GREENHAM COMMON PEACE CAMP
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At the height of the global movement against nuclear
weapons, a group of women pitched their tents at
Greenham Common in Berkshire to protest its use as
a base for US cruise missiles. Over the next 19 years,
their vigil became an international phenomenon.
Steve Roberts speaks to two of those involved
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“G

reenham was the
first peace camp
set up following
the Women for Life on Earth
march that left Cardiff on August
27, 1981, arriving
at Greenham on
September 5. The
plan wasn’t to set
up a camp, but that
happened after
some of the women
chained themselves
to the main gate,
demanding a
half-hour TV
debate with the
government,”
says Rebecca Johnson, who resided at
Greenham Common between 1982-1987.
From this simple protest emerged one
of the most famous and vocal elements
of the peace movement in the 1980s and
beyond. Membership of the Campaign
for Nuclear Disarmament had never
been higher, with street protests around
the UK decrying the country being used
as a launch pad for American nuclear
missiles and thus a target for Soviet
strikes. Fear of nuclear annihilation,
graphically depicted on television by The
Day After and Threads, was endemic,
with endless debates over unilateral
vs multilateral disarmament. Vilified
by Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative
government and the right-wing press, the
women of Greenham Common became
a focus for this collective anxiety.
The early 1980s saw the peak of the
peace movement, including the 1983
Greenham Women Against Cruise legal
action against US President Ronald

Reagan and the Joint Chiefs
of Staff in the US Courts,
with which Rebecca
Johnson was involved. But
the Greenham Common
vigil persisted until the
ground-launched cruise
missiles (GLCMs)
were removed in 1991.
Moreover, the most
determined remained
to ensure the base was closed and the
land returned to public use. It wasn’t
until September 2000 that they finally
downed placards.

Making a noise

Evelyn Parker lived three miles from
Greenham and participated in the
protests and restoration of the site: “We
started with a camp at the main gate, but
this gradually spread [until] it peaked
with a camp at every gate, plus two to
three intermediate ones – maybe eight to
ten camps in all.
“It was quite pragmatic, if a group
became too big to surround a fire, some
broke off and lit a new fire elsewhere. It’s
hard to say how many women were at
Greenham at the peak as they came and
went, with some there only briefly while
others stayed for years.”
Her motives for joining the protest
were simple: “Greenham was less than a
mile from Newbury centre. Was I going
to turn a blind eye to what was being
imposed on my doorstep?”
For the local Berkshire residents,
complaints about Greenham Common
had begun long before the first cruise
missiles were flown in. As Rebecca
Johnson recounts: “The base had
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lapsed after the war, but was then
resuscitated for tanker aircraft,
which prompted the first local
outcry because of the noise. That
was quashed and Greenham
became pretty quiet, with a
decrepit perimeter fence you could
walk though.
“When ‘cruise’ came along it was
hard to raise the same objection.
We were told [the missiles] were
quiet and clean. But cruise didn’t
just affect Greenham. Peace
movements erupted in many
countries. There was a genuine fear
Europe was going to be the theatre
for a third world war, with seven to
eight bases lined up for GLCMs or
Pershings, including Molesworth in
Cambridgeshire. We were in touch
with the others as we supported
one another.”

Heard around the world

Peace protestors around the world
devised innovative ways to be
heard, including an ambitious
scheme enacted in Italy involving
Evelyn and her husband, Rob: “In
Sicily, the protest involved buying
up land where they intended to
build the base. The land was split
into ‘parcels’ and my husband and
I bought one – we still technically
own a small bit of Sicily!”
As the first site to become
operational, Greenham remained
the focus and creative means to
disrupt the base were created: “We
got people out when we needed
them using our telephone network,
Cruise Watch. When exercises
were on, missiles were trundled by
road to supposedly secret locations.
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Defence Secretary Michael
Heseltine famously suggested these
would ‘melt into the countryside’,
but we proved this was impossible
as protestors lined the roads.
“We marked them with paint,
photographed them and climbed
on top of the vehicles. Sometimes
women put potatoes up the
exhausts to stop them for longer.
It must have occurred to the
Americans after two or three
incidents that what they were
attempting wasn’t a good idea. We
were proving the convoys were
impractical… perhaps Reagan
began wondering whether the
hassle was worthwhile.”
Facing the protestors was
RAF Group Captain Andrew
Brookes, a man well known for
his handling of sensitive scenarios.
He was a natural choice as the
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last operational commander at
Greenham and needed all his
avowed tact to keep US personnel
happy in a base surrounded by
protestors. Brookes delivered clear
diction in his press briefings, but the
scale of the protest showed his was
not the only story.

Motivations, ramifications
Early on, the protests took on a
distinctively feminist vibe: “The
fact the protest became women
only gave it a different ethos, as
nuclear weapons were considered
from women’s perspective”, explains
Evelyn. The protestors had different
motives for their actions. Some
were concerned by potential noise
or their perceived safety, but most
campaigned on ethical grounds and
a few were part of an international
collaborative and visited the United

States and the USSR. The overall
ambition was the same, though the
protestors were not accepted by all.
“We weren’t universally popular,”
remembers Evelyn. “I’m glad
I participated. It was so local I
couldn’t possibly ignore it [but]
some in Newbury perceived us
as a nuisance. We went there to
shop and smelt of woodsmoke and
probably weren’t that clean.
“There were proud moments such
as when women surrounded the
base, standing three-abreast for nine
miles. I suppose it felt a bit naughty
at first, but after a while you felt
illegal is different to immoral.
Everything we did was non-violent;
we wouldn’t have done anything
that endangered life. This was civil
disobedience. We were a peace
movement, trying to avoid a battle
and campaigning for change.”
Johnson participated in a
campaign known as Embrace
the Base and remembers how it
thrust the camp into prominence:
“The camp stirred media
attention, international awareness
mushroomed [and] extraordinary
actions followed.
“Embrace the Base on December

12, 1982 brought 35,000 women to
Greenham, with 6,000 staying to
disrupt work the next day.
“At dawn on New Year’s Day, 44
of us climbed into the silo area.
The timing was symbolic as NATO
planned to deploy the missiles in
1983, so we wanted to start the
year with a clear ‘No’. We were so
relieved to get to the top of the silo
that we were jumping up and down.
As the police moved in, we started
singing and holding hands and
moving in a circle. That image went
out around the world – Greenham
women dancing on the silos in the
eerie light of dawn, police cars and
drizzle. The message was clear.”
Arrested and charged, the
protestors were given an ultimatum;
imprisonment or agreeing to be
bound over to keep the peace. “We
said we'd stay at Greenham and
keep the peace that way. So, they
sent us to Holloway prison. I didn't
feel like a lawbreaker… I never saw
the protests as a battle. I felt sorry
for the military in some ways. We
had chosen non-violence because
that was the right way to make the
change we wanted. Sometimes we
got hurt, including me. Conflict is
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“Instead of arguing about
deterrence, we wanted people to
think about the risks, dangers and
unacceptable consequences”
necessary for change to happen.
You have to be actively non-violent,
not passive.” While serving their
term, the prison was placed under
lockdown when six Greenham
women broke in and danced on
the roof.

Spreading the message

The imprisonment of the majority
of the 44 evoked memories among
them of suffragettes incarcerated
decades before. Johnson recalls: “I
was frightened the first time I went
to prison, but not for long and I
learned a lot from other women in
prison. While in Holloway, I was
visited by a teacher from Henley
who asked me to stand against their
MP, Michael Heseltine, the defence
secretary, to highlight why nuclear
weapons didn’t actually defend us.
I agreed and stood as a Women
for Life on Earth candidate in the
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“Sometimes we got hurt, including
me. Conflict is necessary for change
to happen. You have to be actively
non-violent, not passive”
1983 General Election, two other
Greenham women stood, including
one against Margaret Thatcher.”
Protestors like Rebecca Johnson
were deeply committed. However,
such dedication was not necessary
from everyone: “[Although] we
welcomed women from all over
the world,” she explains, “we also
spread the message that you didn’t
need to live at the camp to protest.
The clarion call ‘Greenham women
are everywhere’ and Peggy Seeger's
song Carry Greenham Home was
heard around the world.
“We focused on what the
weapons could do. I had taught in
Japan and learned from survivors
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. We
learned from Australian and Pacific
women about the health and
environmental harm that weapons
testing caused to Pacific peoples,
including Aboriginal communities.
Instead of arguing about
deterrence, we wanted people to
think about the risks, dangers and
62

unacceptable consequences. We
wanted people to recognise we all
had the power and responsibility
to get rid of nuclear weapons.”
Johnson argues that Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher was
anxious about the Intermediaterange Nuclear Forces Treaty
(which she helped broker) being
seen as giving in. The treaty,
signed by President Ronald
Reagan and Soviet leader
Mikhail Gorbachev in December
1987, was the result of resumed
negotiations in 1986. Discussions
dated back to 1980/1981, and
the accord banned land-based
ballistic and cruise missiles with
ranges between 500km and
5,000km – the short, medium
and intermediate range types
used by both factions.

A question of influence

Rebecca Johnson strongly
believes the protests influenced
the removal of the weapons from
Greenham, while Evelyn Parker
reflects: “I believe our protest
contributed to the missiles being
removed, although there were
obviously economic and political
imperatives, too.”
In the 1990s, Johnson spoke
to a USAF colonel who served
WWW.BRITAINAT WAR.COM

at Greenham Common: “I asked
what it was like for him. He said the
camps made their job harder, as they
encountered women in all weathers
disrupting the base and its convoys.
He believed we had real political and
practical impact. The drivers hated
taking the launchers out, they would
be confronted all along the route.
“Our actions were symbolic and
disruptive… Sometimes that meant
cutting fences or painting military
vehicles and roads [or] standing
in front of those huge missile
launchers. We needed to confront
the soldiers and police with their
own humanity and choices. [We]
were asking the drivers to stop…
nearly always they did, which gave
us hope. Occasionally they just kept
driving, which was frightening.”
There was one fatality at
Greenham, when 22-year-old Helen
Thomas was knocked down by a
police vehicle in August 1989. Her
death was ruled an accident.

The Iron Curtain falls

While the protestors assert they
had a key influence on the nuclear
presence at Greenham, another
considerable factor was the collapse
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of the USSR. Unable to match the
bottomless well of western
spending, the Soviets buckled and
their hold over satellite states
eroded. Political change, a period
of ‘glasnost’ and ‘perestroika’
(openness and restructuring)
followed Mikhail Gorbachev when
he became the top man in the

USSR in 1985. He sought reform,
decentralisation and an end to the
stand-off. Equally, Reagan, initially
hard-line in his rhetoric, recognised
changes were afoot and extended a
diplomatic hand.
The Communist experiment in
Eastern Europe failed. Warsaw
Pact citizens cast envious eyes
across the Iron Curtain and saw
vastly better living standards. With
the dissolution of the USSR and
the reunification of Germany, the
Cold War was brought to a close
and, with it, the last GLCMs at
Greenham Common were removed
in March 1991.
According to Johnson, Gorbachev
acknowledged the role of the
Greenham women and of peace
movements across Europe.
The camps certainly sent a
message that those involved remain
tremendously proud of, but it is
fair to note that their influence
fell within the wider intricacies of
international politics, transnational
defence and social economics.
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Declining arsenals

The nuclear weapons may have
departed Greenham Common, but
they remain omnipresent elsewhere
– it is estimated that at the 1986
peak, there were around 64,400
nuclear warheads around the
world; disarmament has seen global
stockpiles fall to between 10-15,000.
The variance is in part due to the
inconsistent inclusion of retired
devices awaiting disposal and the
number of deployable warheads
being lower. The British arsenal
peaked at 500 in 1981 – just over
200 warheads are thought to be in
WWW.BRITAINAT WAR.COM
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GREENHAM COMMON PEACE CAMP
From RAF base to political hotspot
In April 1951, at the height of the Cold War, RAF Greenham Common had been made available to the
USAF’s Strategic Air Command (SAC). A new runway was laid with the base operational by 1953 – the
same year the Soviets tested their first hydrogen bomb.
SAC deployed jet bombers to Greenham, but there was nothing nuclear, officially. Later, B-52s were
stationed there and rumours persisted about their potential payload, but when SAC moved out in 1964
the relief among locals was more due the cessation in the interminable noise.
Until the mid-1970s, Greenham was a centre for the distribution of military mail from America. Local
ears pricked again when plans to reactivate the base for tanker aircraft were made public, but there was
local opposition and the scheme was vetoed in 1978.
Then, in the mid-70s, the Soviets first deployed the intermediate-range RSD-10 Pioneer (SS-20
‘Saber’). Fired from a mobile launcher and using solid fuel, its readiness time was measured in minutes.
The subsequent Euromissile Crisis defined the next decade. NATO sought to increase the number of
medium-range missiles deployed in Europe while simultaneously entering negotiations to restrict such
arsenals. From 1983, the USAF based more Pershing II missiles in Europe and deployed 460 BGM109G Ground Launched Cruise Missiles (GLCMs) to West Germany, Italy and other nations. The
British complement was 160 GLCMs – Greenham Common receiving the lion’s share of 96 as the 501st
Tactical Missile Wing activated at the Newbury base.
Announcement of its new role in 1980 was met with predictable apoplexy by the Campaign for
Nuclear Disarmament (CND), which argued for unilateral nuclear disarmament in Britain and for
worldwide multilateral disarmament. Nevertheless, the GLCM Alert and Maintenance Area sprang
up at Greenham with six shelters for the missiles and their mobile launchers, which first arrived in
November 1983.
By then, the Women’s Peace Camp had been established, the first activists arriving in 1981.
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service today. In Britain, the renewal
of its continuous-at-sea deterrence
is divisive – CND polls suggest
59% of Britons support the country
abolishing nuclear weapons, with
77% supporting a worldwide ban.
However, a 2016 poll by The
Independent showed 51% of
respondents favoured the full
renewal of Trident, with 29%
supporting partial renewal or a
reformed strategy.
In Scotland, where opposition to

nuclear weapons is reputedly
highest, 62% support full or
reformed renewal.
Furthermore, a 2016 YouGov
poll showed 66% of respondents
agreed with then premier
Theresa May in being prepared
to authorise retaliatory use of the
deterrent – just 15% objected.
On January 22, 2020, the
2017 Treaty on the Prohibition
of Nuclear Weapons came into
force. Its ratification was a proud

moment for Johnson, a leading
figure behind the development
of the treaty. None of the nuclear
powers have signed, while Jens
Stoltenberg, Secretary General
of NATO, stated the treaty
disregards the realities of global
security and that “giving up our
deterrent without any guarantees
others will do the same is a
dangerous option”.

Changing lives

Nevertheless, Rebecca Johnson
remains optimistic about the
treaty’s future.
Today, she is a respected
authority on disarmament
and the director and founder
of the Acronym Institute for
Disarmament Diplomacy, as well
as co-founder of the International
Campaign to Abolish Nuclear
Weapons, which won the Nobel
Peace Prize in 2017.
She is adamant that Greenham
Common changed lives and
opinions: “I lived at Greenham
for five years. I didn't mean to stay
that long, but it was where war
might start, and we had to stop
that happening.
“I don't think I made sacrifices.
Greenham was a choice [and]
in my case it led to a complete
transformation of my life. I
worried my activist record would
make it difficult to find a job, but
Greenham opened doors.
“For that, and my Greenham
friends, I’ll always be grateful.”
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