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Ladies & Gentlemen, my generation grew up in the Fearsome Fifties when hydrogen bombs 
and intercontinental ballistic missiles were being introduced; the Soviets were launching the 
world's first satellite; nuclear submarines were being invented; and the Fylingdales Early 
Warning System was being built to give us four minutes notice of nuclear obliteration - but 
more importantly from my point of view, the contraceptive pill had just been invented in 
America but had not yet arrived in Scotland, so sex was in the Doldrums. 
 
But enough of trivial reminiscence. 
 
 

The case for defence 
 
I consider it a very great honour to have been invited to address my fellow Friends this 
evening but as there is nothing new I can tell this audience about submarines I thought I 
would simply review British Defence Policy and shall begin with an allegory because, as the 
Americans would say, 'When you're up to your ass in allegories, it's easy to forget that the 
object of the exercise was to drain the swamp.'      
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The dodo was a flightless bird. 
It saw no need to fly. 
It thought it had no enemies 
But never wondered why. 
 
It lived upon an isle remote 
Where species never fought. 
So contemplating enemies, 
Was never worth the thought. 
 
It had a pair of tiny wings, 
Kind Mother Nature’s gift, 
But as the muscles had gone slack, 
They’d lost the power of lift. 
 
So, the dodo foraged on the ground, 
And ate till it was fat 
But then some hungry sailors came 
And that, of course, was that. 

 

In 1961, I joined the Navy to defend my country. It was only 16 years since the end of the 
Second World War and the defeat of Fascist dictatorship but my generation were faced with 
the equally great threat of Communist dictatorship, our enemy being the Soviet Union. To me 
then, the threat was very clear but if you said to a seventeen-year-old schoolboy today, 'Why 
not join the Navy and defend your country?' he would probably reply, 'Against what?'  
 
That would be a reasonable response because it is now 74 years since the end of the 
Second World War and 29 years since the end of the Cold War. Three, and in some cases 
four, generations have now lived in peace on mainland Britain. (Where I live, posters saying, 
'Happy Fortieth Birthday, Grannie,' are not uncommon). Only citizens over eighty have any 
real memories of Britain being under attack. Today, the vast majority of British citizen take 
peace for granted - as did the Dodo. 
 
But this latter day pax Britannica has not happened by accident. When World War 2 ended, 
we slipped seamlessly into era of Mutually Assured Nuclear Destruction, in which our 
Submarine Service found a new and crucial role. Midget submarines of the Shrimp Class 
were tasked with delivering nuclear depth charges into Soviet harbours, a challenge which 
demanded the strictest of need-to-know security and the very highest level of navigational 
accuracy.  
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And to back up our midget submarine force, the RAF had its force of V-bombers ready on the 
runway at fifteen minutes notice to fly kamikaze missions into the heart of Russia. Then, in 
1962, when I was a Midshipman in the Far East Fleet, the Bahamas Agreement was signed, 
allowing Britain to buy into the American Polaris programme.  
 
In one great leap, the Submarine Service was literally rocket-propelled from being an 
obscure battlefield weapon to the very top of the nation's defence priorities. The Royal Navy 
was to enter the world of Continuous at Sea Deterrence.  
 
My parents sent me a cutting from a Daily Express of the time explaining that Britain's new 
Polaris force of five SSBNs would be based in Aden and would target the Soviet Union from 
the Indian Ocean.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alas, some brilliant thinker in the Ministry then came up with the idea of basing our SSBNs at 
Faslane. So, instead of the South Yemen Liberation Front, we were faced with the SNP - and 
be in no doubt that SNP have every intention of kicking us out of Faslane if Scotland regains 
its independence. 

            
           

1962 also saw the Cuban Missile crisis. The world was on the very brink of nuclear war and It 
was only due to the professionalism of one Soviet submarine WEO, Vasili Alexandrovich 
Archipov, an Authorising Officer, refusing permission for his Captain to launch a 10 Kiloton 
nuclear torpedo at the American Task Group, that prevented the world's first nuclear 
exchange and probably the Third World War.  
 
So, even in the Soviet Navy, it was the WEO who saved the day.                               
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After the Cuba crisis, President Kruschev said: 'On the question of who won, human reason 
won.' So the Soviets understood very well, the meaning of nuclear deterrence; it takes two to 
tango. 
 
As we look back now with quiet satisfaction on 50 years of CASD, it is easy to forget that 
back then, nuclear war seemed like a very real possibility.  
 
For virtually the whole 45 years of the Cold War, our V-bombers followed by our Polaris 
submarines remained at fifteen minutes to launch our nuclear counter-strike. This was not 
bluff. This was the Assurance part of Mutual Destruction. The situation prompted me to 
scribble the following poem: 
 

Fearful politicians   Corridors of power 

Resolute Defence Chiefs                               Ready for the hour 

Sending coded signal                                                        Penetrating brine 

From their secret bunker                                                        Radiates the sign 

Fifteen minutes notice                                                     Out the missiles fly 

Taking retribution                                               Through the purple sky 

Tinker, tailor, soldier         Burns the human fuel 

Burns the little children 

Burns their little school. 

Atmospheric chaos 

Radiation bloom 

Diplomatic contacts 

Sent from shielded room. 

‘Have you learned your lesson? 

‘Is…..our…..message….clear?’ 

No communication              Nothing left to fear. 
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Six years after the Cuba crisis, in 1968, I arrived in Faslane as a newly qualified Submarine 
Electrical Officer, the very year that HMS Resolution deployed on Britain's first Strategic 
Nuclear Deterrent patrol. Her patrols were to be two months long and her patrol aims were: 
 
 Remain undetected 
 Maintain Constant Communication 
 Be at 15 Minutes Notice to Fire 
 
In terms of constant communication for a nuclear firing order, it was difficult to believe that a 
mere fifty-three years earlier, during the First World War, our submarines had been using 
homing pigeons to communicate - but while pigeons could carry messages back to base, 
they could not be despatched from Whitehall with the firing signal to a Bomber on patrol. 
Pigeons all also suffered from reliability problems.  

 

‘Up periscope,’ the Captain roared 
And up the lookstick flew. 
He snatched a fifteen second look 
Then turned to face his crew. 
‘The target is within our sights. 
‘We need to signal back 
‘And let the Admiralty know 
‘We’re ready to attack.’ 
‘Signalman, write that down in code 
‘And fetch our feathered ace. 
‘Then tie the signal to his leg  
‘And send him back to base.’ 
 
The submarine rose from the sea 
Like prehistoric beast. 
Its conning tower was opened quick. 
The pigeon was released. 
Arooga. Arooga. Arooga. 
The klaxon sounded thrice, 
And to the deep the boat returned, 
Its crew as cool as ice. 

 
‘The target’s coming at us,’ 
Roared the Captain with delight, 
And hugged the slim brass periscope 
To keep it in his sight. 
‘Good God!’ he groaned with tortured look. 
‘This is a bloody farce! 
‘Our pigeon’s sitting on my ‘scope. 
‘And all I see its arse!’ 
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‘A pigeon’s not a seabird, sir,’ 
The First Lieutenant said. 
‘It cannot land upon the waves 
‘And simply used its head.’ 
 
And every time the ‘scope went down, 
The bird flew round in search. 
And every time the ‘scope went up, 
It landed on its perch.  
‘Good God,’ the angry Captain cried. 
‘How am I to attack 
‘When every time I raise my ‘scope, 
‘That bloody pigeon’s back?’ 
 
‘Perhaps,’ the First Lieutenant said, 
‘He’s waiting for his mate. 
‘She’s nesting in the engine room 
‘Inside a piston crate.’ 
‘Well get her out,’ the Captain roared. 
‘Prepare the hen for flight. 
‘And get the pair both on their way 
‘So I can have my sight!’ 
 
‘I’m sorry, sir,’ a stoker said, 
‘The hen has just been fed. 
‘There’s no way now she’ll take the air. 
‘She thinks it’s time for bed!’ 
‘God give me strength!’ the Captain roared. 
‘To fly is what they’re for! 
‘Has no one told our pigeons that  
‘This country is at war?’ 
 
‘I think,’ the First Lieutenant said, 
‘To press home your attack. 
‘We’ll have to surface one more time 
‘And get our pigeon back!’  
 

That was my pigeon poem for Seaman Officers but I have another allegorical poem for my 
fellow Engineers. At Faslane, there was an area fenced off for the storage of drums of 
Intermediate Level nuclear waste from our ion exchange columns, with all the necessary 
hazard-warning signs and security arrangements. One day, I spotted a pigeon, which had 
clearly not read the warning signs and was roosting on one of the drums. It prompted this 
poem.  
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O pigeon roosting on yon drum 

Jammed in that rubber tyre, 

You know not what its purpose is 

And never could enquire 

About the toxic warning signs, 

The death-head, skull-and-bones 

In man’s graffiti on the gates 

Of locked exclusion zones. 

For you had soared above all that. 

You dropped in from the sky 

To claim your pre-warmed landing pad 

And feel your innards fry. 

O pigeon, hadst thou only known 

What gamma rays can do, 

You'd not be roosting on yon drum. 

It's best you never knew. 

 

 
Friends, to have kept all our nuclear-powered submarines operating safely throughout the 58 
years since the launch of HMS Dreadnought has called for an outstanding level of training 
and commitment from three generations of our submariners. Even Admiral Rickover would 
be impressed. 
 
In 1991, after forty-five years, of facing down the Soviets, and despite the fact that both sides 
had been armed to the teeth with nuclear weapons, the Cold War ended peacefully. It did not 
descend into a Third World War. I have no doubt that that was because nuclear deterrence 
worked. 
 
CND was founded in 1957 and has been campaigning for 52 years for unilateral nuclear 
disarmament. The Faslane Peace Camp founded 1982 has been campaigning against 
Polaris and Trident for 37 years and so has Jeremy Corbyn, former vice chair of CND and a  
potential future Prime Minister. They have all been campaigning for nuclear disarmament in 
the name of peace but history shows that they have been barking up the wrong tree. 
Nuclear deterrence is what has given us peace for the last 74 years. 
 
The First World War in which 18 million people died was dubbed the 'War to End All Wars'. A 
mere 21 years later, the Second World War began with a further 80 million being killed. 
There were no nuclear weapons then. So don't let CND or anyone else anyone fool you 
into the belief that ridding the world of nuclear weapons will bring peace. History has shown 
that the opposite is true.In 1998, when I was the aforementioned Commodore at Faslane, I 
witnessed the paying-off of our last Polaris submarine, HMS Repulse, and then the Navy 
paid me off. By then, our four Polaris submarines had completed 229 continuous deterrent 
patrols and maintained their patrol aims throughout. Since then, our Vanguard Class 
submarines have maintained our Continuous At Sea Deterrence. 
 
Given the technical and human problems involved in maintaining Continuous at Sea 
Deterrence, this is a phenomenal achievement. It is arguably Britain's greatest achievement 
since the Second World War. Our Submarine Service is still up there at the top of the World 
Premier League. Ours is a story to inspire - but the Silent Service does not seek publicity. 
To quote Rudyard Kipling: 'Not to us the praise man, not to us the praise.'  
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Probably 99.9% of the British public are unaware that something called Continuous at Sea 
Deterrence is in operation for their protection.  'Protection from what?' Joe Citizen may well 
ask. And that is the Catch 22. Because we have been maintaining the peace, there has been 
no Third World War, no drama, no killing, no acres of war graves, and no heroes - - Oh yes 
there are! 
 
I'd like to finish with a poem I wrote for our Deterrent Brigade. It's called 'Peace Be With 
Them', and, I'm proud to say, was broadcast on radio in the United States by a lady called 
Donna Seebo who was reviewing my book, 'On Her Majesty's Nuclear Service'.   

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PEACE BE WITH THEM 

In the bowels of a beast with a heart of steel, 

in Neptune’s black abyss, 

stand sixteen silent sentinels 

on watch o'er Britain's peace. 

And through the black abyssal deep, each day of every year, 

the Reaper ploughs the ocean, 

and sows his seeds of fear. 

 

In the bowels of the beast with the heart of steel 

where the nuclear cauldron boils, 

one hundred brave submariners 

attend their awesome toils. 

Whilst snug in quilted feather beds, full fifty million sleep, 

and spare no thought for those at sea, 

nor pray their souls will keep. 
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Albert Camus, the French philosopher said that, "Peace is the only battle worth waging".  
Friends, that is what our Submarine Service has been doing for the last 50 years. 

  

 
 
 

End 
 

 


