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Great Britain’s relationship with the United States has long 

been described as “special,” though whether this characterization is fair or 
meaningful remains a subject of heated debate.1 For John Charmley, the relationship 
“had its uses, but for many years . . . had been more useful to the 
Americans than it had to the British.”2 Henry Kissinger echoed this judgment, 
acknowledging that “the relationship was not particularly special in my 
day” but that Britain was important to the United States because “it made itself 
so useful.”3 The idea of a special relationship seems a distinctively 
Churchillian conception, a mythic invocation of a common interest to which 
HaroldMacmillan was happy to subscribe. Both of these British prime ministers, 
of course, had American mothers. Waning (during Edward Heath’s premiership) 
and waxing again (during Margaret Thatcher’s and Tony Blair’s 
times in ofªce), the special relationship is something that continues to be 
expressed in the politics of gesture, sentiment, and self-ascribed historic 
missions. 
Politicians employ rhetoric, whereas diplomats are more at home with 
practicalities. Oliver Franks, writing in 1990 about his service as British am- 
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