it being a part of a wider force." "

American researcher John Steinbruner, who wrote the first detailed book on US 

policy-making in the MLF case, dates the death of this project as December 1964.“ In 

his view, actions taken that month contributed to its death ‘by bringing its promotion by 

its American advocates under more control and by shifting the initiative back to where 

it had been intended to be, in the hands of the Europeans’. However, as we will see in



the next chapter the MLF remained in the international arena for two more years mainly 

because of continued US support, although as just one possible proposal among others 

to be discussed, debated and compared.

Conclusion

The US political campaign in support of the Multilateral Force (Merchant mission. 

Working Groups creation and the mixed-manning experiment) through 1963 brought 

important results. The European powers accepted the MLF as the only solution to the 

problem of nuclear sharing in the Alliance and became closely involved in the 

discussion o f its different aspects. In the interlude between the autumn of 1963 and the 

autumn of 1964 the initiative shifted to the Europeans in the elaboration of the future 

MLF. It became an important issue in intra-European discussions as well as in the 

domestic political life of the individual countries. Even more, some of the European 

countries attempted to use the NATO nuclear force as a possible framework for 

reaching specific national goals, such as Italian membership in the Standing Group, and 

to implement projects concerning political unity in Western Europe. In contrast to the 

previous proposals of defence cooperation, the European clause linked these efforts with 

NATO and the United States. Despite the fact that the involvement of the Jean Monnet 

Committee in MLF negotiations was initiated by the United States, its work 

significantly altered the character of discussions, making theni more European. Without 

any strong pressure from Washington European NATO members had to agree, first of 

all, among themselves how they saw the near and more distant future of European 

nuclear deterrence. Obviously, the US administration did not object to the European 

clause elaboration and agreed to review the MLF Charter if Europe reached political 

unity, although declaring the power of veto over any change.

Confronting the progress in the MLF negotiations the opponents of this project 

intensified their actions. General de Gaulle who initially opposed the MLF but did not 

take any steps to impede the negations, in the autumn of 1964 had started political 

campaign to prevent the MLF coming into being.

Seen from the US perspective, the change of leadership in the White House in 

November 1963 suddenly opened a new horizon for the Multilateral Force. The MLF

L



advocates in the Johnson administration convinced the President to give the project a 

sense of a concrete deadline. Prior to the Washington meeting of Johnson and Wilson 

the MLF project had the greatest chance of becoming a reality. The affirmative position 

of the American President probably would have changed the attitude of the British 

Prime Minister in favour of the Multilateral Force. And this consequently could have 

strengthened the positions of the MLF supporters in the other NATO countries.

The President’s decision a day before his meeting with Wilson to withdraw all 

American initiatives appears as an accident only at first sight. Unlike his predecessor 

Kennedy, Johnson was not familiar with all aspects of the NATO nuclear force project. 

His meeting with Wilson brought him into the heart of action and led him to make a 

quick decision regarding presidential support for the treaty. In the end, Johnson took the 

same position as Kennedy had three years earlier and concluded that the realisation of 

the project would be more likely to split the Alliance than strengthen it. For the United 

States the most important element was the lack o f European support for the Multilateral 

Force concept and even more so the French opposition to it. Even if one of the MLF’s 

goals was to offer an alternative, first o f all for the Germans, to de Gaulle’s proposals 

for a European deterrent, it was never contemplated in Washington to back the MLF if it 

had the consequence of splitting Western Europe and isolating France.
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Chapter 6 

MLF. Epilogue

Introduction

Although the Washington meeting between Johnson and Wilson did not bring an end to 

the MLF project, it certainly meant a shift in US policy in this field. There was a shift 

back to Kennedy’s strategy of ‘waiting for the initiative to come from the Europeans’. 

The structure of decision-making on this issue in the State Department had changed 

dramatically. With the abolishment of the S/MF office and the resignation of Finletter 

the MLF lost a great part of its support within the United States. Nevertheless, 

everybody in the Johnson administration was aware that the abandonment of the 

proposal for a NATO nuclear force in 1965 would have serious consequences for the 

W est German government that was devoted to the idea. The US support for its own 

M LF project was essential not only for the internal political situation in Germany but 

also for the German position vis-à-vis France. For Chancellor Erhard, the Multilateral 

Force as a form of NATO nuclear sharing was not considered cancelled, but rather as 

frozen for a time until after the Parliamentarian elections in the FRG. Once the elections 

were out of the way the nuclear sharing debates could be reopened.

In the meantime, the pause in NATO nuclear discussions was used by 

W ashington to propose some other solutions to the nuclear problem. The proposal of a 

‘Special Committee’ by the US Defence Secretary Robert McNamara was an attempt to 

revive the ‘software’ approach which originated from the Athens meeting in 1962. At 

the same time the Johnson administration was cautious in promoting nuclear 

consultation, and tried not to create the impression in Europe that the United States was 

pushing a nuclear planning group to replace the MLF.

Whereas the internal debates on nuclear sharing within the Atlantic Alliance 

were crucial to the evolution of the defence system in Western Europe in the mid-1960s, 

the examination of these debates alone cannot provide us with the complete picture of 

the situation that determined the policy of the United States and its European allies on 

this issue. The Chinese nuclear test was a turning point for both the Soviet Union and 

the United States, leading to a more active search for a non-proliferation treaty. During 

1965 and 1966 support for an agreement with the USSR which would ban the further 

dissemination of nuclear weapons was growing rapidly among US policy-makers.
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However it did not mean that the United States and the European members of NATO 

had to make a definitive choice between non-proliferation and the Multilateral Force. 

While the first became an urgent need, the second was nothing more than a simple 

policy discussion issue.

‘Software’ vs, ‘H ardware. M cN am ara’s Special Com m ittee

Following the Anglo-American meeting in Washington, which established the British 

proposal for the Atlantic Nuclear Force as the main negotiation proposal for nuclear 

sharing in NATO, the initiative moved to London. In December 1964, the ANF project 

was received by the Paris Working Group. The main discussion revolved around the 

inclusion of US submarines and British participation in the mixed-manned surface fleet.

The Johnson administration, on the one hand, opposed offering American 

submarines for common ownership or Minuteman missiles for mixed-manning and, on 

the other, strongly pressed the British to make a manpower contribution to the Polaris 

surface fleet. Washington argued that anything short of a full British contribution to the 

mixed-manned element would fail to meet German aspirations. If 4 British and 4 

American mixed-manned submarines were assigned to the force the significance of a 

mixed-manned surface fleet would be seriously reduced and perhaps entirely 

eliminated.*

Seen from the British perspective, an ANF force without US Polaris submarines 

would place the MLF surface fleet on the centre stage. This would make the Germans a 

dominant power in the force while British bombers and submarines could be seen as 

mere appendages. Faced with firm American opposition on the submarines issue, the 

Wilson administration considered several courses of action: either withdrawing the 

ANF proposal, thus leaving the Americans and the Germans with the original MLF 

proposal, or, as an alternative, accepting a more dilatory attitude to the ANF 

discussions." Priority was given to the second route. The Foreign Office attempted to 

sabotage the discussions. British diplomacy did not try to push the British ANF 

proposal, and in response to American pressure to join the mixed-manned fleet, stressed 

the necessity o f including US submarines.

In Bonn the British ANF proposal provoked strong criticism. The German 

Ambassador to NATO Wilhelm Grewe suspected that the British just wanted to delay 

the negotiations for an indefinite time and turn the members of the Paris Working 

Group against each other. On 15 January 1965 he recommended that the Foreign
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Ministry prepare an official German position towards the ANF which could provide the 

basis for future discussions. The paper drafted by Grewe and approved by the State 

Secretary Carstens was sent to the Foreign Office on 21 January. It particularly 

concentrated on the mixed-manned component composed of 20 Polaris ships and 

argued against the inclusion of non-proliferation aspects in the ANF.‘̂

In May 1965, the governments represented in the Paris Working Group decided 

to carry forward the discussions on NATO nuclear forces in the light of both the work 

already done on the MLF and the ANF. After consideration of the British ANF 

proposal, the Working Group decided to accept it for future discussion and to ask the 

Military subgroup to examine the military-technical aspects of the British proposal.

Meanwhile, with the clear understanding that the British and Germans were 

unlikely to find an area of agreement on the British ANF proposal, McNamara made 

efforts to find another solution to the NATO nuclear problem. From his point of view 

this could be a more effective co-operation among the allies in the development of 

nuclear strategy.^ The nuclear guidelines offered by McNamara at the Athens North 

Atlantic Council meeting of 1962 and arrangements put forward at the Ottawa meeting 

in 1963, offered a basis on which European members of the Alliance could obtain 

information on and be consulted about strategic nuclear policy formulation. Following a 

pledge to continue frequent consultation with the allies on strategic nuclear matters, in 

May 1963 McNamara established regular staff liaisons between SHAPE and the U.S. 

Joint Target Planning Staff in Omaha. Officers from Britain, France, West Germany and 

Italy at SHAPE were assigned to the planning staff to observe in a limited way the 

process of US nuclear planning.^

Despite all of these efforts the US administration was for several years sceptical 

about the value of the consultation arrangements without closer participation from the 

European countries in common defence through the MLF. US Ambassador to NATO 

Thomas Finletter argued that the consultative process could not work effectively when 

the other nations had no nuclear responsibilities. On the other hand, from his 

perspective if the MLF was created, then participant nations would have a responsibility 

in relation to its missiles.^

The difficulties with the MLF, however, forced US policy planners to review 

their own positions. In mid-1965 at a meeting with the President, McNamara introduced 

the project of a nuclear group within NATO, which he thought would be the most 

painless alternative for the Germans to the MLF. Nuclear consultations in this context



represented a ‘software’ approach to the Alliance’s nuclear problem. In contrast to the 

previous ‘hardware’ proposals which envisaged a build-up of the new nuclear weapon 

systems or the relocation of the existed weapons, ‘software* meant merely changes in 

the control o f the NATO nuclear deterrence.

At the June 1965 meeting of NATO Ministers of Defence in Paris, McNamara 

proposed the creation of a ‘Special Committee’ of NATO members to examine ways in 

which consultation on nuclear planning could be implemented.® The United States made 

it clear from the beginning that it envisioned a body ‘large enough to implement larger 

participation, but small enough to encourage freewheeling discussions and to facilitate 

action.’’ Therefore, the United States wanted to create a mechanism which, on one 

hand, allowed non-nuclear NATO members to have a say in the planning of the 

alliance’s nuclear strategy, but on the other, allowed the US President to retain the right 

to decide upon the usage of nuclear weapons in Europe.

Shortly after the McNamara proposal, NATO Secretary-General Manlio Brosio 

proposed at the NATO Council meeting in Paris on 7 July 1965 to resume the 

discussion of nuclear questions begun in Athens and Ottawa. He raised concerns that 

similar studies made in some allied countries could create certain difficulties in the 

future. He proposed to study the role in the defence of the Alliance of existing nuclear 

forces such as the Polaris submarines and the British V-bombers which had been 

assigned to NATO and of any other nuclear forces (such as MRBMs) which might in 

the future be so assigned or earmarked. In addition, he suggested that further efforts 

should be made to associate all member countries more closely with the overall 

planning for the nuclear defence of the Alliance and through this connection to examine 

McNamara’s proposal.’̂

As we have seen, in the summer o f 1965 the ‘Special Committee’ marked a new 

approach by the Johnson administration to the Alliance's nuclear sharing policy. Did it 

mean the US abandonment o f the MLF/ ANF solution? Was it an alternative that had to 

replace previous proposals or simply a parallel course to solve NATO and Germany’s 

nuclear problem? The examination of US archival documents shows that Washington in 

the summer-autumn of 1965 had no clear answer to this question. Nevertheless the 

initiative taken by McNamara marked a first step towards the successful resolution of 

NATO’s nuclear problem and the subsequent adoption of the ‘flexible response’ 

doctrine.

j



The EEC Crisis and nuclear sharing

It is necessary to note that the debates in the US administration on how to handle 

nuclear sharing policy and the first discussions of McNamara’s proposal coincided with 

the EEC empty chair crisis. In the spring of 1965 the European Communities entered 

into a difficult phase of negotiations connected to the new financial arrangements for 

the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). President of the EEC Commission Walter 

Hallstein attempted to seize an opportunity to extend the supranational character of the 

Common Market through increasing the power of the European Parliament which until 

then had only consultative functions.^* Hallstein's proposal concerning agricultural 

markets, independent funding for the EEC and changes to the Commission's and 

Parliament's competences was presented without preliminary agreement with the French 

directly to the European Parliament on 24 March 1965.*" As a response de Gaulle 

accused the Commission of exceeding its political mandate and the French government 

withdrew its representatives from the most important executive bodies of the EEC and 

thus initiated the ‘empty chair crisis’.

The dissatisfaction of the French President with the Commission’s supranational 

approach was also partly caused by the strong support of the latter for an Atlantic 

nuclear force. For Hallstein a force organised on the constitutional model of the EEC 

was an alternative to French attempts to use national nuclear weapons as an instrument 

for hegemony in Western Europe and to put pressure on Germany. For him .such a force 

had to counter de Gaulle's conception o f an independent French "force de frappe" and 

France's military leadership of the EEC.*‘̂

The empty chair crisis was for de Gaulle a means of limiting the supranational 

structures of the Community and turning the European integration process more toward 

intergovernmental cooperation with more power for single member-states. In order to 

do this the General wanted to avoid increasing the Parliament’s power and to prevent 

majority voting which was envisaged in the Rome Treaties. In the meeting of the EEC 

Council of ministers started on 30 June 1965 the French Foreign Minister Couve de 

Murville faced with German and Dutch reluctance to support the French position, left 

the meeting. During the next days de Gaulle withdrew his permanent representatives 

from the EEC Council meetings.

What role did the empty chair crisis play in the MLF/ANF and ‘Special 

Committee’ negotiations? The first report from the US embassies in Europe regarded 

the crisis as not only one of the most serious in the EEC history but also as impacting



directly upon American interests in Europe.*'* US policy-makers worried that de Gaulle 

could link the EEC and NATO issues together and thus put pressure on the Common 

Market countries, and in particular Germany, on matters of Atlantic policy. The US 

Embassy in Paris warned the Department of State that a revival of the MLF/ ANF 

would cause de Gaulle to couple the NATO nuclear problem more closely with the EEC 

crisis. The Embassy suggested using the NATO Select Committee as an alternative to 

the MLF/ANF offer in order to limit the possible influence of de Gaulle's policy on 

NATO.'**

US Ambassador to the EEC John Tuthill also thought that the EEC and the 

NATO crises were not interrelated but were simply different aspects of the same crisis. 

From his viewpoint, de Gaulle needed to create a crisis in his continuing efforts to 

reshape Europe in line with his concepts. The weakening of Europe would make it 

easier for NATO to adopt his plans. ‘Winning the EEC de Gaulle might win in NATO.’ 

The concern o f Europeans in the economic sphere could force them to make further 

concessions to de Gaulle which might well be in the NATO area. The Benelux countries 

and Italy would be particularly wary of France leaving the EEC and NATO and of 

‘being frozen’ into a Europe of the Five alone with a powerful Germany. However, 

Tuthill did not agree with the concerns about nuclear sharing policy in NATO in 

relation to the EEC crisis. He noted that despite the crisis there was a belief among the 

Europeans, that a ‘further development of NATO integration including something along 

the line of the MLF/ANF’, could be considered as a possible alternative to de Gaulle in 

the political and security fields.'^

This issue was widely discussed among members of the US administration. 

McNamara himself did not think that the MLF solution should be excluded. From his 

point of view, a broader view than the MLF/ANF might be considered, but it should 

include some form of the mixed/manned flee t.S ecre ta ry  of State Rusk also remained a 

strong advocate of the Multilateral Force. In the summer of 1965 he promised the 

Germans to adopt a more positive line towards the MLF after the elections in the FRG 

in September.***

This said, the Assistant Secretary for European Affairs John Leddy believed that 

‘consultative’ solutions could not be equated with the ‘hardware’ approach which meant 

‘a right by Europe to veto the use o f a significant part of the Western deterrent.’ In 

Leddy's view both the ‘Select Committee’ and the Paris Working Group should proceed 

in parallel. He suggested that the United States should study possible mixed-manning of



UK submarines with a German financial contribution in order to break the ‘log jam on 

[nuclear] sharing’. ’’

On 7 October Leddy prepared a proposal designed in his words to ‘break out of 

the strait-jacket imposed by NSAM 322 and provide a fresh start to the collective 

nuclear problem’. This paper outlined the creation of a collective nuclear system 

‘commonly owned, commonly controlled and commonly operated on the basis of full 

German equality with the UK’, which would in turn prevent the future development of a 

national German deterrent. The collective nuclear force would consist of mixed-manned 

British V-bombers, mixed-manned American and British nuclear submarines, and 

surface vessels. In addition, Leddy suggested that the United States, the United 

Kingdom and Germany could create within NATO, in connection to SACEUR and 

NAC, a collective nuclear group having responsibility for:

‘I, Formulation of proposals on disarmament.
2. Measures to encourage the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons.

3. Exchange of information on nuclear management.
4. Promotion of wider access to nuclear technology.
5. Joint planning and consultation on nuclear strategy.
6. The control of a collective nuclear force.’~°

These ideas received strong criticism from National Security Adviser McGeorge 

Bundy. On 16 October 1965 he presented his own paper called The case for a fresh 

start on Atlantic nuclear defence (with no mixed manned forces or plans for such 

forces)’. He argued that the European Bureau’s proposal for a ‘fresh start’ even though 

it did not require a new weapons system at present, explicitly supported a collectively 

owned and controlled nuclear force. The memorandum pointed out that ‘three years of 

efforts had shown clearly that the MLF and related proposals had no adequate base of 

political and public support within the Atlantic Community’. ‘At decisive moments’, 

Bundy argued. ‘Presidents, Prime Ministers, and Chancellors had been glad to see the 

problem postponed. The soundness of their judgment had been demonstrated by the fact 

that the MLF had been most helpful when it has been in the “icebox”—a possibility 

rather than an imminent proposal for decision.’

Bundy suggested that after the German elections the United States develop its 

position by choosing one of four possible courses of action:

‘ 1. To revive the mixed manned proposal and press it energetically.
2. To develop a proposal which, explicitly encouraged further work toward 

mixed manned force in the future.
3. To proceed without much urgency and allow these proposals to die of their 

own weight in the months ahead.
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4. To reach a clear judgment now that they did not want a mixed manned force 
and should concentrate instead on joint planning and consultation.’"*

The last solution was preferable from Bundy's perspective. He proposed that the 

alternative to the MLF could be a ‘highly visible expansion of allied and especially 

German participation in nuclear policymaking’. The US could give the Germans most

favoured-nation treatment equal to the British in all matters of nuclear policy -  

intelligence, consultation, programming and disarmament, except those of manufacture 

and control o f nuclear warheads. Germany (and probably Italy) could be added to the 

Standing Group.“" The ‘Draft plan for Atlantic Cooperation’ attached to Bundy’s 

memorandum envisaged the creation of a ‘NATO Special Committee on Nuclear 

Defence’, supported by Working Groups located in Washington and at the NATO 

headquarters. In addition to the increased bilateral US-German contacts in the nuclear 

sphere this structure would represent a larger forum for discussing the question of the 

Soviet nuclear threat, as well as the capabilities and targeting of NATO nuclear forces."^

In response to Bundy’s memorandum Ball wrote his own paper ‘The case for a 

strong American lead to establish a collective nuclear system that would help save the 

Western world from repeating an old mistake’ which he presented on 27 October 1965. 

He argued that no German government would probably permanently renounce the 

acquisition and ownership of nuclear weapons ‘if some collective nuclear arrangements 

including ‘hardware’ was not established’. Bundy’s report insisted that any effort to 

persuade the Germans to accept bilateral consultation arrangements would propose only 

a ‘pale substitute’ for a collective system with hardware and this would be ‘short

sighted in the extreme’.

Ball's paper outlined a proposal to create an inner group where countries could 

discuss not only nuclear problems, but other political and security questions as well. 

This system would form an essential element of the collective system with the common 

ownership and management of some nuclear weapons. The British, German.s and the 

United States would be among its participants and have the right of veto. Ball pointed 

out that he was prepared to let the former MLF project of surface fleet ‘sink’. According 

to him, a major deficiency of the MLF was that it appeared to be a military ‘gimmick’ 

for dealing with a political problem. In the meantime its larger purposes were obscured 

by the apparent exclusive concentration on a new weapons system. Instead of creating a 

whole new set of weapons, a collective nuclear force would be composed of the US and

Briti.sh submarines and the British V-bombers which could be mixed-manned. 24



Materials from the Lyndon Johnson Presidential Library in Austin (Texas) do 

not provide evidence that Ball’s, Bundy’s or Leddy’s papers were either approved by the 

president or discussed at the National Security Council or in other meetings with the 

President. Nevertheless, a position that Johnson took during the negotiations with the 

Germans in December 1965 demonstrates that advocates of the collective nuclear force 

in the Department of State had a strong influence on the President’s decision to continue 

debates on the collective NATO nuclear force.

Restart of the nuclear sharing debates. US-German talks

The US-German nuclear discussions which had been frozen in December 1964 until the 

autumn 1965 elections in the FRG were to be reopened once more. On 19 September 

1965 the CDU/CSU coalition won the majority of seats in the Bundestag. During the 

election campaign the nuclear issues were not the subject of political debates as the SPD 

position on the MLF issue did not diverge from that o f the governing coalition. 

However, after the elections nuclear issues were viewed by all the parties more often in 

the context of a demand for German equality. The Erhard government continued to 

support the MLF, the Adenauer-Strauß intra-party group was against and the SPD did 

not oppose it.*"'

Ongoing talks in NATO on the McNamara proposal for nuclear consultation did 

not become a valid alternative to participation in the MLF for the Germans . Although 

the US Defence Secretary emphasised that his proposal was ‘additional to whatever 

action might be taken with regard to ANF/MLF proposals’ the Germans were hesitant, 

fearing that the committee might be a substitute for the MLF.'^ No one in Bonn 

considered the Select Committee a long-term answer to the problem of giving the 

Federal Republic and other interested non-nuclear NATO members more responsibility 

and control in the field of nuclear defence. In a press interview West German Foreign 

Minister Schröder, the leading German advocate of the NATO nuclear ‘hardware’ 

solution, repeated that a nuclear sharing agreement on the MLF/ANF lines would be 

necessary.“̂  On a similar line the Minister of Defence von Hassel said that ‘even if the 

McNamara proposals could be built up into a really effective system of consultation this 

would not be enough; there must also be some joint force with joint ownership of 

hardware.’"̂  On 28 October 1965 the Foreign Affairs Committee of the upper chamber 

of the German Parliament, the Bundesrat, concluded that the ‘Special Committee’ did 

not offer substantial participation in the nuclear weapons control and could not be a



substitute for the MLF. The only practical solution was participation in the multilateral 

nuclear force.'^

The visit to Washington scheduled for December 1965 had, for Erhard, to 

reaffirm the German claims for the ‘hardware’ approach to nuclear sharing in NATO. 

Before the meeting with Johnson the Chancellor asked the chairman of the Foreign 

Affairs Committee of the Bundestag and his personal adviser, Kurt Birrenbach, who had 

close contacts in Washington, to prepare a memorandum with recommendations 

regarding the guidelines for West Germany’s nuclear policy and later test the ground for 

his ideas with the Americans and the British. Birrenbach himself was a long-time 

advocate for a European nuclear deterrent. In a letter to Herter on 18 February 1963 he 

proposed making a Polaris offer to a European Defence Community that would operate 

these missiles.'^®

On 8 November 1965 in Washington Birrenbach, accompanied by the German 

Ambassador in Washington Knappstein, met with Rusk, McNamara, Ball and Bundy. 

The briefing paper sent from Rusk to McNamara, Ball and Bundy before Birrenbach's 

visit shows that the US had definitely ruled out a solution of an MLF character but was 

ready to look for a new variant of a collective nuclear arrangement in line with the 

British ANF proposal.'^*

Birrenbach opened the meeting by expressing the desire of the Federal Republic 

to participate in all phases of NATO strategy: planning, targeting and decision-making. 

In addition the FRG should be a member of a common nuclear weapons system, 

‘commonly owned, operated and managed’. According to Birrenbach the MLF provided 

the best solution, but the modified version of the ANF, especially including a European 

clause and without the British veto, could be also a basis for discussion. Answering 

Rusk’s question about the influence de Gaulle's opposition could have on the German 

position on nuclear sharing, Birrenbach responded that after Erhard's victory in the 

elections Germany had a greater capacity to resist the French attacks. He thought that 

even if France decided to withdraw from NATO or even blow up the EEC, it would do 

what it wanted anyhow and the nuclear arrangements would simply be a pretext.' "

McNamara pointed out that there was no military necessity for a collective 

nuclear weapons system and would be a waste of money. Since the United States would 

maintain a veto, the FRG would really have no greater control than it had under the 

present arrangements. Birrenbach agreed with the Secretary and declared that the 

Germans accepted the US veto. From his point of view the purpose of a collective



nuclear force was rather political- to approach nuclear decision-making, including a 

greater voice for Germany in American decisions. When Rusk asked to specify whether 

the German desire for greater voice extended to such issues as Vietnam or the 

Dominican Republic or only to NATO, Birrenbach replied: ‘only NATO, we are not 

crazy.* In addition, he stated firmly that the Federal government would not accept a 

nuclear sharing arrangement that did not include a ‘hardware element.’ From his point 

of view participation in a collective nuclear system would provide for Germany a ‘more 

cohesive and closer arrangement’ than the McNamara ‘Special Committee*. Rusk 

concluded the meeting by saying that the ‘hardware’ proposals such as the MLF and the 

ANF were not the only solutions to the nuclear problem and that other aspects should be 

considered.’̂'̂

After returning from Washington and London Birrenbach wrote to Schröder that 

he found Johnson indecisive, critical but in general favourable if the Europeans 

produced a concrete p roposa l . In  a paper called ‘The Nuclear Question’, presented to 

Johnson during the 20-21 December meeting, Erhard took the line suggested by 

Birrenbach. The Chancellor was positive about the work of the ‘Special Committee’, 

but mentioned that it would ‘not be sufficient to bring the nuclear question as a whole to 

a satisfactory solution’, since it w'ould ‘not give the non-nuclear partners an appropriate 

direct share in nuclear responsibility nor solve the problem of preventing new nuclear 

powers from coming into existence*. Erhard suggested that European security and the 

deterrence of the Soviet Union should be achieved by ‘setting up a joint nuclear force’. 

Jointly owned, controlled, financed and mixed-manned, where the United States should 

have a right of veto. The Germans did not insist on including a mixed-manned surface 

fleet of the MLF type and noted that the joint nuclear force could be a combination of 

the surface vessels, Polaris submarines, Pershing missiles and V-Bombers together with 

the German F i l l  aircrafts. The detailed plan of the force was to be prepared during the 

negotiations among the interested countries.

Johnson himself thought that the best solution ‘would be for the British to get rid 

of their submarines, give up their own nuclear deterrent and let the United States, w'hich 

is committed to the defence of Europe, assume all its defence alone’, but he promised to 

study the German paper in detail. Even though he did not understand ‘why the Germans 

would want to buy something that the United States had already paid for’, he was ready 

to listen to the suggestions if the ‘the Germans wanted to spent a lot of money and the 

United Kingdom wanted to make contribution.' The meeting’s communiqué stated that



the President and the Chancellor agreed that the ‘discussion of such [nuclear sharing] 

arrangements be continued between the two countries and with other interested allies’/

The UK and the McNamara's Committee

After meeting with Erhard, Johnson wrote Wilson that since it was essential to keep ‘a 

stable and healthy Germany’ on the side of the West, it would be necessary to review 

the German proposal and make ‘a serious effort to respond’. Johnson believed that the 

German proposal was similar enough to the British ANF to begin another attempt by the 

British to negotiate an arrangement with the Germans/^^ The US administration was 

determined to continue the discussions on the Multilateral Force in order to demonstrate 

willingness to support nuclear sharing in NATO. Moreover, debates on the MLF/ANF 

gave an indication of the position of the European allies regarding the non- 

dissemination of nuclear weapons, which was necessary to take into account if 

negotiations with the Soviet Union began.'̂ *̂

Faced with strong US support for a German ‘hardware’ solution, the Wilson 

government suggested that the most realistic policy would be to get Germany as closely 

involved as possible in the McNamara's ‘Special Committee’ discussions, while at the 

same time pursuing separately the more modest, but still far-reaching ‘hardware’ 

solution/^^ Since the introduction of the ‘Special Committee’, the Wilson government 

was predictably enthusiastic about McNamara’s proposal provided that similar ideas 

were presented by the British delegation during the meeting in Washington in 

December 1964. The British Chiefs of Staff considered that the McNamara Committee 

could present an opportunity to concentrate attention in the Alliance, at least for the 

time being, on the possibility of associating satisfactorily non-nuclear members of 

NATO more closely with the Western deterrent forces on the basis of increased 

consultation about existing nuclear weapons."*® However, the British military suggested 

that it might be better not to push the European allies too hard towards a consultative 

solution. Since the Germans were wavering on the MLF line, it could be much too early 

to get them to accept a solely consultative solution without any ‘hardware.’ Evelyn 

Shuckburgh, the UK Ambassador to NATO, suggested convincing the Germans to 

accept that a consultative solution would take a long time. At the same time there was 

no need to come up with a quick solution which might have a ‘hardware’ option. It 

would be better to attempt to postpone any kind of decision on the nuclear question as 

long as possible, ‘The longer it is put off, the better’, - implied Shuckburgh.^’



Britain tried to find a solution to the NATO nuclear problem that excluded a 

British contribution to the mixed-manned force. For the forthcoming talks in 

Washington in December 1965, the Foreign Office suggested that Wilson attempt to 

discover the extent to which the Americans were still seeking a solution on the lines of 

the ANF/MLF. The Western Organisation and Coordination Department of the Foreign 

Office thought that American thinking might be evolving. Although Ball had always 

been enthusiastic about the MLF, the President had never committed himself to the 

plan. The new US Permanent Representative in the North Atlantic Council, Harlan 

Cleveland, was more interested in preserving the unity of the Alliance that in selling a 

particular American plan.“*“

During the meeting of the first Nuclear ‘Special Committee’ on 27 November 

1965 British Minister of Defence Healey suggested that there was no great need to 

develop new nuclear forces, since the immediate problem was to know how to handle 

the existing weapon system. If the allies could solve this problem, they would be better 

placed to judge how to group weapons in any collective force. ‘It would seem unwise to 

create any new force until we knew how to control it. Therefore, the first priority would 

be to develop the consultation mechanisms.

The British mission to NATO proposed consultation to address the following 

issues: :

‘1. Nuclear planning, to cover the tactical as well as strategic forces of the 

Alliance. v

2. Hardware, to participate in keeping under review the weapon systems 

available to the Alliance- operational capability, training, states of readiness- the 

development of replacement delivery vehicles.

3. Crisis management, to ensure that in a crisis adequate information on which to 

make decisions would be available.’"*'̂

Being unable on the one hand, to go for the ‘hardware’ solution of the NATO 

nuclear sharing problem and, on the other, to get the Germans to accept the exclusive 

‘software’ solution of the McNamara Committee, British policy-makers tried to develop 

a compromise between these two approaches.

Due to Soviet opposition to the creation of new ‘hardware’ and German access 

to nuclear weapons, from the British point of view a solution could be in the 

establishment of a permanent body within NATO with restricted membership and with 

consultative and some executive functions in the field of nuclear policy. This body



would be responsible for the deployment and targeting of the British and US strategic 

nuclear forces assigned to SACEUR. The British proposal was thus aimed at combining 

the benefits of both the ‘hardware’ and ‘consultative’ solutions and providing a new 

basis for negotiations with the Russians on non-proliferation/**

On 29 March 1966 Wilson sent letters to Johnson and Erhard. The Prime 

Minister pointed out that the Germans should always shape their policies with a view to 

the ultimate achievement of reunification. For this purpose it was necessary to work for 

a solution of the NATO nuclear problem which could meet the German need for a share 

in the consultative and decision-making process without prejudicing her other 

ambitions. This, from his point of view, would rule out the ‘hardware’ solution. Instead 

he proposed, in line with the British ANF, to establish a permanent body of restricted 

membership within NATO, with consultative functions over the whole western strategic 

deterrent and some executive functions over the American and British strategic nuclear 

force assigned to NATO.'*^

Although the dominant issue of the Wilson-Erhard meeting in May 1966 was not 

nuclear sharing but the question of offset payments for the British army in Germany, the 

British Prime Minister, under strong American pressure, agreed to keep the ‘hardware 

option open, but emphasized the connection between nuclear sharing and non

proliferation.’47

Testing the ground for a non-proliferation treaty

While the creation of a Nuclear Planning Group was an attempt by the US 

administration to overcome the split in NATO on the nuclear sharing issue, the non

proliferation policy expressed the long-term interest of the United States in reaching 

strategic stability in the international arena.

Negotiations between the Soviet Union and the United States on the non

proliferation issue started at the beginning of 1960. During a session of the UN General 

Assembly in September 1962 the two countries agreed to establish a new body, an 

Eighteen-Nations Disarmament Committee (ENDC)"*^, in order to discuss the questions 

of arms control and disarmament. This organisation replaced the Geneva Committee 

which consisted of only NATO and Warsaw pact member-countries who mainly 

discussed the problem of total disarmament.

The exchange of opinions between the two superpowers continued for some time 

without any resolution. The United States took the position that any agreement should



not block the transfer of nuclear weapons to the Multilateral Force in the framework of 

either NATO or the Warsaw treaty organisation.'*^ The USSR firmly opposed the 

creation of a NATO nuclear force. From the Soviet perspective, assignment of US 

nuclear weapons to such a force would be the main obstacle to achieving a non

proliferation agreement,'^^ A Soviet note to the US government on 23 September 1964 

pointed out that it was ‘much easier to bum on the “fire” of disarmament the individual 

property of negotiating states than to solve the problem of liquidating the weapons in 

the collective possession.’**' In its contacts with the US government and also at 

international forums Soviet representatives continued to support the formula to ban the 

direct and indirect transfer of nuclear weapons, which excluded the creation of the 

MLF. The United States in response tried to support its own position that the creation of 

the MLF would not mean proliferation, since the US retained control over nuclear 

weapons.^“

The explosion of the first Chinese atomic bomb in October 1964 strengthened 

the resolve of Soviet and American leaders to reach an agreement on the non

proliferation of nuclear weapons. In a memorandum called ‘How to think about Nuclear 

Proliferation’ Walt Rostow, Chairman of the Policy Planning Council in the Department 

of State, referred to India, Japan, Israel and Sweden as potential future nuclear powers. 

He argued that the United States should persuade these countries against producing 

nuclear weapons. The lack of serious arms control measures with the USSR might lead 

to severe international tensions.^'^

The determination of the Johnson administration to work out a new policy on 

this issue was demonstrated by the creation of a Committee on non-proliferation. The 

Committee was established by the President on 25 November 1964 under the chair of 

Roswell Gilpatric, former deputy secretary of defence. The committee included leading 

American scientists and politicians: Arthur Dean, James Perkins, Allen Dulles, Arthur 

Watson, Alfred Gruenther, William Webster, George Kistiakowsky, Herbert York, John 

McCloy.^^

The Committee’s report was prepared in a short time and presented to Johnson 

on 21 January 1965. The report stressed that the world was fast approaching a ‘point of 

no return in the prospect of controlling the spread of nuclear weapons’ and that 

‘preventing the further .spread of nuclear weapons was clearly in the national interest 

despite the difficult decisions that would be required.’ The report proposed that efforts 

should be continued in three directions: the negotiation of a non-proliferation



agreement, a comprehensive test-ban treaty and the establishment of African and Latin 

American nuclear free zones.'’̂

Members of the committee expressed their hopes that a change of leadership in 

the Soviet Union and the possible resulting review of Soviet nuclear policies might now 

provide an immediate opportunity for joint or parallel action in the near future to stop 

nuclear dissemination. They acknowledged the importance of the participation of the 

Soviet Union in efforts to prevent proliferation and recommended making early 

ovenures to the Soviets, seeking cooperation on as broad a basis as possible in 

achieving the objectives described in the report.'^^

Among the members of the Committee there was a diversity of opinions on the 

MLF/ANF issue. Some o f them thought that some kind of a multilateral nuclear force 

was necessary to prevent the Germans from eventually acquiring an independent 

nuclear capability. Rusk during the meeting with the Committee pointed out that the 

MLF would be more secure than existing NATO arrangements.^** Others thought that in 

relations with West Germany the United States should instead proceed with increased 

consultation and planning. During the discussion in the Committee a modification in the 

MLF was considered an acceptable price to get the USSR to go along with a non

proliferation agreement with possible abandonment of the European clause or 

introduction of perpetual US veto.**̂  However everybody shared the view that the 

‘urgent exploration of possible alternatives to an MLF/ANF which would permanently 

inhibit Germany from acquiring nuclear weapons’ was very much needed.^*  ̂ Although 

the Gilpatric Committee did not recommend modifying the MLF/ANF proposals in the 

face of the non-proliferation treaty, since their future was unknown, it suggested that 

‘priorities of the two proposals with respect to US overall national security should be. 

carefully reviewed.’^’

The President’s reaction to the report was rather reserved. Johnson did not sign 

the memorandum prepared by the NSC, which included the main conclusions of the 

Gilpatric report.^" Russian researcher and member of the Soviet delegation at the non

proliferation negotiations Roland Timerbaev explains the President’s decision by the 

strong position Secretary of State Rusk took in support of the NATO nuclear force. '̂  ̂

Indeed, in his comments on the Gilpatric’s report. Rusk noted that a ‘general non

proliferation agreement could be useful, but the advantage would not be commensurate 

to the co.sts if it placed our major Alliance ties in h a z a r d A  study conducted by 

Thomas Alan Schwartz shows that even though Johnson himself wanted to move



towards the non-proliferation agreement, ‘he was not ready to abandon the policy the 

United States government had supported for the last five-years since it might cause 

damage to the US-NATO relationship’. A particular concern o f the President was West 

Germany, whose loyalty to the West and to the United States in his words ‘had been one 

of the most important achievements of post-1945 American diplomacy.

During the off-season period in MLF negotiations prior to the German elections 

the domestic situation in the United States began shifting more and more towards non

proliferation. Bundy’s deputy Spurgeon Keeny suggested that it was clearly undesirable 

to pursue ‘fruitless debates on the MLF at this time’ since this could cause problems in 

the United Nations General Assembly or at the ENDC in Geneva. He recommended 

reviewing the Gilpatric report,^ In June 1965 Senator Robert Kennedy in his speech to 

the Senate stressed the importance of a nuclear non-proliferation treaty and indirectly 

criticised Johnson for not having done all he could to obtain one. He argued that ‘the 

need to halt the spread of nuclear weapons must be a central priority o f American 

policy.’ In his view, non-proliferation was more important than US policy in Europe, 

and the US could not ‘wait until all nations learn to behave’. ‘For bad behaviour armed 

with nuclear weapons’ he emphasized ‘was the danger we must try to prevent’.̂  ̂ In a 

memorandum for Bundy Spurgeon Keeny concluded that even though Robert 

Kennedy's speech was not drawn directly from the Gilpatric report he was almost 

certainly aware of the current non-proliferation policy of Johnson administration. For 

the first time an American politician suggested modifying the MLF plans in order to 

overcome Soviet objections to a non-proliferation treaty. Some days later, ACDA 

director William Foster again raised the non-proliferation issue in an article in the 

journal Foreign Affairs, where he argued that a non-proliferation treaty should take 

priority over any alliance arrangements on nuclear weapons.^^

Although, as writes ex-member of ACDA Seaborg, President Johnson was 

forced to take some action after Kennedy’s speech and directed the ACDA to come up 

with a new arms control programme, it took him almost a year to show his preference 

for the pursuit of a non-proliferation treaty.̂ *̂  Due to elections in Germany in 

September, a growing certainty of a crisis with France in NATO, financial instability in 

Britain, and the escalation of the war in Vietnam, the Johnson administration did not 

want to proceed with non-proliferation at the expense of the Atlantic policy and German 

interests in nuclear sharing.



During the parliamentarian elections in the FRG, opposition to the non

proliferation treaty was shared by all the parties and became a symbol of independent 

German policy. Therefore, adhesion to a non-proliferation treaty would cause a serious 

crisis for the Erhard government. Before the Chancellor's depanure to Washington in 

December 1965, leading German Gaullists Strauß and Guttenberg warned that ‘if 

Erhard were to return from America with a signed non-proliferation treaty, ‘civil war’ 

would break out within the CDU/CSU.’^̂  Adenauer predicted the dangerous impact of 

the non-proliferation issue on the Atlantic Alliance, saying that ‘if this treaty [NPT] 

comes into being, NATO would be finished.’ "̂ Leader of the opposition Fritz Erler 

similarly stated that ‘the NPT without nuclear sharing would be absolutely unacceptable 

to the SPD.’'̂ '*

As proves German researcher Matthias Küntzel, the MLF/ ANF issue became 

for Bonn an instrument to influence the NPT negotiations, since for the Soviet Union 

the NATO Multilateral Force was the main obstacle to reaching an agreement on non

proliferation.^^ Meeting with his British counterpart Michael Stewart in London, the 

German Foreign Minister Schröder said that without a common nuclear force Germany 

would ‘not accept the non-proliferation agreement.’ *̂’

In the United States, the German position was supported by John McCloy and 

Dean Acheson, who encouraged the Chancellor to make no concessions in respect to a 

non-proliferation treaty. Robert Bowie stated that the mixed-manning element was 

essential, especially for the Germans, while efforts to obtain a non-proliferation treaty

were a waste of time.76

Growing support for the NPT

In contrast to the cautious policy of Johnson, for British Prime Minister Wilson 

disarmament and non-proliferation were the major objectives of his foreign policy. 

Despite being the country to begin the spread of nuclear weapons in Europe, Britain at 

the same time was the first to recognise the danger of nuclear proliferation. The Labour 

party gave special attention to the creation of safeguards against the proliferation of 

nuclear weapons and to the signing of a non-proliferation agreement with the Soviet 

Union.^^ By coincidence, the first Chinese atomic test came on the same day the Labour 

party was elected to office. Having satisfactorily renegotiated the Nassau agreement and 

thereby fulfilled its election commitment on the strategic deterrent, the Wilson 

government turned eagerly to the proposal for a treaty on the non-proliferation of



nuclear weapons. The Prime Minister created special machinery within the government 

to deal with the problem of non-proliferation. Alun Chalfont became a new minister for 

Disarmament within the Foreign Office. Speaking to the United Nations Genera! 

Assembly, the British Ambassador to the UN, Lord Caradon, referred to the 

achievement of the non-proliferation treaty as the ‘most urgent and most important 

single task facing all of us, now in 1965 and for years ahead.

In early June 1965 the British presented to NATO a draft non-proliferation treaty 

that allowed existing nuclear states to keep their veto over any future nuclear collective 

force. The insistence on the maintenance of the British veto particularly ran against the 

German wishes for participation in the nuclear decision.’  ̂ In the autumn of 1965 the 

divergence of the German and British attitudes to the non-proliferation became even 

more acute. On 24 September the British Foreign Secretary Stewart told the German 

Ambassador that ‘we were still keen on the ANF idea, but if we could find a solution 

which would also permit us to reach an understanding on a non-dissemination treaty 

with the Russians, that would be the best course.’^̂

On 17 August 1965 the United States submitted its own draft NPT to the 

Eighteen Nations Disarmament Committee. This draft clearly left open the possibility of 

an MLF/ANF arrangement since these did not constitute proliferation as defined in the 

draft treaty. However the interpretation of the NPT text differed among the members of 

the Johnson administration. Head of the ACDA Foster, speaking in the United Nations, 

said that the treaty suggested by the United States would bar dissemination since it 

would prevent the creation of any additional entity, whether a state or organisation, 

having independent power to use nuclear weapons.®*

The reaction of the Soviet Union to the American proposal was negative. 

Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko speaking in the UN General Assembly on 23 

September 1965 pointed out that the American project ‘leaves such a “slot” through 

which could pass the whole multilateral fleet, equipped with hundreds of nuclear 

warheads.’ He expressed his hope that ‘the negotiations on non-proliferation could be 

finished in a short time and in the meantime it was important that no one would make 

any direct or indirect step to proliferation.’®" The next day Moscow continued by 

submitting a draft treaty, which in contrast to the American version, prohibited MLF/ 

ANF arrangements since non-nuclear states were not given ‘the right to participate in 

the ownership, control, or use of nuclear weapons’. Moreover, it raised questions about 

the acceptability of joint US-NATO nuclear planning.®^ Later Soviet Ambassador



Dobrynin commended the move by the Soviet Union saying that from the article by Mr. 

Foster in ‘Foreign Affairs’ Moscow gained the impression that the Americans were in 

fact prepared to make a deal on the MLF for the non-proliferation treaty.

After the presentation of the first Soviet NPT draft in the UN General Assembly 

session, closer consultation in the form of ‘pen-pal’ correspondence began between the 

Soviet Council of Ministers’ Chairman Alexei Kosygin and the American President. In 

November 1965 Bundy undertook a series of negotiations with Soviet Ambassador 

Dobrynin. Bundy tried to understand what kind of possible NATO arrangements the 

Soviet Union saw as an obstacle to the non-proliferation treaty: ‘As long as it appeared 

that the Soviet Union was equally opposed to all arrangements, it would be hard for 

anyone in this government to believe the choice we made would have any effect on 

relations with the Soviet Union.’ Dobrynin mentioned that ‘even though NATO was not 

a Soviet favourite, the problem of nuclear proliferation and Germany was different and 

much more serious.’ Bundy assured the Ambassador that Johnson and Erhard ‘could 

reach an agreement that no new weapons system of the ANF/MLF variety was 

necessary and the way might then be open toward a non-proliferation treaty and toward 

a new collective arrangement for command control and consultation in NATO.’**'’ 

Commenting on the outcome of the meeting, Bundy suggested that ‘since in fact no one 

now wanted the MLF the United States might well be able to make some money with 

Moscow.’ First of all, according to Bundy the United States could negotiate a non

proliferation agreement with the Soviet Union if the nuclear arrangements in NATO did 

not involve ‘an immediate decision to build a new weapons system like the MLF.’ He 

believed that the solutions offered by McNamara's Special Committee or a revised ANF 

were sufficient.**^ h

Bundy’s suggestions were certainly welcomed in the ACDA. which acted as a 

main advocate for the NPT. In a memorandum to the President on 10 November 1965 

the ACDA’s Director Foster stressed the urgency of halting the dissemination of nuclear 

weapons, which was increased by the growing pressure on India to develop nuclear 

weapons. He proposed that the President tell the Soviets that the US was prepared to 

negotiate a non-proliferation agreement which although it ‘would not expressly ban an 

ANF/ MLF, would be based on the understanding that no such force would come into 

existence’. Regarding Germany, Foster argued that Erhard could be encouraged to agree 

that NATO unity could best be strengthened by emphasis on bilateral arrangements of 

the present type and, improved consultative arrangements such as the Select Committee.



If the FRG accepted the non-ownership solution and concluded a non-proliferation 

treaty with the USSR, the ‘US would consult with the FRG in searching for appropriate 

ways to utilize the improved atmosphere to promote steps toward German re

unification’.̂ ^

London also tried to suggest to the US government that the NPT was worth 

concessions in the Alliance's nuclear arrangements. During a visit in Washington in 

October 1965, British Foreign Secretary Michel Stewart implied that the Labour 

government would be willing to drop the ANF proposal if the Soviets agreed to a non

proliferation treaty. In support of Stewart’s ideas, the British Minister of Disarmament, 

Alun Chalfont, noted that ‘it might be necessary to pay some price for the achievement 

of the proposed (non-proliferation) treaty: the NATO nuclear force in case of Russians 

and the reduction of our strategic weapons in the case of the un-committed’. In his 

reply, Secretary of State Rusk rejected the necessity of a non-proliferation agreement 

since the Russians had in any case no intention of proliferating. ‘The USA was tired of 

making concessions’. In his words, the non-committed (countries) were not interested in 

disarmament. When this had been debated in New York recently, ‘80 of the 

participating countries were asking the USA for arms supply, and 20 were trying to get 

them from the USSR,

The President's opinion was decisive. During the meeting with Chancellor 

Erhard in December 1965 Johnson said that ‘with regard to non-proliferation he did not 

see how much could be accomplished as long as the Viet-Nam problem was in the 

way’.̂  ̂ In this case the Alliance’s policy and in particular the German interests were the 

priorities. Writing Wilson a strong note before the prime minister’s trip to Moscow in 

February, Johnson continued to urge the importance of keeping the German perspective 

in mind: ‘we must not let the Soviet Union use the issue of non-proliferation to 

undermine German confidence in our willingness to treat their nuclear problem 

seriously and constructively.’ He urged that it was not possible to ‘push aside the 

alliance problem now and go along with a [non-proliferation] treaty which would rule 

out, or drastically narrow, possibilities for a NATO nuclear arrangement which would 

not result in proliferation’. ”̂

The Creation of the NPG and de Gaulle's withdrawal from NATO

While in the spring of 1966 debates on the collective nuclear force were still underway 

both in NATO and inside the Johnson administration, the Alliance’s consultative



arrangement begun by McNamara's ‘Special Committee’ were taking shape. Following 

the British proposal, a ‘Special Committee’ o f NATO Ministers of Defence formed 

several working groups on specific areas. The most important one, on nuclear planning, 

consisted of Ministers of Defence from the United States, Great Britain, West Germany, 

Italy, and Turkey. Other working groups dealt with hardware and crisis management. 

The first meeting of the Nuclear Planning Working Group was held in Washington in 

February 1966. There the participants (Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Turkey and the 

United States) received a comprehensive briefing from the United States on nuclear 

targeting, nuclear posture and the evaluation of the US nuclear capabilities.

Despite de Gaulle’s opposition to the McNamara Committee, which from his 

point of view ‘tended to introduce the Germans as a potential nuclear power, thus 

making a bad impression in the East’ *̂ discussions in NATO on nuclear consultation 

avoided a direct confrontation with the French. It was generally thought, especially at 

the Elysee palace, that since the M LF was dead and the ANF was dying, it would not be 

difficult to dismiss the McNamara proposal by drowning it in some harmless debates in 

the NATO Council. On the French side few people thought that their allies in NATO 

‘would dare to go ahead with the proposal when de Gaulle had so clearly indicated his 

total disapproval.’^'

However, the difficulties created by the French opposition towards the Nuclear 

Special Committee were eliminated when de Gaulle took the decision to withdraw 

France from NATO military structures. On 7 March 1966 de Gaulle sent Johnson a 

memorandum where he announced France’s withdrawal from the military organisation 

of the North Atlantic Alliance. Some days later similar letters were sent to the heads of 

the other NATO member-countries. Immediately after de Gaulle’s visit to the Soviet 

Union on 1 July 1966, France recalled her national representatives from the NATO 

headquarters. By March 1967 all NATO forces and command structures were evacuated 

from the French territory.^^

The French withdrawal in March 1966 helped to facilitate the process begun by 

McNamara's Committee. The working group on nuclear planning met four times 

between February 1966 and September 1966, when it forwarded its report to the special 

committee. In December 1966, the NATO Defence Planning Committee responded to 

recommendations to institutionalise a permanent forum for discussion of nuclear policy 

within the Alliance by creating a two-level forum. One, the Nuclear Defence Affairs 

Committee (NDAC), would be open to all interested members of the Alliance, while the



other, a Nuclear Planning group (NPG), comprising the USA. Great Britain, Italy and 

the FRG and three other countries in rotation, would do the main work on consultation 

and discussion.^“* This dual structure gave ‘small’ countries in the Alliance a feeling of 

being fully involved in the process, while allowing effective work within a restricted 

group. After April 1967 the NPG met on a ministerial level twice a year and took up a 

wide range of subjects, such as the ABM system for Europe, guidelines for the use of 

tactical nuclear weapons, SALT, and mutual and balanced force reductions.

Although the NPG was not an equal substitute for the MLF, it seemed to indicate 

to the non-nuclear members of the Alliance that, through improved consultation, they 

would have a real share in the planning of nuclear defence by the Alliance. The 

influence on US and NATO nuclear planning in the NPG might even be more than they 

could hope to obtain by participating in a small joint nuclear force, the use of which 

would inevitably be subject to a veto by the United States.

Debates on non-proliferation

Shortly before the new session of the ENDC began in Geneva on 11 January 1966 the 

Soviet Chairman of the Council of Ministers Alexei Kosygin wrote a confidential letter 

to Johnson. Kosygin emphasised that ‘the moment had come when it was necessary to 

make a definite choice: either two countries would firmly take the position of non

proliferation of nuclear weapons or the situation would inevitably lead to proliferation 

of nuclear weapons.’ In this regard, he noted that the FRG’s panicipation in either MLF, 

ANF or in the McNamara's ‘atomic committee* would create an obstacle on the road to 

the solution of the problem of non-proliferation.’^

Despite the critical tone of the Soviet message, the US administration was 

sati.sfied by the very existence of the Kosygin letter. Johnson’s adviser Francis Bator 

argued that the Kremlin was seriously concerned about the MLF/ANF since it produced 

with a new bilateral initiative on non-proliferation at a time when the United States 

position was particularly vulnerable in the face of events in Vietnam.’ ’̂

Members of the Johnson administration took a different position on the question 

of non-proliferation. ‘Europeanists’ in the Department of State argued against making 

any concessions on NATO nuclear sharing proposals in exchange for Soviet support for 

a treaty. Secretary of State Rusk expressed his worries about the effect Soviet 

propaganda on the non-proliferation treaty could have on European unity. From his 

perspective, this could lead to opposition from Germany and Italy.’^

\
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National Security Adviser Bundy did not share the preoccupation with the 

destiny of the collective NATO nuclear force. Writing to the President in January 1966 

he noted that ‘this has become an obsession with George Ball, Robert Schaetzel and 

Henry Owen- they keep coming back by one means or another.’ He argued that Wilson 

would not agree to leave the nuclear business by selling shares to the Germans against 

the ‘prejudice of his own people, the violent opposition of the Russians and in the face 

of French objection and a French “independent” nuclear force.’^̂

Despite increased internal opposition to the plans for the Multilateral Force, the 

Johnson administration continued its course toward support for the MLF/ANF mainly 

because of German pressure. If on the one hand, Germany’s status within NATO was 

enhanced by the French withdrawal, on the other, the withdrawal of the French troops 

from the German territory only stimulated the interest of West Germany in nuclear 

sharing.^^ The situation was further complicated by the fist cuts in American troops 

deployed in Germany as they were sent to Vietnam and British demands to increase the 

offset payments for the British Army on the Rhine (BAOR). At the same time the 

Erhard government faced a loss of popularity because of the deterioration of the 

German economic situation. Under these circumstances an abandonment of the 

collective nuclear force by the United States would for Bonn mean a serious political

cnsis. 100

The ACDA Director W illiam Foster, who was in Bonn in early July 1966, 

reported that both Schröder and von Hassel held firm in as.serting that the Germans still 

sought a ‘hardware solution’. As the West German Minister of Defence told Foster, the 

Germans were not pressing for a decision but they undoubtedly felt that they were under 

no pressure to abandon the ‘hardware’ because there were many other unresolved 

differences blocking a non-proliferation agreement. In a 5 July 1966 letter to the 

President, Chancellor Erhard assured Johnson that the efforts to conclude a non

proliferation treaty should be continued, but ‘the possibility must not be excluded of 

establishing in the future a joint integrated nuclear force among those partners of the 

NATO alliance who are prepared to do so.’’̂ ‘

Commenting on the Chancellor's letter Francis Bator in a memo to the President 

predicted that Rusk, Bundy and Rostow would probably recommend following the same 

course as before and support German claims for ‘hardware’. Bator himself and another 

Johnson adviser Bill Moyers thought that on the contrary it would be better not to repeat



the assurance that Erhard wanted. Advisers suggested to the President that it was ‘worth 

trying to give up on hardware in order to test the Russians on non-proliferation.’’®"

Despite reservations about the NPT within the US government, there was strong 

and growing public interest and support for the concept of the NPT. This was 

exemplified by the unanimous approval in the Senate on 17 May 1966 of the Pastore 

Resolution, introduced by Senator John Pastore in early 1966, which called for a nuclear 

non-proliferation treaty to be the priority of US policy. The Senate commended the 

President’s ‘serious and urgent efforts to negotiate international agreements limiting the 

spread of nuclear weapons.’’®'̂

For the Soviet government the Pastore resolution certainly meant a willingness 

to sign a non-proliferation treaty. By the summer of 1966 there were increasing signs 

that the Soviet Union really wanted an NPT and might be willing to make some 

concessions on their previously adamant position. There was still, however, a widely 

shared view in the US government that the Soviets were really only interested in the 

NTP as a weapon for attacking the NATO alliance in general and the FRG in particular. 

In this view, concessions on the US part with regard to the MLF/ ANF would not be 

met by Soviet concessions but would simply lead to a succession of increasing Soviet 

attacks on existing US nuclear arrangements with NATO.'®^

In spite of all doubts support for the US-Soviet agreement on non-proliferation 

was rapidly growing in Washington. The director of the ACDA and the US 

representative at the ENDC in Geneva Adrian Fisher suggested that if the United States 

would not insist on a ‘hardware solution’ there was the possibility to negotiate an 

agreement with the Soviet Union ‘without sacrificing any legitimate interest of any 

member o f the NATO alliance’. A US-Soviet sponsored international consensus 

finalised by a treaty would in turn be a factor to be taken in consideration by other 

countries.’®̂ In the summer of 1966, Fisher began exploratory discussions with his 

Russian counterpart, Ambassador Alexei Roshchin, to determine whether a compromise 

could be found on the basic treaty obligations. As talks progressed, it became 

increasingly clear that the Soviets wanted an NPT agreement but would not accept a 

formulation that would leave the door open for the MLF.

Reporting on the results of these consultations in Geneva Foster in a 

memorandum to Rusk informed him that it was ‘an opportunity to reach an agreement 

on a text, which would not exclude consultation agreements within NATO and would 

not impede bilateral arrangements with the NATO allies’.'®̂  Foster suggested that the



President should send a message to Erhard to let him know that the creation of a NATO 

nuclear force, which envisaged the collective possession of nuclear weapons, was not a 

real option. At the same time the United States would send a message to the Soviet 

government confirming that it did not plan to create any forces within NATO with the 

collective possession of nuclear weapons.

Chief of the Policy Planning Council of Department of State and long-time 

advocate of the MLF Walt Rostow in his memorandum to the President on 12 August 

formulated strong arguments for the non-proliferation treaty. He pointed out that the 

choice was ‘between carrying forward the détente with the USSR and appeasing the 

Germans’. What was really needed from his point of view was for the Germans ‘to 

accept or be pressured into the act o f self-denial required to eliminate the possibility of 

collective ownership of hardware from our non-proliferation draft.’ He argued that with 

the Pershing missiles deployed on the German territory which had a range o f 400 miles, 

the Federal Republic was already a nuclear power and its voice would not be 

significantly increased under any of the ‘hardware’ schemes.

US-Soviet agreement reached

Soviet-American confidential talks on the NPT began in the autumn of 1966 during the 

XXI UN General Assembly Session in New York. Resuming where they had left off in 

Geneva in July-August 1966 Foster reported that there was the possibility of signing a 

treaty which did not prohibit the creation of the McNamara Committee and would not 

ban the bilateral agreements of the United States with the NATO partners. Foster 

recommended to the President that he inform the German Chancellor that the creation of 

the NATO nuclear force with joint ownership was no longer realistic.

On 9 September 1966 the head of the Legal service of the ACDA, George Bunn, 

met the chancellor of the Soviet Embassy in Washington, Yuri Vorotnsov. Bunn 

notified the Soviet diplomat that the United States would not sign a non-proliferation 

treaty which could lead to a change of the NATO agreement regarding the deployment 

of nuclear weapons in Europe or banned consultation in the alliance on nuclear 

questions.'“^

The Soviet government seemed to concur with the American worries. Harvard 

Professor Henry Kissinger who worked as an adviser for the White House reported that 

on 14 September Vladimir Shustov, a member of the Soviet delegation at the Pugwash 

conference, said that the .sole obstacle was the clause making possible a collective



nuclear force, and said further that the Soviets had no interest in disturbing existing 

consultative arrangements in NATO, noting that unless the McNamara Committee 

contained elements of physical possession of nuclear weapons by the Germans it would 

not be precluded by the ‘new Soviet conception.’ ' ’ *

As noted a member of the Soviet negotiations team, Roland Timerbaev, the 

Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko came to the UN General Assembly session 

with the precise instructions that nuclear consultation in the Atlantic alliance should not 

be considered an obstacle to the NPT, provided that they would not be mentioned in the 

treaty. On September 14, during a conversation with Ambassador Kohler in Moscow, 

Ambassador Dobrynin avoided the question of consultation and said that the central 

question on nuclear-sharing was ‘ownership’. " “

On 22 September and again on 24 September 1966, Secretary Rusk and Foreign 

Minister Gromyko discussed the status of the NPT negotiations, however without 

success in reaching a final compromise. Rusk assured Gromyko that the United States 

never had the ‘intention to give nuclear weapons to non-nuclear-weapon states, either 

directly or indirectly through their membership in the alliances,’ In the course of the 

meetings an understanding was reached on the three issues; not to transfer any nuclear 

weapons, not to provide nuclear-weapon technology to allow any non-nuclear state to 

become a nuclear state and not to delegate the right to fire US nuclear weapons to 

anyone else. Gromyko raised the objection against the creation of a NATO nuclear 

force, but at the same time said that he did not want to comment on the matter of 

nuclear consultation in the Atlantic Alliance. In the Soviet view the treaty should ‘state 

that which was to be prohibited rather than that which was to be allowed.’ '

Some members of the Johnson administration suggested using Soviet 

preoccupations with the plans to create a NATO nuclear force in order to reach a 

favourable agreement on Vietnam. In October 1966 Ambassador-at-large Averell 

Harriman, who participated in the test-ban negotiations, wrote a memorandum to the 

President proposing to make a deal with Moscow on the Vietnam issue in exchange for 

the renouncement by the United States of the Multilateral Force project. Regarding 

West Germany, he argued that it would be possible to get concessions through the 

easing of the offset payments. The termination of the Vietnam War would subsequently 

save much more money than the loss in offset."^ The documents of the LBJ Library do 

not provide conclusive evidence that the US administration did raise this issue with the 

Soviet diplomats. The Russian sources reject vigorously the possibility of such



negotiations in the context o f a firm US position on the Vietnam issue and the presence 

of Soviet troops in North Vietnam.^

The first positive Soviet signs on the consultation issue provided Washington 

with the hope that the United States could reach an agreement on non-proliferation 

without disrupting its obligations in the Atlantic Alliance and damaging the successful 

preparations for the NPG. The most important task for American policy-planners 

became convincing the Germans that consultation offered a sufficient solution in 

contrast to the creation of a NATO nuclear force.

The signs from Bonn were rather encouraging for the United States. Shortly 

before the meeting between Johnson and Erhard in September 1966 the American 

Ambassador to the FRG, George McGhee, reported that the prospects of a ‘hardware 

solution’ in the foreseeable future were dim and that the Germans would be probably 

content for the present with participation in a permanent successor organisation to the 

McNamara Committee,'

Even though during the preparation for Erhard’s visit Johnson was advised to 

reassure the West German Chancellor by keeping the NATO joint force open,' the US 

delegation during the talks with the Germans tried to avoid the issue. When Erhard 

arrived in Washington on 24 September 1966, the priorities of US foreign policy 

became clear. He was welcomed by the number two man in the Department of State, 

George Ball, while the number one. Dean Rusk, was at the same time discussing with 

his Soviet counterpart Gromyko in New York the prospects of the non-proliferation

agreement. 119

Difficulties arose with the offset problems, and the political crisis in Germany 

weakened the position of Erhard on the issue of nuclear sharing in NATO. At his 

meeting with Johnson in September 1966, Erhard said that ‘old projects (MLF/ANF) 

need not necessarily be revived’ but that the question was ‘how to find a common 

solution for all concerned’. According to the Chancellor such a solution could be found 

‘anywhere along the spectrum from a “hardware” solution to “any kind of a voice” 

between the US and the FRG.’ Rusk replied that ‘the US was prepared to be ‘as 

collective as our Allies’, but added that ‘it was a difficult question.’ In effect, Erhard 

finally abandoned the German position on the MLF/ANF that had stalled the NPT 

negotiations, conceding that the Nuclear Planning Group would give the Germans their 

‘voice’ in such matters. The Americans were quick to use this concession.



On 10 October Gromyko met Secretary of State Rusk in Washington. Rusk 

confirmed the previous statements by the US administration officials and assured the 

Soviet Foreign Minister that the United States would ‘never give up its veto over the 

decision to fire nuclear weapons to anyone else.’ Gromyko in turn pointed out that the 

Soviet government did not insist that a treaty include a provision which would ban 

nuclear consultations in NATO. He pointed out that it was ‘participation of the West 

Germans in collective nuclear force but not the prospect of a German ’voice’ in nuclear 

defence planning that bothered the Soviets.’' “'

Although it took roughly two years for the countries participating in the non

proliferation negotiations to agree on the text of the NPT, during the Gromyko visit in 

October a basic understanding on the main principle of the treaty was reached by the 

United States and the Soviet Union.'“'  Moscow withdrew its objections to the work of 

the NPG and the present transfer arrangements in NATO. The United States on the 

other hand did not mention the possibility of the creation of the collective Atlantic 

nuclear force. After the NATO nuclear consultation was confirmed as not being 

contradictory to non-proliferation, the next step for the Johnson administration was to 

consolidate support of the members of the Alliance to the US-Soviet text of the NPT.

The government crisis in the Federal Republic facilitated fulfilling this task for 

the United States. On 28 October 1966 the governing CDU/CSU and FDP coalition fell 

apart after the resignation of the FDP ministers. A month later, Erhard resigned and the 

Kissinger-Brandt coalition of CDU and SPD came to power. Although the fall of 

Erhard’s government and the formation of the Grand Coalition on 1 December 1966 

were widely perceived as a defeat for American interests, Johnson and his aides also 

recognised the great potential benefits of this government. It was clear that the new 

German government had a different perspective on the long-standing nuclear sharing 

issue.

In the ‘8 Points Programme of the New Federal government’ on 12 November 

1966 the SPD stated that ‘all the demands for the nuclear sharing for the FRG were 

unrealistic and hindered the understanding and detente and therefore should be 

cancelled.’ The Social-Democrats had agreed to support ‘any Non-proliferation treaty, 

which did not discriminate against Germany.’ “

The seriousness of the new German approach was underlined by the creation of 

the *II B’ sub-department for arms control in the Foreign Ministry in Bonn. The first 

reports of this department envisaged the possibility of accepting non-proliferation

\



together with a consultative solution, if it would mean Germany’s participation in the 

targeting, nuclear planning and nuclear crisis-management and a veto against the use of 

the nuclear weapons deployed on German territory.*“̂  On 13 December 1966 

Chancellor Kiesinger speaking in the West German Bundestag expressed the readiness 

of the government to ‘cooperate on the proposals for arms control, arms reduction and 

disarmament.’

When on 20 December 1966 McGhee told the new Foreign Minister from the 

SPD, Willy Brandt, that the planned NPT would not include a ‘common solution in the 

form of MLF’ no negative reaction followed from the Germans.'^^ Brandt, in contrast to 

his predecessor Schröder, did not consider the MLF a realistic solution. He suggested 

that the FRG ‘denounce the right to “say” and control over nuclear weapons in the same 

way it renounced its production.’ As an alternative. West Germany could participate 

more in planning and crisis management in the Alliance. From his point of view, the 

NPT could not prevent the Germans from ‘exercising a veto over the nuclear weapons 

deployed in Germany or targeted against objects in the German territory’.

The West German conditions of the adherence to the non-proliferation treaty 

outlined by Brandt in early 1967 did not include the ‘hardware’. Instead the Foreign 

Minister stressed the necessity to safeguard the security interests of non-nuclear powers, 

support the peaceful use of nuclear energy and not to prevent the ‘future unity of

Europe’.128

The Last battle for the MLF. The European Clause and the NPT

Although in the course of the non-proliferation treaty the ‘hardware’ MLF/ ANF 

projects were finally buried on both sides of the Atlantic, the European clause outlasted 

its original framework of the Multilateral Force. The Johnson administration took the 

position that it would not insist on the inclusion of the European clause in the Charter of 

the NATO nuclear force, but expressed willingness to ‘respond effectively to the largest 

possible consensus among interested European allies’.'"^ The Department of State 

considered that it would not be practical for the LfS to foreclose the ‘European clause’. 

Although the Soviet Union might consider it as ‘flexibility’ on US part, it would not 

change the Soviet position which was to rule out any kind of collective force: Atlantic 

or European. On the other hand, it would be harmful for many Europeans, in particular 

Erhard, who staked his reputation on holding open a future European option.
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In public statements US representatives continued to show full support for the 

European option. In his statement to the United Nations Correspondents Association on 

18 August 1965 head of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency William C. Foster 

noted that ‘if the nations of Europe were to achieve the kind of political unity, which 

included some central political authority capable of deciding in behalf of all members 

on the use of nuclear weapons, we feel that reconsideration of the provisions of the 

charter for the Atlantic force would be appropriate.’

Although encouraging the general idea of the European option mainly in order to 

provide support for Erhard*'^", the United States government for a long time avoided 

making any comments on the European clause in relation to the non-proliferation treaty. 

For the American policy-makers the notion of a European nuclear force was something 

of a ‘tempest in a teapot.’ In April 1966 US Secretary of State Rusk suggested that it 

was rather fatuous to cause trouble over a European clau.se while de Gaulle was 

‘vigorou.sly engaged in destroying any immediate prospect of movement toward 

unity.’ In addition, any position publicly taken by the United States in relation to non

proliferation could have immediately affected Soviet-American negotiations which were 

the core of NPT preparations. The Soviet government had been saying that the 

European option provision complicated the treaty unnecessarily, making it a very 

remote possibility.''^^

In the midst of Soviet-American negotiations on the NPT Rostow attracted the 

President’s attention to the issue of the American veto. He recommended not giving up 

the US veto in any arrangements within NATO or other alliances. If a European force 

emerged it would operate with the US strategic forces in Europe or be fired on the basis 

of an affirmative action both by Europe and the US. No American President was going 

to place in the hands of the Europeans or anyone else the right to determine when the 

US would be engaged in a nuclear war or when nuclear weapons of US manufacture 

might be f i r e d . H o w e v e r ,  the memorandum suggested that the Europeans probably 

really desired not so much an independent right to fire the weapons but an insurance 

policy against the possibility of an American withdrawal from Europe. The prospects of 

a European nuclear force would therefore be a kind of guarantee against it and Rostow 

recommended supporting it.'”̂̂

The language of Article I drafted by the US-USSR NPT Working Group which 

started its work in September 1966 clearly preserved the ‘European option’. It stated 

that ‘in the event of the formation of a federated state including one or more entities that



had been nuclear weapon States the new State would succeed the nuclear status'. If, on 

the other hand, only a partial European defence community was created without federal 

institutions, it could not succeed in attaining nuclear status. The community would be an 

additional rather than a successor entity and thus would mean a clear case of 

proliferation.'’̂  ̂ This formulation meant that no change of the European status in the 

Atlantic community was possible unless a European union was created comprising the 

sovereignty of the former states. The MLF or ANF was not possible until then.

Having found a compromise with Moscow, the US administration faced the 

nonetheless difficult problem of convincing its European allies and, in particular the 

Germans, to accept a new Soviet-American formula. For the Erhard government the 

European clause became merely an instrument to influence negotiations on the NPT.’’̂*' 

The meeting of the CDU/CSU section of the Bundestag on 20 September 1966 made it 

clear that the NPT could not be signed unless it included the European o p t i o n . W e s t  

German Chancellor Erhard and his successor Kurt Georg Kiesinger clearly showed their 

wish to retain the possibility of eventually creating a joint European force. New German 

Foreign Minister Willy Brandt on the contrary had never believed that a non

proliferation treaty could prevent a European nuclear force. He did not .seem concerned 

either about the effect of the treaty on a European nuclear force or GDR attendance at a 

conference pursuant to the a g r e e m e n t . A t  the NATO ministerial meeting in December 

1966, Willy Brandi told Rusk to forget the European clause. ‘If there ever was a united 

Europe’, he thought, ‘it would either be a successor to the present nuclear powers or 

lead to a renegotiation of a non-proliferation treaty’.'"" From Brandt’s point of view 

‘there would be no European solution to the nuclear problem, until a relatively 

developed form of European unity was found.’

Despite Brandt’s support, it took a much longer time for the German government 

to accept the treaty. On 21 February 1967 US Ambassador McGhee was instructed by 

the Department of State to give Kiesinger a draft summary of interpretations dealing 

with the effect of the draft treaty formulations on the problem of European unity. The 

US administration was unable to give its official interpretation of the European clause 

issue, aware as it was that the Soviet Union would never agree to the creation of such a 

new federal European state. The representative of the Soviet Foreign Ministry Oleg 

Grinevsky clearly stated several times that Moscow could not tolerate a public 

statement by the US on this problem."'’̂ On 27 March 1967 Roshchin made a verbal 

statement to Foster that the Soviet Union would ‘not be bound by the unilateral



interpretation of the European clause by the United States’. At the same time no 

objection was made against the very existence of such an interpretation. As argues 

Timerbaev, the Soviet Union considered that the creation of the European federation 

was not realistic, taking into account the contradictions between Britain, France and 

Germany. For Moscow, the discussions on the European federation were simply aimed 

at keeping afloat the idea of the European clause when the MLF, the main object of the 

Soviet critic, was already dead,'"^

Being aware of the Soviet position the US policy-makers found a compromise 

solution. It was taken for granted that a European clause could not be inserted into the 

text of the NPT. At the same time, the absence of public objections from the USSR gave 

the United States the possibility of obtaining an agreement from her European allies on 

the American formulation of the non-proliferation treaty in relation to European unity. 

The interpretation given to the Germans stated that the NPT did ‘not deal with the 

problem of European unity, and would not bar succession by a newly federated 

European state to the nuclear status of one its former components’. It would bar, 

however, transfer or control of nuclear weapons to a new multilateral or other entity that 

lacked the attributes of a federated state.

Although the German government had agreed to sign a non-proliferation treaty it 

was not completely satisfied with the American interpretation of the European clause. 

During the ratification debate, Willy Brandt and Gerhard Schröder, ex-Foreign Minister 

and Chairman of the Bundestag Foreign Affairs Committee, began developing a new 

formula for the European option. In contrast to the US interpretation of the NPT, which 

permitted the transfer of nuclear weapons only after the establishment of a European 

federal state, it demanded that all the intermediate steps to unity be defined as being in 

conformity with the NPT. Upon ratification Germany stated that *no provision of the 

Treaty might be interpreted in such a way as to hamper the further development of 

European unification, especially the creation of a European Union with appropriate 

competence.’ Italy took a similar position and insisted that the treaty should provide the 

opportunity for gradual movement toward European unity.

Thus, the non-proliferation treaty was signed but a common understanding was 

not reached among the NATO members on the status of the European clause in relation 

to the treaty. Did the NPT actually prohibit the European option? Under Article 1 the 

nuclear weapons states are obliged ‘not to transfer to any recipient whatsoever nuclear 

weapons or other nuclear explosive or control over such weapons or devices directly or



indirectly’. The non-nuclear weapons states are obliged under Article II ‘not to receive 

the transfer from any transfer or whatsoever of nuclear weapons or other nuclear 

explosive devices or of control over such weapons or explosive devices directly, or 

indirectly.’*'*̂  As a result, on the one hand the NPT prohibited the transfer of control of 

nuclear weapons to a fully integrated multilateral entity, as a European defence 

community, in spite of its supranational character. But on the other, a Federated 

European state could succeed to the nuclear status of one of its former components.

Conclusion

In spite of the withdrawal of the US initiative on the MLF in December 1964 and lack 

of British support for their own ANF proposal, the idea of the collective nuclear force 

was kept afloat throughout the whole of 1965. Having passed successfully through the 

parliamentarian elections in the autumn, Erhard renewed German claims for the 

‘hardware’ solution to the NATO nuclear problem. The EEC empty chair crisis did not 

seem to have a serious influence on either the German or US position towards the 

creation o f the NATO nuclear force. One month before the crisis was resolved in 

January 1966, President Johnson and Chancellor Erhard decided to proceed with the 

discussions on nuclear sharing in NATO, which did not exclude a ‘hardware solution’. 

In this context, the McNamara proposal for increased nuclear consultation was more of 

a parallel course to the MLF/ANF rather than a serious alternative to these projects. In 

spite of the minor opposition in the US administration from McGeorge, Bundy and the 

Wilson government in Britain, other parties involved in the negotiations on the creation 

of the NATO nuclear force in the Paris Working Group still thought that the ‘Special 

Committee’ would not be a satisfactory solution to the Alliance's nuclear problem.

However, during discussions with the Americans, it became clear that the 

German position gradually moved closer to that of the British. Faced with the US 

reluctance to return to the pure MLF approach, Bonn withdrew its claims for the mixed- 

manned surface force as it was envisaged in the MLF. The ANF, which in its essence 

was aimed against the creation of additional nuclear forces, had now completely 

replaced the MLF. Although the word MLF itself survived in the international lexicon 

until the next year 1966, its meaning was different from the original concept of the 

mixed-manned multilateral surface force.

The German precondition that there could be no NPT without the MLF delayed 

the .signing of the treaty but was not the most important obstacle on the road to the



Soviet-American agreement. The US administration itself needed much time to realise 

that the Kremlin’s intentions to stop the proliferation of nuclear weapons were serious 

and that NATO allies were ready to accept the non-proliferation treaty. There was no 

deal with the Russians to exchange the MLF for the NPT as it is argued by David Tal.'"** 

The Multilateral Force was already rejected by all the NATO countries, including West 

Germany, who realised that it made no sense to continue debates. The German rejection 

of the MLF concept was a sign for the Johnson administration that the United States 

could proceed with the non-proliferation treaty negotiations. David Owen noted that in 

1966 during the negotiations on the NPT ‘the US government sacrificed corpse, not a 

living body.’

Finally, the US-Soviet agreement on the NPT which excluded the transfer of 

nuclear weapons to non-nuclear states meant a full stop in the history of the MLF. 

Although the option of European unification was preserved it differed from the original 

European clause debated by the MLF Working Group. While the first draft of the clause 

envisaged a larger role for Western Europe vis-à-vis the United States in the Atlantic 

framework of the MLF, the final formula separated European integration from Atlantic 

integration.
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Conclusion
The post-war European security system was based on the principle of double 

containment: both the Soviet Union and Germany had to be prevented from dominating 

Western Europe. The Organisation of the Atlantic Alliance, NATO was created to serve 

this purpose by guaranteeing US military protection to Europe. With the adoption in the 

United States of the ‘massive retaliation’ doctrine and the deployment of US nuclear 

missiles in Europe the basis of European security became essentially nuclear. The 

European members of NATO depended on US nuclear protection in addition to the 

American troops deployed on the continent. At the same time, the rapid technological 

progress in the USSR that made the United States vulnerable to Soviet inter-continental 

missiles and the direct threat of Soviet inter-mediate range nuclear missiles on Western 

Europe caused a lack of confidence in the US nuclear deterrence. Europeans became 

worried that the United States would automatically use its nuclear weapons to respond 

to a Soviet attack against Western Europe.

The nuclearisation of NATO created a dilemma among its members. On the one 

hand, Europeans, including the Germans, had to play a larger role in the nuclear defence 

of the Euro-Atlantic area in order to overcome the NATO crisis of confidence. On the 

other hand German possession of nuclear weapons had to be avoided by any means. 

Although the 1954 Kernwaffenversicht and the Euratom agreement precluded the 

German nuclear option, neither in Europe nor in the United States was it taken for 

granted that the FRG would never gain access to nuclear weapons, especially after the 

Adenauer government left office. After the successful test of the first French atomic 

bomb in 1960 some analysts both in Europe and in the United States feared that French 

progress might also push the FRG to begin its own nuclear programme. With the ban on 

building a German nuclear force, there were two possible ways for the FRG to take part 

in the NATO nuclear defence policy: through the transfer of American nuclear weapons 

or through cooperation with other European countries, and in particular with France. In 

the period from the late 1950s till mid-1960s these two approaches co-existed among 

the NATO members. For the Europeans it was a quest for a say in matters of nuclear 

defence, for the United States it was a quest to deter any centrifugal tendencies in the 

Alliance and to keep Germany firmly tied to NATO.

Introduced in December 1960 the project to create a sea-based multilateral 

NATO nuclear force was an attempt by Washington to balance European and American 

interests. According to Robert Bowie, US objectives in the MLF were to increase the
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credibility o f Western nuclear deterrence, provide political cohesion in NATO, limit 

European nuclear options and prevent Germany from acquiring her own nuclear 

weapons. For the European members of NATO this scheme was expected to reinforce 

the defence o f the continent by committing 5 Polaris submarines to the NATO nuclear 

force and creating conditions for a US veto-free nuclear deterrent. In contrast with 

purely NATO or purely European approaches, the MLF represented a Euro-Atlantic 

option of a strong European pillar embedded in the larger framework of the Atlantic 

Alliance. In the next six years the MLF issue snowballed and became overburdened 

with other urgent tasks such as countering de Gaulle's ideas of a French-organised 

Europe or solving the problems of independent British deterrence and the removal of 

Jupiter mhsWcs from Italy.

In late 1966 the MLF forever disappeared from the European and Atlantic 

agenda. Despite all the preparatory work done by the Working Group and in national 

capitals this project never saw the light of day. Seen from outside, the death of the MLF 

was primarily caused by the withdrawal of American initiative. Members of the 

Kennedy administration W alt Rostow and George Ball thought that the President failed 

to take a decisive position in 1961-1962 and to use the American leadership to see the 

project through to its conclusion.^ Kennedy’s and Johnson’s National Security Adviser 

Bundy argued that the MLF was ‘kept going mainly by the skills and energy of its 

backers in the Department of S t a t e . D a v i d  Schwartz similarly put an emphasis on the 

role of the MLF advocates ‘who were convinced wrongly that the European desire for a 

greater share of responsibility in the alliance could be met by a mixed-manned, 

multi laterally controlled fleet of Polaris missiles.’’̂

Although, as we saw from the course of the MLF debates, the internal dynamics 

within the US administration were crucial to the development of the project, these 

explanations tend to ignore the role of the other countries. The main requirement from 

the American point of view was a strong European will to proceed with the Multilateral 

Force. Domestic factors that prevented Italy, West Germany and the United Kingdom 

from joining the United States in the MLF creation were essential for US decision

making. The lack of sufficient support among the Europeans became the most important 

factor for Kennedy in summer 1963 and for Johnson in 1964 not pushing the project 

forward. Since no European country aside from the FRG was ready to take part in the 

project, there was no need for the US President to take an affirmative decision to 

proceed with the MLF creation.



In the meantime, Washington kept the MLF afloat in order to control all debates 

on nuclear sharing among the European NATO members. Even without a NATO 

nuclear force being brought into the world, the simple discussion served the American 

purpose of improving transatlantic relations. In December 1964 Assistant Secretary for 

European Affairs William Tyler argued that the most important task for the United 

States in the MLF was ‘the education o f Europeans in the facts of our age,’ The projects 

to create a collective nuclear force such as the MLF or the ANF from his point of view 

had to become a major factor in this educational process."* Indeed, in the course of the 

MLF and ANF debates, the European leaders became familiar with the potential of 

nuclear weapons. The opinion of European leaders was corrected from plans to create 

an independent deterrent towards the transformed NATO nuclear strategy. Washington 

successfully adapted NATO strategy to the altered circumstances. Most of the nuclear- 

capable systems, including British V-bombers, Polaris submarines and German F-I04 

fighters, would be integrated into the multinational nuclear force of NATO.

Despite Trachtenberg's arguments that strategic stability was reached in Europe 

in 1963, the German nuclear question was resolved only after the signing of the NPT 

and the creation of the mechanism of nuclear consultation in NATO. These events, on 

one hand, maintained the unity of the Atlantic Alliance and, on the other, created the 

necessary conditions for the détente which began in the late 1960s. The multilateral 

solution which was initially supported by Eisenhower, became simply insufficient by 

the time of Kennedy and Johnson. The localisation of German nuclear ambitions at the 

European level was not possible due to strong opposition from the Soviet Union and the 

lack of common political institutions in Europe to provide effective control of nuclear 

weapons. To address the danger of nuclear dissemination not only in Europe, but in the 

wider world a more global solution was needed. It was found in the combination of the 

Atlantic and international systems of control which excluded German access to nuclear 

weapons. The process of binding Germany to the West which started with the debates 

on German rearmament in 1950, the ill-fated EDC and Euratom found its logical 

conclusion in 1966. The Atlantic security system which evolved towards the greater 

participation of European NATO members in the formulation of the Alliance’s nuclear 

strategy provided an effective and realistic mechanism to increase the FRG’s role in its 

own defence. At the same time, the international obligation that Germany took in the 

NPT conclusively precluded any variant of the European option. According to the
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treaty, Germany would neither participate in the European nuclear force together with 

France nor in a NATO force of an MLF type.

For NATO, the MLF proposal served as a ‘lightning rod’ which took over all 

the controversies of nuclear sharing at a time when the Alliance was passing though 

doctrinal change. The involvement of the Monnet Committee in the MLF debates and 

the introduction of the European clause turned the discussions on the European option 

to the Atlantic direction. It allowed preventing de Gaulle from damaging the Alliance. 

Even though France withdrew from the military bodies of the Alliance, NATO 

collapse was avoided and the crisis of confidence in relations with the Western 

European countries was resolved. If we turn from the American to the European 

perspective on the MLF issue we see that the European countries were important 

players in this process. Although the importance of external factors such as the Soviet 

Union was crucial, the outcome of the MLF debates was determined by the national 

interests pursued by the European capitals. These interests in turn did not always 

coincide with American interests. Similarly to the EDC case the MLF debates revealed 

that all European countries, instead of strengthening the European component in the 

Atlantic defence, preferred to decide on nuclear strategy together with the United 

States. Such a decision-making procedure should involve as few European countries as 

possible. Although Italy was the main advocate of a European clause, at the same time 

it made the proposal for a restricted Special Committee in the MLF and pressed the 

United States for a place in the NATO Standing Group.

The United Kingdom tried to avoid participation in the mixed-manned force and 

insisted on a British veto over the use of nuclear weapons in Europe. The purchase of 

the American Polaris missiles further deepened the dependence on the United States 

and thus British interest in influencing the US nuclear strategy. After the introduction of 

the MLF project the British government was against the concept of the Multilateral 

Force and preferred to set up a small group of national representatives which would 

share secret information about the armaments and deployment of the force. As an 

alternative to the MLF proposal London considered a contribution by some or all 

NATO countries having nuclear weapons, mainly tactical, to a NATO pool. A long time 

before the United States, Britain had foreseen the move towards détente with the Soviet 

Union and used the MLF debates to promote a software approach of nuclear 

consultation which would be more acceptable for Moscow than a NATO nuclear force.



France's main goal was to attain equal status with Britain and the-United States 

in NATO. When de Gaulle’s proposal for a nuclear directorate failed, French hostility to 

NATO became an instrument for shaping Alliance nuclear policy. The French 

withdraw'al from the Alliance’s political structure gave Paris more power vis-à-vis the 

United States and the United Kingdom.

Proving the strongest support to the MLF the West German government was 

mainly interested in firmly binding the USA to Europe and in reducing as far as possible 

the quantity of countries that would have to decide on the use of the nuclear weapons. 

The German majority control formula to launch the MLF based on the financial 

contributions from its members was expected to ensure a privileged position for the 

Federal Republic.

The present study argues that in the first half of the 1960s European attempts to 

propose an alternative to the American nuclear protection were made merely to 

influence the American policy of nuclear sharing in order to receive more concessions. 

Italy used the European clause to win the Socialists support for the MLF and to secure a 

larger role for the country in the future even though at that time participation was not 

possible. For Germany the European clause became a means to save face when the MLF 

project was losing ground. Both Germany and Italy successfully used the evolution 

formula enclosed in the MLF Treaty to counter French allegations that the Multilateral 

Force would be totally dominated by the United States.'*̂

The Dutch government supported closer European defence integration but only 

in the Atlantic framework. For them, the military presence of the United States in 

Europe was a guarantee for Western European security not only in the short-term, but 

also in the long-term perspective. Britain and France were the main adversaries of the 

European clause. A political Union with federal structures which was the prerequisite 

for an independent European nuclear force was not acceptable to either London or Paris 

because it would restrict the power of the nation-state and limit sovereignty on the use 

of nuclear weapons.

The United States vainly tried to push European countries to create a closer 

political union and to conduct a more active common policy in both European and 

international affairs, namely in providing aid to the Third World. In contrast to the 

EDC, Washington chose not to put heavy pressure on the Europeans, but to wait for 

their own initiative. The very concept of European integration w'as perceived 

differently in the United States and in Europe. The accelerating economic growth in
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individuai European countries and the progress of the Common Market had tended to 

create an impression of a wider and more solid political integration than in fact existed, 

and which American decision makers were taking in account while elaborating the 

MLR

Alan Milward in his book The European Rescue o f  the Nation State argues that 

supranational organisations were set up by the nation states merely for their own 

specific interests. Therefore, European integration did not mean an eclipse of the nation 

state within a federal Europe but its rescue as a full-power actor in internal and external 

policy. In contrast to the EEC, in the military sphere supranational authority did not 

exist that could speak authoritatively for Western Europe or even a part of it.

In February 1964 a research memorandum ‘REU-11’ by the US Department of 

State concluded that there was insufficient consensus on defence and foreign policy 

among the Western European states to ‘undertake a collective defence effort going 

beyond alliance arrangements.’̂  As a consequence of the US military guarantees, no 

We.stern European government was seriously concerned with integration of defence 

forces and their subordination to a central authority. The debates on the MLF creation 

clearly showed that the influence of the European states was increased not through the 

creation of common defence institutions but through a bigger ‘say’ in the formulation of 

the US and Alliance's nuclear policy.

From the Monnet viewpoint the existence of a jointly-owned nuclear weapons 

system would inevitably produce the necessary political unity, but the reverse would not 

be true.^ However, the MLF failed to serve as a locomotive for European integration. It 

was an example that European military integration represented a much more 

complicated process than economic or even political integration. In the military sphere 

American and Soviet interests had greater value. After the ill-fated attempt to build a 

multilateral nuclear force, European economic cooperation and transatlantic security 

relations evolved on separate tracks. In 1966 when the MLF was forgotten, creation of 

the NPG provided a solution acceptable for everybody. The successful collaboration in 

regard to the nuclear issue in the NATO framework made the other forms of European 

collaboration in this field meaningless.

At the present time in the background of European efforts to play a larger 

military role in NATO any serious reform of Western defence would require the re

examination o f the Atlantic Alliance’s nuclear deterrence. The US still deploys up to 

200 nuclear weapons in Europe as a part of nuclear sharing arrangements. A significant



proportion of these weapons are intended for delivery on aircraft belonging to non

nuclear NATO members in the event of war.* France and the UK continue to maintain 

national control over their nuclear weapons.^ As long as the proliferation of the 

weapons of mass destruction represents a threat to international security, nuclear 

deterrence will retain its important place in European security. Therefore, the creation of 

a European defence identity will require the inclusion of a nuclear component.

French politicians have repeatedly talked about the possibility of putting the 

‘force de frappe’ in a European context. In 1992, then French President François 

Mitterand reopened the debate about the future of French nuclear forces by raising in his 

New Year Address the issue that : ‘Only two of the twelve have nuclear forces. For their 

national policies they have a clear doctrine. Is it possible to conceive a European one?’ 

His successor, Jacques Chirac in January 2006 said that: ‘Ma conviction demeure que 

nous devrons, le moment venu, nous poser la question d'une Défense commune, qui 

tiendrait compte des forces de dissuasion existantes, dans la perspective d'une Europe 

forte, responsable de sa sécurité’.'**

The possibility of a European deterrent force was also widely discussed in 

academic debates. Some Italian researchers in the early 1990s envisaged that the 

instrument for a European deterrent could be represented by a ‘fleet of nuclear 

submarines, equipped with nuclear missiles and with mixed European crews’. Such a 

force could be built on a series of bilateral (Franco-German, Franco-Italian etc.) 

agreements to provide delivery weapons with French nuclear weapons and mixed 

crews. ‘ '

However, it is clear for everyone that before the creation of an EU nuclear force, 

intermediate steps, including different shared command and control arrangements, are 

necessary. But they are prohibited by the NPT unless all European nation-states were to 

be succeeded by a federal European state. The latest developments in the EU and the 

failure of the European constitution treaty make the latter a very distant perspective, 

thus leaving a European nuclear option as one for the future. Unless European countries 

reach real political unity and are ready to delegate an important military decision to a 

supranational authority, the debates about an independent European defence could mean 

mainly a need for further NATO reform and closer consultations with the United States. 

In this case the experience of the debates on the creation of the Multilateral Force offers 

a rich source of lessons for future cooperation between a united Europe and the United 

States on matters of European security.
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