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A Violent Peace

In the early 1990s the issue of climate change was emerging as a major 
challenge but at that time most of the evidence appeared to show that 
it would be the countries in the temperate latitudes that would be 
most affected, with tropical and sub-tropical regions escaping the 
worst of the impact. That at least meant that wealth and resources 
might be well placed to meet the challenge. This did not mean that 
environmental challenges across the Global South could be ignored, 
especially when those challenges combined with many problems of 
poverty and marginalisation.

It was in that context that a conference took place a few years 
later in Dhaka on the links between environmental degradation and 
poverty, organised by a Bangladeshi NGO and financed by the World 
Bank. It brought together experts from many parts of the world and, 
as is usually the case with such meetings, it was held in an interna-
tional hotel. This particular well-appointed hotel had been built in a 
secluded part of the city a few years before, but the explosive growth of 
Dhaka in the 1980s and early 1990s meant that it was now surrounded 
by a large shanty town crowded with people who had come in from the 
countryside in search of work. 

The poverty was extreme, with little fresh water, open sewers, rats 
everywhere and many of the hastily built dwellings liable to repeated 
flooding during the monsoons. In the midst of this was the hotel, with 
its carefully tended tropical gardens, large swimming pool, sun-loung-
ers, sauna and fitness centre. The whole complex was surrounded by a 
high fence and barbed wire, with just one entrance, protected by armed 
guards. Conference delegates came in from the airport in taxis or hotel 
bus, stayed there for the duration of the conference, earnestly discuss-
ing poverty and the environment, and then departed.

No disrespect is intended towards the World Bank, at least on 
this occasion. The Bangladeshi organisers did their best to bring the 
conference down to earth, with some hard-hitting papers from local 
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researchers who worked among the shanty dwellers. Moreover, several 
of the participants from Bangladesh and overseas argued forcibly and 
effectively that the problems of poverty within the country stemmed 
far more from its debt burden and perennial trade difficulties than 
from internal corruption and mismanagement, serious though that 
was. After all, East Bengal in the eighteenth century had been one 
of the most successful economies in Asia, before the East India 
Company got to work on it. There was certainly no little irony in dis-
cussing poverty in such surroundings, but the circumstances of that 
hotel could be repeated throughout the world. 

Over half a century or more, intercontinental business travel and 
tourism increased at a remarkable rate. Many people thought nothing 
of moving from Rio to Cape Town or from Delhi to Bangkok on 
business, or visiting the game parks of Zimbabwe, Tanzania and South 
Africa or the beaches of Goa, Thailand, Kenya and the Gambia. In 
their travels they lived in an almost perpetual cocoon, carefully 
protected from the real lives of the great majority of the people around 
them. Tourists would stay in high-rise hotels on spectacular sea fronts 
and travel by coach out to the mountains and game parks. They might 
have visited the expensive and fashionable downtown shops perhaps 
only a few blocks from the hotel, but they would not walk there after 
dark – indeed they would not be encouraged to walk anywhere after 
dark and would certainly not see the massive shanty towns that are a 
feature of so many cities across the world.

The world’s elite has increased in size and wealth over that half 
century and, COVID-19 notwithstanding, has been mobile as never 
before, travelling the world in a perpetual mirage, constantly protected 
and made comfortable, happily unaware of the real world. Not that 
such marginalisation is restricted to the countries of the Global South. 
Over that same period, marginalisation has grown alarmingly in many 
northern states, accelerated by the aftermath of the 2008 financial 
crisis and more recently by COVID-19 where, in mid-2020 Britain, 
one in ten people needed support from voluntary food banks.1 

Closing the castle gates

As marginalisation increased, the concern of the better off for their 
personal security also increased, shown by the growth across the world 
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of gated communities and private security forces. Take, for example, 
the case of Heritage Park.2 South Africa, like many countries that have 
particularly deep divisions of wealth and poverty, has a serious crime 
problem, especially in the major cities and townships. Many actions of 
the government may be directed towards improving the basic condi-
tions of the marginalised majority, but it is proving to be an enormous 
task. Meanwhile, the richer elites of the country, mainly but not all 
white, take personal security seriously. Many live in gated communi-
ties or apartments protected by security guards, deserting the cities for 
suburban security at the end of each working day. 

One development in South Africa is perhaps taking this to its 
logical conclusion and was, in some ways, ahead of its time. When 
Heritage Park was planned 30 years ago in the exclusive Cape set-
tlement of Somerset West, it was seen as an almost completely 
self-contained community of the wealthy, surrounded and protected 
by a formidable electrified fence. When completed the 500-acre site 
would contain about 2,000 attractive high-cost homes surrounding a 
50-acre central park with lakes, forest and bird sanctuary. Waterways, 
jogging tracks, a horse trail, children’s playground, recreation ground, 
sports field and sports hall would all be within the perimeter fence, as 
would a church and even a village green. The community would also 
have shops, schools, restaurants, a hotel, a theatre, a small business 
park and light industries. 

Entry into Heritage Park would be by permit through one of four 
security entrances, and it would have its own police force of 40 people 
primarily to provide protection from outside. Crime was therefore not 
expected to be a serious problem within the fence, which would be 
screened by trees and shrubs to make it difficult to see from the inside, 
though residents could expect fine views of the distant mountains. 
Heritage Park would be open to all, white, black or coloured, provided 
they could afford to live there, although the acknowledged reality 
was that most were expected to be white. Given the availability of 
education, employment and recreation facilities, it was expected that 
most residents would spend the great majority of their time within the 
fence, rarely having to go outside.

Within a decade, Heritage Park was very much up and running 
with the first 650 houses completed, along with two churches and two 
schools and 35,000-volt security fences, and was fulfilling an aim of 
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the original developer, George Hazelden, when he wrote, “We have 
taken a leaf or two out of the medieval past and placed it in our future. 
To be precise, we have stolen the concept of whole town fortification to 
create a crime-free state.”3 While the intention of the developers was 
to open the development to all who could afford to live there, at the 
end of that first decade just five of the first 1,500 residents were black. 
It is true that the developers also developed an outreach programme 
into local townships to provide work, and they built a small township 
for 200 black and coloured families within the estate but outside the 
fence and envisaged the day when the fence might be removed. That 
last hope, though, has not materialised and the fence, gates and control 
rooms remain. Indeed, many residents are also signed up to armed 
response security companies.

Heritage Park is an advanced example of a way of living that has 
become progressively more common throughout the world, including 
in the UK. In one sense it is nothing new, in that the richest and 
most powerful people throughout history have commonly found it 
necessary to pay particular attention to their own security and that of 
their possessions. What is more common is the manner in which the 
security of the richer sectors of society has become such a major phe-
nomenon throughout the world, but especially in those many places 
where the wealth–poverty divide is particularly marked. 

An even more extreme example was found in São Paulo in Brazil, 
at the same time as Heritage Park was being planned, where it was 
reported that the richest citizens had started to take to the sky for 
their own safety: 

Carjackings, kidnappings of executives and roadside robberies have 
become a part of the risks of daily life for anyone perceived to have 
money. So the demand for private helicopters in São Paulo has 
turned the city into one of the most vibrant markets for helicop-
ter dealers.4

What a difference a day makes

As the castle gates have closed, almost literally, around the protected 
residents of Heritage Park, so the richer states of the world try to close 
their gates to the seekers of a better life, a process which, for politicians, 
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is greatly aided in many countries by the tabloid press. Occasionally, 
the effects are bizarre, as seen in two examples from the more distant 
and recent past. In the early morning of 6 February 2000, for example, 
nearly two years before 9/11 and when the Taliban still controlled 
Afghanistan, an internal flight of the Afghanistan airline Ariana was 
hijacked and the crew was forced to fly it to Tashkent in Uzbekistan. 
From there it went on to Aktyubinsk in Kazakhstan before flying to 
Moscow. A few passengers were released before the plane headed west, 
landing at Stansted Airport in Britain at 2 a.m. the following day with 
164 people on board, 21 hours after it had left Kabul. 

The next day, 8 February, the British tabloid press gave the hijack the 
full treatment, concentrating on the ordeal of the passengers, already 
imprisoned in the plane for 48 hours, and the presence at Stansted 
of crack paramilitary units from the SAS, ready to storm the plane 
and free the hostages. The assumption was that the terrorists who had 
hijacked the plane were seeking some concession from the Taliban 
leaders in Kabul in exchange for the lives of the frightened passengers. 

A day later, the tabloid view had changed dramatically as it became 
clear that the hijackers were seeking asylum in Britain. Now ‘Stansted’ 
became ‘Scamsted’ as they were portrayed as scroungers seeking to 
sponge on Britain’s welfare state. Worse was to follow when the tired 
passengers were finally released and housed for a couple of days in an 
airport hotel, with many of them hoping to be allowed to stay. Now 
they, too, were scroungers, being accommodated at tax-payers’ expense 
in a luxury hotel while seeking an easy entry into ‘soft touch’ Britain. 
Almost immediately, the ever-vigilant Home Secretary announced 
that he would personally vet every application.

Fast forward two decades and the UK was in the midst of the 
COVID-19 pandemic while a trickle of asylum seekers tried to cross 
the Channel from northern France, most often in flimsy dinghies 
with many losing their lives. Many came from the Middle East, North 
Africa and South Asia, all too often forced to flee weak and failing 
states such as Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya that had been torn apart 
following disastrous Western interventions led by the United States, 
with the UK in prominent support.

The numbers were in the low thousands over several years at most, 
a tiny fraction of the several million refugees taken in by Lebanon, 
Turkey or indeed Germany. They were quite enough, though, for the 
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solidly right-wing and populist government of Boris Johnson to secu-
ritise them into a threat, with some of his supporting parliamentarians 
dubbing them a “migrant invasion”.

Keeping the violent peace – the Secret Squirrels

Heritage Park and its many equivalents across the world represent 
the need of elites to protect their lifestyles and the Afghan airline 
hijack and the cross-channel asylum-seekers are just two examples of 
hardening attitudes as wealthy states close down on immigration, but 
this is also a process that operates at the global level. Elite states and 
alliances also have to protect their interests in a security paradigm that 
has changed dramatically since the ending of the Cold War. For 45 
years, the West had one primary security concern, the confrontation 
with the Soviet bloc. It was straightforward, easy to understand and 
very simple – ‘them versus us’. After 1990 the world became a much 
more uncertain place, with diverse threats to Western well-being, so 
that the function of the Western military progressively became one 
of ‘keeping the violent peace’, being able to project military force 
anywhere in the world where Western interests were affected. 

A near classic example of this is indicative of the change and goes 
right back to that period after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 
1990. It was a specific response to the sudden and unexpected threat 
to Western oil supplies that started with the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait 
in August of that year and ended when the Iraqi forces were defeated 
and forced out of Kuwait a few months later in Operation Desert 
Storm. In the process, there was one particular event that featured 
in the war but did not even get into the public domain for several 
years. It concerns an operation by a little-known US Air Force unit 
deploying new missiles known colloquially as the ‘Secret Squirrels’ 
after a cartoon character. In its own way, the story of this unit is as 
much a metaphor for the future as is Heritage Park and is worth 
examining at some length.

Operation Desert Storm commenced on the evening of 16 January 
1991, with sustained air attacks on targets in many parts of Iraq. In 
Western Europe, the early indications of the attack became apparent 
very late in the evening as CNN and other TV networks interrupted 
programmes to bring the first news of the air raids. According to 
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available public sources, the air raids on Iraq were all launched from 
bases in the region, especially Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and other western 
Gulf states, and from aircraft carriers and missile ships in the Persian 
Gulf and the Red Sea.

This was not quite true. More than 15 hours before the raids on 
Baghdad commenced, a flight of seven B-52G long-range bombers 
took off from Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana on what was to 
become the longest air raid in history. Over the course of a day and 
a half, the planes flew out over the eastern United States, over the 
North Atlantic, Southern Europe, the Mediterranean and Egypt, and 
into air space over western Saudi Arabia. At no time did they cross 
into Iraqi air space. Instead, they launched a total of 35 air-launched 
cruise missiles at eight targets in Iraq, including power plants at Mosul 
in the north and a telephone exchange at Basra in the south. Having 
completed their task, the planes turned round and flew back to the 
United States. The entire operation involved a 35-hour 20,000-km 
flight supported by substantial air-to-air refuelling involving tanker 
aircraft operating out of air bases in Spain and the Azores.5

There were three remarkable features to this air raid. The first was 
the length (the first truly global demonstration of air power in time 
of war), the second was the weapons used to carry it out. Unlike the 
Tomahawk cruise missile used by the US Navy throughout the Gulf 
War, the US Air Force’s variant, the air-launched cruise missile, had 
originally been deployed only in a nuclear-armed form yet here it was 
being used to deliver a high-explosive warhead. Third, the raid was 
entirely experimental as the same targets could have been attacked 
with cruise missiles launched from ships close to Iraq.

There was no immediate military requirement to stage the hugely 
expensive operation from bases in the United States except, of course, 
to demonstrate the capacity of the US Air Force to project military 
power on a global scale. While this stemmed partly from a rivalry with 
the US Navy and its carrier-based air power, it also arose out of the 
experience of the air force in the previous decade. It is a story worth 
recounting, not least because of what it tells us about the way in which 
military thinking adapted rapidly to the post-Cold War world.

The process starts in the early 1970s, nearly 20 years before the Gulf 
War, with a series of developments in military technology. The most 
significant of these concerned the development of miniaturised power 
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plants and much-improved guidance systems. Over a number of years 
in the early 1970s, small, high performance turbofan jet engines were 
developed by the Williams Company in the US. These weighed less 
than 70 kg yet were able to power small pilot-less aircraft – cruise 
missiles – ten times that weight. So efficient were these engines that 
they could use on-board fuel to propel missiles armed with nuclear 
warheads for more than 1,600 km.

Over the same period, using newly developed computer technology 
combined with satellite-generated maps and accurate terrain-meas-
uring radar, guidance specialists developed systems that could guide 
these new cruise missiles throughout their flight, enabling them to 
land within 25 metres of their intended targets.

By the late 1970s, substantial contracts had been let for a new class 
of cruise missiles for use by the US Air Force and the US Navy. They 
were all broadly similar in form, 6 metres long and with stubby 2.5 
metre wings. The US Navy bought thousands of the missiles, naming 
them the Tomahawk Sea-Launched Cruise Missile or SLCM. Some 
were nuclear-armed but most were fitted with conventional high-
explosive warheads intended for use either against ships or against 
targets on land. Hundreds of these land attack missiles were fired 
during the Gulf War.

The US Air Force restricted itself to nuclear-armed cruise missiles, 
but they were produced in two rather different forms. The best-
known, at least in Europe, were the ground-launched cruise missiles 
(GLCMs) produced by General Dynamics. Over 500 were built 
and they formed a substantial part of the nuclear re-arming of the 
United States forces in Western Europe in the early 1980s, leading to 
a wave of anti-nuclear protests including the Women’s Peace Camp at 
Greenham Common in the UK, before eventually being withdrawn 
after the 1987 Intermediate Nuclear Force Treaty.

A much lesser-known version was the air-launched cruise missile 
(ALCM) produced by Boeing and built in very large numbers, also 
in the 1980s. The idea was to be able to launch the ALCM from a 
strategic bomber flying outside the heavily defended air space of the 
Soviet Union. The missile would then fly at very low level towards its 
target, making detection by radar difficult. The missile carried a ther-
monuclear warhead with a destructive force of 200 kilotons, about 15 
times the power of the Hiroshima bomb. Such was the momentum of 
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the nuclear arms race in the early 1980s that the Reagan administra-
tion ordered 1,700 of these missiles. Deployments started in December 
1982 and each B-52 could carry up to 20 missiles, six under each wing 
and another eight in an internal bomb bay.

By the late 1980s it was already becoming apparent to the more far-
sighted planners in the US Air Force that the Cold War was starting to 
wind down and that a new era was unfolding in which there might be 
larger numbers of small-scale conflicts. Thousands of nuclear-armed 
missiles and bombers were not necessarily the most appropriate 
weapons for such a disorderly world, and there might therefore be a 
renewed demand for long-range conventional bombing. This created 
an immediate worry – the risk of aircrew being shot down and held 
prisoner as in Vietnam – so some planners began to look at the pos-
sibility of developing a conventionally armed version of the ALCM. 
Using this, a plane could approach a regional conflict and attack targets 
with ‘stand-off ’ weapons, without putting the crew at risk.

One of the overall worries for the US Air Force was that its role in 
projecting military power might diminish and might even be taken 
over by its bitter rivals, the US Navy, with its aircraft carriers and sea-
launched cruise missiles. After all, interventions in the early 1980s in 
Lebanon and Grenada had mainly involved the Navy, the Marines and, 
to an extent, the Army. Future threats looked likely to include sudden 
regional crises that could break out many thousands of miles from the 
United States, especially in the Middle East or South-East Asia. For 
the Air Force to get ‘a piece of the action’, it would normally have to find 
a way of forward basing its aircraft within range of the conflict, whereas 
the more flexible Navy, with its large nuclear-powered aircraft carrier 
battle groups, had a considerable advantage. The Navy therefore stood a 
much better chance of maintaining its budget at a time of defence cuts.

All of these potential problems were brought home to the USAF by 
the disaster of a raid on Libya in April 1986, intended to punish the 
‘rogue state’ of Colonel Gaddafi. This was a joint operation between 
the Air Force and the Navy, with the latter flying its strike aircraft 
against Libya from aircraft carriers only a few hundred miles away in 
the Mediterranean. The Air Force, though, had to use F-111 medium-
range bombers operating from bases in Britain, as Southern European 
allies such as Italy were unwilling to let the USAF conduct this 
controversial operation from bases in their countries.
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Worse still, although the British government under Margaret 
Thatcher was more than willing to let British bases be used, the 
Spanish and French governments refused even to let the bombers 
over-fly their territories. As a consequence, the aircraft had to fly an 
extraordinary ‘round-the-houses’ dog-leg route out over the Bay of 
Biscay and the eastern Atlantic, through the Straits of Gibraltar and 
across the western Mediterranean, using multiple air-to-air refuelling. 
Crew fatigue in the cramped cockpits was high, bombs were mistak-
enly dropped on civilian areas, killing and injuring scores of people, 
and one plane and its crew was lost.

After the Libya raid, the Air Force planners sought to find a way to 
provide the much larger strategic bombers such as the B-52, designed 
specifically for long-range operations, with the ability to project con-
ventional air power worldwide. But their role was to deliver nuclear 
weapons and the ALCMs were one of the main ways of doing this. 
What was clearly required was a change of policy and a re-equipment 
process to give the Air Force ‘global reach’ with conventional weapons. 

As a result, a highly secret programme was started to convert nuclear-
armed ALCMs into conventional missiles. The nuclear warhead was 
stripped out and replaced with a 450 kg blast fragmentation warhead, 
and the guidance system was updated with a global positioning satellite 
receiver. The result was the conventional ALCM or CALCM, known 
by the bomber crews as the Secret Squirrel.

By the end of the 1980s the process was complete, and a small 
number of crews were trained in the new system. With the ending of 
the Cold War, the US Air Force waited for an opportunity to prove its 
new weapon, and that came on the opening day of Desert Storm. It 
was not relevant that the targets could have been attacked much more 
easily with the Navy’s ship-launched missiles a few hundred miles 
from Iraq; the point was that it demonstrated the ability of the US Air 
Force to hit targets almost anywhere in the world with impunity. In 
short, it provided one instrument for keeping the violent peace in the 
uncertain world that had replaced the Cold War.

Winning or losing control

This book is an attempt to discuss that uncertain world through 
to mid-century and how the world’s most powerful elites will seek 




