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INTRODUCTION


DISTILLING THE FRENZY: THE PSYCHODRAMATIC AND THE PROSAIC







Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years ago.


J. M. KEYNES, 19361





WHAT Albert Einstein called ‘a holy curiosity’2 in human beings takes a vast variety of forms as does the power of imagination with which it is twinned. My imagination, such as it is, is heavily historical and has been, in terms of my conscious memory, since the late 1950s at the very least. I suspect, though cannot know, that the hippocampus – the memory sector – of my brain is the most developed though, inevitably, for a postwar baby born in 1947, it is now fraying more than a tad. And I always had a certain sympathy with that extraordinary scholar-politician Enoch Powell, when he declared, as he often did in one form of words or another, to a student audience at Trinity College, Dublin in 1964, that ‘the life of nations, no less than that of men, is lived largely in the imagination.’3


Yet, in that same speech devoted to Britain’s history as an imperial power, Mr Powell went on to claim that ‘all history is myth. It is a pattern which men weave out of the materials of the past. The moment a fact enters into history it becomes mythical, because it has been taken and fitted into its place in a set of ordered relationships which is the creation of a human mind and not otherwise present in nature.’4


How much débris passes through what my friend Sir Mark Allen calls ‘the nit-comb of history’5 is a haunting one for historians. Benjamin Disraeli captured this anxiety in his novel Sybil, or the Two Nations in 1845 when he wrote of the historians of England: ‘Generally speaking, all the great events have been distorted, most of the important causes concealed, some of the principal characters never appear, and all who figure are so misunderstood and misrepresented, that the result is a complete mystification …’6 Inevitably, the scholar’s capacity to capture and reconstruct the past before applying his or her historical imagination will always and everywhere be seriously limited.


Enoch Powell knew as much as any man or woman I’ve known about the power of historical imagination to move and stir individuals and audiences. Indeed, he became an instant household name when he did just that during a speech on immigration in Birmingham in April 1968.7


Even on less sensitive topics there was always an air of the psychodramatic about Mr Powell when he came into BBC Broadcasting House for a Radio 4 Analysis discussion I was chairing, whether it be with Tony Benn on the royal prerogative8 or Roy Jenkins and Denis Healey on Cabinet government.9 He taught me a lesson, for example, when I read his speech to the Royal Society of St George on St George’s Eve in April 1964. Using the historical threads that bound him, he possibly revealed more of himself that evening than on any other public occasion10 when his distillation of historical imagination took him back to the late Middle Ages:




Backward travels our gaze, beyond the grenadiers and the philosophers of the eighteenth century, beyond the pikemen and the preachers of the seventeenth, back through the brash, adventurous days of the Tudors, and there at last we find them … in many a village church, beneath the tall tracery of a perpendicular East window and the coffered ceiling of the chantry chapel. From brass and stone, from line and effigy, their eyes look out at us, and we gaze into them, as if we would win some answer from their inscrutable silence.


Tell us what it is that binds us together; show us the clue that leads through a thousand years; whisper to us the secret of this charmed life of England, that we in our time may know how to hold it fast.11





Imagine these thoughts, those images, intoned in that extraordinary West Midlands accent rising up, sentence by sentence, as if its deliverer were a kind of classically educated air-raid siren.


In contrast, the distillation of my frenzy is deeply prosaic and covers but a tiny patch of our past in terms of its concentration – Britain post-Victory in Europe. It spans the generation that stood firm during the Second World War, finally prevailed with its allies then bred me and my generation. Mine is not a thing of effigy and line, of 800-year-old village churches (much as I, too, love them). Mine is an early welfare state Britain, an age of relative political consensus, possessing a strong sense of a stoical, admirable recently shared past of great and sustained collective effort. Buckled to this was a postwar austerity, an absence of conspicuous consumption, out of which would come a juster, healthier, better-educated and more socially harmonious country when easier times returned. That was the aspiration. That is still my sustaining myth – my gold standard – which I profoundly hope will not prove to be the high-water mark of institutionalised decency in British history (though I strongly fear it might).


There are, no doubt, a whole sheaf of my sustaining myths running through the pages that follow. I am especially prone to them in those passages of personal history where, as Seamus Heaney put it, ‘hope and history rhyme’.12 For example, when talking to Steve Kelly, a fellow member of my postwar generation, about his forthcoming study of Britain in the 1950s I found myself saying that in the early to middle part of that decade – in the afterglow of the 1953 Coronation, the successful ascent of Everest by a British and Commonwealth team, the UK crafting the first commercial jetliner (the Comet), pioneering civil nuclear power, mixing quite naturally, it seemed, the deeply ancient and the highly modern – the feeling was ‘that one really did belong to a success-story nation.’13


It did feel good. And the rockier patches in Britain’s fortunes since that boyhood formation have very definitely not felt good. And, as during the summer riots of 2011, they still don’t. I am not, as Anthony Trollope described his fictional Whig-Liberal Prime Minister, Plantagenet Palliser, the Duke of Omnium, one of those for whom ‘patriotism … was a fever’.14 But I have always taken it badly when things run wrong for our country, especially when an element of own-goal scoring is involved.


In fact, writing the history of one’s own times is a thing of ‘paradox’, as Julian Barnes caught it, with a Disraelian touch, in his Booker Prizewinning The Sense of an Ending in 2011:




The history that happens underneath our noses ought to be the clearest, and yet it’s the most deliquescent. We live in time, it bounds us and defines us and time is supposed to measure history isn’t it? But if we can’t understand time, can’t grasp its mysteries of pace and progress, what chance do we have with history – even our own small, personal, largely undocumented piece of it?15





Yet the pitfalls of writing the history of one’s own country within very largely the compass of one’s own memory and experience of it are trumped by the perpetual fascination of its curiosity-filled pursuit undertaken, one can only hope, in the spirit of Spinoza, who declared in 1677 that ‘I have striven not to laugh at human actions, not to weep at them, nor to hate them, but to understand them.’16 For even if you have lived through the years you are describing there has to be an element of what Sir Keith Thomas called ‘retrospective ethnography of … approaching the past in a way an anthropologist might approach some exotic society’ in his marvellous reconstruction of early modern England, The Ends of Life.17


The opportunity to ‘backward travel my gaze’ I owe to the Trustees of the annual Wiles Lectures at Queen’s University, Belfast who invited me to take to the podium in May 2012. I am very grateful to Professor Peter Gray, Head of the School of History and Anthropology at Queen’s, for making the arrangements run so smoothly and for the pleasure of working with him. The invitation was especially welcome because I have always relished giving seminars at Queen’s, having benefited from forty years of friendship and wisdom generously given by Professor Keith Jeffery (we jointly authored our first book, States of Emergency, thirty years ago18). And I enjoy immensely the companionship of sitting on the crossbenches of the House of Lords with Professor Lord Bew.


The pleasure of accepting the Trustees’ invitation was made more exquisite still as it enabled me to cast that backward gaze over those aspects of writing the history of one’s own country in one’s own times that have intrigued me most. The range of topics within these pages reflects the two historical streams that have carried me along in a cataract of boredom-avoidance, first as a journalist and later as a university teacher: the wider themes of Britain’s place in the world plus the defence, diplomatic and intelligence efforts that go with it; the mechanics of the state and parliamentary activities that keep us, we hope, a clean and decent and relatively efficient political society as we do so; the utility of history to government and governed alike; and the need to help create what Walter Bagehot called ‘the instructed imagination’19 vital to those in authority who seek to rise above the commonplace.


I am grateful for lecture and seminar invitations that have enabled me to mount dry runs for a number of chapters inside these covers in addition to the immense stimulus provided by the Wiles Trustees: to the Gresham Society for their invitation to deliver the 2011 Peter Nailor Lecture (chapter 3); to Lady Quinlan, the former Lord Speaker, Baroness Hayman, the Mile End Group and the Trustees of the Michael Quinlan Lecture plus Lord Guthrie of Craigiebank and the Liddell Hart Trustees to deliver the 2011 Sir Michael Quinlan and Sir Basil Liddell Hart lectures respectively (chapter 4); to Baroness Garden of Frognal and the Royal Institute of International Affairs (Chatham House) for the invitation to deliver the Sir Timothy Garden 2011 Lecture (chapter 5); to Professor Christopher Andrew and Dr Peter Martland and the Cambridge Intelligence History Seminar and to Professor Len Scott of the Department of International Politics at the University of Aberystwyth (chapter 6); to Charles Dormer and the King’s School, Grantham for the invitation to deliver the 2011 Burghley Lecture (chapter 7); to the Marquess of Salisbury and the University of Hertfordshire for the invitation to deliver the Chancellor’s Lecture 2012 (chapter 8); and to Vice Admiral Charles Style and the Royal College of Defence Studies for the invitation to deliver the 2011 Churchill Lecture (chapter 10).


I am immensely grateful to Sean Magee of Biteback Publishing, who has now published me in three imprints and brings his very special version of fun and enjoyment to the collaboration. I must thank the late John Ramsden, to whose memory Distilling the Frenzy is dedicated. John was the truest of friends. I don’t think he entirely approved of my injecting the personal into every possible paragraph of my writing. But he tolerated it and could be very funny about it. I miss him greatly.


My gratitude also goes to Matt Lyus, without whose word-processing gifts no book of mine would appear; old friends at the National Archives in Kew; and new friends in the House of Lords Library at Westminster.




 





PETER HENNESSY,


Walthamstow, Mile End and Westminster,


April 2012
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THE HUMAN FOOTNOTE:


HISTORY AND AUTOBIOGRAPHY







This is the material of history, naked and unformed.


MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE, 15801





SITTING in his tower in the Dordogne in south-west France crafting his essay ‘Of Books’, Montaigne was writing about the power of rumour in the shaping of history. ‘Each man’, he declared, ‘can make his profit of it according to his understanding.’2 I have a natural appetite for rumour’s twin – gossip – as will become evident on several pages to come. But Montaigne’s line about ‘the material of history, naked and unformed’ is a fine description of all of us, not just professorial historians, the moment we spring from the womb. We live our own history even if most of us never write or otherwise record it. We are all human footnotes to our own times.


It is, I suspect, a fascinating exercise for anyone to find the morning paper which captures the previous day of their birth. Reading The Times for Saturday 29 March 1947 I am struck by how many of the themes it contains which will shape this book. Several of my particular frenzies were already there waiting to be distilled when I drew my first breath in the North Middlesex Hospital alongside the North Circular Road in Edmonton, Middlesex.


The lead story in the paper reported that the Foreign Ministers of the great powers were seriously falling out in Moscow about the future of Germany with the British Foreign Secretary, Ernie Bevin, taking on Vyacheslav Mikhailovich Molotov, Stalin’s grim, stony-faced Foreign Minister who turned being negative into an art form, as the chilling atmosphere frosted into a forty-year Cold War (‘Foreign Ministers Far from Accord’); the western powers were attempting to bail out Greece in the midst of its civil war (‘American Appeal to U.N.: Support for Aid to Greece’) as the cash-strapped British government handed over the lead external role in that country to the United States; the UK’s overextended imperial and global role produced a rash of stories from Palestine (‘Pipe-Lines Damaged at Haifa: Terrorists’ Attack with Bombs’), Egypt (‘Bomb in Cairo’), Hong Kong (‘Chinese Threat to Aircraft: Defence of Sovereignty’). There were some lighter imperial touches with King George VI and his family touring South Africa on the White Train (‘Royal Party on Fruit Farm: Labourers’ Greeting. From Our Special Correspondent ROYAL PILOT TRAIN, March 28’).3


Now the Cold War and the British Empire (a few, scattered residuals apart) are gone, though the overextension of Britain’s global commitments is not. But it is the economic news of Saturday 29 March 1947, the subject of the paper’s first leader, that offers (that day’s Boat Race and Grand National apart) perhaps the most enduring of our national frenzies – our shaky economic position.


On my birthday, the Attlee government had announced the appointment of a businessman, who had served in Whitehall during the war, Sir Edwin Plowden, to the new job of Chief Planning Officer and head of the Central Economic Planning Staff.4 The Times was deeply sceptical about the progress to date of Labour’s big idea of the day (justifiably, as it turned out), declaring:




Believing almost passionately in the virtue of planning they have so far failed to plan effectively. They have succeeded neither in realizing the symmetrical efficiency of their own theoretical propositions, nor in applying to peace-time requirements the practical lessons of civilian and service planning during the war.





Under the headline ‘Mr Attlee’s Opportunity’, however, The Times’ leader-writer allowed himself a burst of near-evangelical optimism about the possibility of eventual economic and productive well-being for the war-ravaged British economy if the Plowden appointment signified the getting of a grip:




If Mr ATTLEE and his chief colleagues have both the will and the capacity to seize the chance offered to them, they can transform the quality of government almost over-night. Their opportunity is nothing less than the salvation of Britain: it is in direct proportion to the magnitude of the difficulties with which they are confronted.





By Times standards, this was almost millenarian. (I say this as someone who was to write Times leaders in the early 1980s.)


Friday 28 March 1947 did represent a new birth – mine. Sadly, the same could not be said for the British economy. We still await salvation-level transformation and successive sets of ministers, from Attlee, Bevin, Stafford Cripps and Herbert Morrison onwards, have been denied the hosannahs of a grateful nation for setting us on an enduring and sustainable trajectory of economic growth and competitiveness.


I was born into a medium-sized Catholic family in north London though both my Mum’s and my Dad’s roots were in the north-west of England, Thornton-Cleveleys (near Blackpool) and Liverpool respectively. I had the great boon of being the youngest of four with three elder sisters to help bring me up, a factor to which my wife has always attributed what she regards as my overconfidence (I think she is probably right). The home was blessed with plentiful affection but not lubricated by a regular or adequate flow of money. Dad was an intelligent man, but he lacked application, and was not, I suspect, the easiest of employees. As a result, he did not reach the professional level to which his gifts might have lifted him. We relied a good deal on Mum going out to work as typist, sometimes on the evening shift at the newly nationalised British Road Services depot in Muswell Hill which laid on, I recall, rather good Christmas parties.


We also depended on the welfare state, which Dad, as a high Tory, affected to disdain as he did pretty well everything a Labour government introduced (though the wartime coalition and the Attlee administration which followed were post the Beveridge Report,5 responsible for first putting in train the reforms on whose benefits and services we relied as a family). As a result, I’ve always sustained a tendresse for those 1940s welfare statutes and for the politicians across the parties who enacted them. I remember hearing Barbara Castle recalling Nye Bevan saying to her of the welfare state in the late 1940s: ‘Barbara, if you want to know what all this is for, look in the perambulators.’ Rob Shepherd and I were filming her for our 1994 Channel 4 television series, What Has Become of Us? That’s me, I thought. And it was. And I increasingly became aware that we were the best-provided-for generation in the history of our country (of which more in the conclusion to this book).


The state was quite a shaper of mine, and most people’s, postwar childhoods. So, in my case, was the church, as it still is (I lapsed from the Catholic Church from between the ages of seventeen and fifty-four; but never ceased to believe). My mother ran the Brownie pack associated with St Mary Magdalene in Whetstone. The parish priest, Fr Gerry Ryan, was a great family friend. He would slip me a few bob at jumble sales in the scout hut to buy a parking lot’s worth of second-hand Dinky toys. The Cubs he would take to London for the annual Tyburn Martyrs Walk. As we marched we would stamp on the stretches of black rubber in the road which, in those days when the traffic passed over them, would cause the lights to change, causing a pleasingly rapid pyrotechnic effect of red, green and amber. This was followed by a service in Westminster Cathedral and refuelling in a Lyons Corner House before we caught the Northern line home to Finchley Central and points north to High Barnet.


There is a frustrated sailor in me which might flow from Cub pack trips down the reeking Thames, oil smeared and jetsam littered, from Westminster Pier to Greenwich through a Port of London groaning with freighters at their moorings. More likely it comes from Fr Ryan taking us to Navy Days in Portsmouth. HMS Victory, naturally, but also, in 1954, the last of the Royal Navy’s battleships, HMS Vanguard, huge and fascinating. Fifty five years later, there in the Ward Room of the Trident submarine HMS Vanguard (I was on board with friend and producer Richard Knight for the making of The Human Button documentary for BBC Radio 46) was a photo of the very Vanguard on whose deck I had trodden as a seven-year-old. When I mentioned this, the younger officers gave me a look as if I’d come from a deep and distant past somewhere between their deterrent patrols and the Battle of Jutland (which, in a way, I suppose I had).


Perhaps most subliminally of all, our journeys to tea with Fr Ryan’s family in Fareham took us on the ferry from Portsmouth to Gosport and past HMS Dolphin crowded with its squadrons of submarines, several of them, no doubt, veterans of World War II. How I wish I’d looked more closely and freeze-framed the scene in the pictorial section of my hippocampus more effectively than I have.


Church was not just a significant element in mine and the family’s social life (my older sisters were Brownies, then Girl Guides, then members of Catholic youth clubs). I believed, too. The lot. Looking back, there was no room for caveats in the pre-Vatican II Roman Catholic Church. When we sang ‘Faith of Our Fathers’ at Benediction, I really meant it. Until puberty, I fancied becoming a monk. And, as much as I have come in later life to admire the sixth-century Rule of St Benedict as a guide to the use of time7 (very patchily applied in my case), I would not have thrived in the cloister. My appetite for gossip alone would have represented, as we Catholics used to say, a constant ‘occasion of sin’.


As to the autobiographical antecedents of other ingredients in the book, I have to confess that although memory stretches back to 1950, it is largely confined to my pram when outdoors and our flat in Granville Place in Finchley alongside what further up its path mutated into the Great North Road. It did not, to my great regret, embrace my one political hero, Clement Attlee, then the occupant of No. 10. I certainly absorbed the Churchillian presence during his last premiership as I did, in vivid terms, the Coronation of 1953. I can recall the blue posters in Finchley during the 1955 general election for Sir John Crowder (Mrs Thatcher’s predecessor as MP) and Sir Anthony Eden, then in the brief spring of his short and tragic premiership. But the first Prime Minister I watched carefully was Harold Macmillan (of whom more later). Indeed, my record as a political forecaster peaked in January 1957 when I was certain Mr Macmillan would emerge (which is what Leaders of the Conservative Party did until 1965) as Eden’s successor rather than Rab Butler, largely, I suspect, because our household newspaper, the Daily Express, encouraged me to think that way.


The Bomb, and the question of Britain as a nuclear weapons power, was very live in the UK into which I was born but only on the country’s innermost and heavily secrecy-protected circuits in Whitehall. A few weeks before I drew breath, on 8 January 1947, Attlee and a super-secret Cabinet committee, GEN 163, had authorised the manufacture of an atomic bomb.8 Not until May 1948, in a carefully worded answer to a planted parliamentary question in the House of Commons, did his Minister of Defence, A.V. Alexander, announce that research into atomic weapons was under way9 with the press (Chapman Pincher on the front page of the Daily Express apart10) scarcely giving it a glance.11


The first British atomic test took place off the north-west coast of Australia on 3 October 1952. But my proper recall only begins with Chapman Pincher’s coverage of the vastly more powerful H-bomb tests, American and Russian, in the early 1950s with the photos of huge mushroom clouds that accompanied them. Harry Pincher, who became a friend of mine thirty years later, was enormously well connected in Whitehall’s Civil Service, military and scientific circles. Rather to my surprise in 2011 in his dramatically titled Treachery: Betrayals, Blunders and Cover-Ups, published at the age of ninety-four, Harry, in a special section on ‘sources’, names his helpers.12


You did not need a degree in physics to understand the immense surge in destructive power those mushroom clouds over Hiroshima and Nagasaki signified. Though it was not until the Lower Sixth at my Gloucestershire grammar school in Stroud did I first read of the US–UK–Canadian Manhattan Project, which led to those bombs (I simply can’t remember which book it was; but the nuclear question has fascinated me from that day to this).


The Bomb, its possession, its sustenance and, each generation or so, its upgrading is very much part of the wider debate about Britain’s attempts to retain a place in the world out of proportion to its geographical, demographic and economic size – its continuing aversion to slipping into the mediocrity of being a medium-sized power tucked inside a huge regional organisation called the European Union (about which it has harboured doubts from its very limited, early 1950s initial incarnation the European Coal and Steel Community – a national neuralgia that has persisted throughout my lifetime and which, I’m sure, will see me out).


The place-in-the-world question has gripped me since the Suez autumn of 1956. Apart from other factors, I have read the newspapers every morning since then. Being a devotee of the cinema as a boy (the Odeon, Temple Fortune in north London, seemed perpetually to vibrate to the sound of the Rolls-Royce Merlin engine housed in Spitfires, Hurricanes or Lancasters), I had acquired the conviction that we Brits did not lose wars. It was not difficult, therefore, to glean from Radio Newsreel on the BBC’s Light Programme each evening or the Daily Express every morning that something was not quite right with our attempt to get back the canal from Colonel Nasser. One of the least cheering patches of my pursuit of the papers disgorged by the 30-Year Rule at the National Archives in Kew was working through the Suez files. And the tragic demise of Sir Anthony Eden, so gallant an anti-appeaser in the late 1930s, was, to my mind, made triply so when I realised that in his last appearance in the House of Commons on 20 December 1956, he had simply lied when Denis Healey pressed him about Anglo-French-Israeli collusion ahead of the invasion of Egypt a few weeks earlier. ‘There were no plans got together [with Israel] to attack Egypt,’ Eden said.13


Parliament did not impinge upon my imagination as much as it should have when I was a boy. To be sure, the newspapers reported the House of Commons with a length and a regularity that is now gone. But my generation grew up without the benefit of hearing Parliament at work (radio was allowed in on 3 April 1978) let alone seeing MPs or peers on their feet (the cameras first turned on 21 November 1989). Great parliamentary occasions would be reported on radio and television by oral sketch-writers, some of whom (the BBC’s Christopher Jones in particular) took it to an art form.


Not until as late as 1964 did Parliament as a functioning institution begin to bite into my curiosity. Bernard Crick’s classic The Reform of Parliament14 was first published that year and it did the rounds a bit in the Lower Sixth at Marling School. On 31 July 1964, the very last day of the 1959 parliament, my friend Bob Gardiner and I were given a day off school so that we could travel up to London and sit in the Strangers’ Gallery at the House of Commons.


We thought it was to be Sir Winston Churchill’s last day in Parliament but, in fact, that had already taken place four days earlier.15 I was struck by the smallness and intimacy of the chamber; its physical atmosphere, the vacuousness of the last-day behaviour down below. We ate in the café where the policemen dined too. I can remember peeing into an adjacent pedestal to Manny Shinwell (a particular hate of my father’s – though this may be conflating a later experience when Bob and I visited Parliament in the early days of the first Wilson government). We travelled back to Stroud on a very late train from Paddington. I half remember thinking about a political life that day; but the path which eventually took me to the other chamber was, naturally, quite unforeseeable that summer night as Bob Gardiner and I talked about Harold Wilson’s prospects in the coming general election. Bob was staunch Labour. He was a contemporary of mine too at Cambridge and became first a schoolteacher and then a Baptist minister. I wasn’t a Labour man. In fact, I stood for the Conservatives in Marling School’s mock election the following October and won.


A proper immersion in Parliament had to wait until a brief spell in 1976 as the Financial Times’ Lobby Correspondent (I didn’t take to the lobby system of mass briefing and soon reverted to a more solitary operation on the Whitehall beat). After their creation in 1979, I took a continued interest in the government department-shadowing House of Commons select committees, which Bernard Crick’s 1964 volume had recommended and foreseen.16 The House of Lords I knew held high-quality debates and ran some very thoughtful select committees. But, for obvious reasons, I now wish I had followed its work more consistently and closely. Since becoming an independent crossbench peer in November 2010, I’ve found it the most agreeable form of adult education I’ve ever encountered as well as an exquisite provider of weapons-grade gossip on an almost daily basis.


There has been another, enduring stimulus for my interest in the governing and legislating institutions, the tribes that people them and the processes they deploy – Anthony Sampson and his early anatomies of Britain. Anthony brimmed with curiosity until the very end of his days (he died in December 2004). As I came to know him as well as his books (I received the second in the line, Anatomy of Britain Today,17 as a sixth-form prize in 1965) it dawned on me that Anthony’s secret as a super-successful operator behinds the lines was a special Sampsonian equation:




Curiosity + courtesy = confidences.18





As his fellow Observer journalist Neal Ascherson said at his memorial service in St Martin-in-the-Fields: ‘I never knew such an artist at questioning. Anthony was the most skilful, relentless listener in the world’.19 I have never matched Anthony at that. Never will – I’m too loquacious. But I’ll try harder in future. It’s a gold standard to which every scholar of his or her own time should aspire; part of the contemporary historian’s craft.
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STAYING BEHIND, CATCHING UP AND LOOKING FORWARD:


THE CONTEMPORARY HISTORIAN’S CRAFT







Never underestimate the vital importance of finding early in life the work that for you is play.


PAUL SAMUELSON, UNDATED.1





PAUL Samuelson shaped the minds of countless young economics students across the globe with his best-selling textbooks. He also promulgated an employment law which has certainly applied to me. I only wish it had gilded the employment prospects of millions more individuals than it has in finding work which was also play. This I managed to do as a journalist and Whitehall-watcher for twenty years and as a full-time academic at Queen Mary, University of London, for another nineteen. And certainly the House of Lords, for me, has been a House of pleasure and fascination since I first slipped onto the red benches in late 2010.


The economist with whom this volume begins, the incomparable Maynard Keynes, singled out two particular branches of learning in that quotation from which the title of this book is drawn. The ‘ideas of economists and political philosophers’, the great polymath of King’s College, Cambridge, declared, 




both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.2





I like to think that if Keynes were writing today he might have brigaded historians with his economists and political philosophers. For several members of our recent political class like to talk, in their toe-curling, postmodern fashion, about the need to create a convincing ‘narrative’ with which to beguile and manipulate the electorate. Parties compete not just for votes but for their interpretation of the recent past as if the blessing of history could bring a kind of benediction to what Victor Rothschild once vividly depicted as ‘the promises and panaceas that gleam like false teeth in the party manifestoes’.3


Contemporary history well researched and written for what the American political scientist Gabriel Almond called the ‘attentive public’4 should be the antidote to the virus of crude, political capture. Though we contemporaries have our own déformations professionelles, too, unless we are very careful. For example, there always lurks the danger of an agreed view amongst a few authors, a kind of informal, authorised version. This sits alongside another scholarly vice – that of current retrospection, which can lead to what Edward Thompson famously described as the ‘enormous condescension of posterity’.5


Before digging further into the caveats and the concerns, how do I see those of us who make our living by taking our students and our readers back into the more recent layers of compost that made them and their country what they are? We are, I think, a scholarly equivalent of those ‘stay behind’ groups the British Secret Intelligence Service and the American CIA had ready lest the Red Army really did move westward and, without the mutual annihilation of a nuclear war, succeed in occupying parts of western Europe with Warsaw Pact and Soviet forces.6 Paul Addison caught this stay-behind  impulse in his fine work of postwar British social history, No Turning Back, when he lingered on the significance of placing a photograph amidst its pages of himself as a fourteen-year-old member of Lower Five Modern at King Edward VI school in Lichfield in May 1957. Paul asked:




Would I, if I could, put the clock back to Britain as it was in 1957? Hardly: the gains we have made since then outweigh the losses. I have to admit, however, that the passage of time has left me with a sense of disorientation I can never quite suppress. At some barely conscious level of my imagination the England of which I was a part in the late 1950s is forever the norm, and almost everything that has happened since a puzzling deviation.





‘Much as I like to think of myself as fully adult,’ Paul went on, ‘I know that somewhere at the back of my mind lurks a schoolboy forever putting up his hand to ask why smoking is banned in the cinema, or why passengers on the railway are referred to as “customers”, or why so many couples live together without getting married.’7


I know exactly how Paul feels. The difference between us is no more than four or five years, 200 or so miles and the names of our grammar schools. For Addison read King Edward VI, Lichfield, 1957. For Hennessy read Marling School, Stroud, 1961. I suspect we contemporary historians all have an equivalent and it’s a useful spot from which to peer back and forward, to sniff the air (still plenty of coal smoke despite the Clean Air Act 1956) and gaze upon the cars, the steam locomotives, the clothing (on wet days we all draped ourselves in grey pacamacs; even the Queen8). Harold Macmillan as Prime Minister, the first I read about every day and whose ripe and decidedly overdone style I came to admire, is as vivid for me today as David Cameron (more so, to be honest). It was still a time to look up if you heard a jet engine in the sky or to peer with intense curiosity as the A-road your Dad’s Austin A35 was well, hardly zipping, along crossed one of the rare, new patches of motorway. It was an era when Cliff Richard, mercifully, was soon to be superseded by the Beatles, of whom we had yet to hear a chord or a whisper.


So, natural stay-behinders we are. We are also avid catcher-uppers – purveyors of catch-up, now-it-can-be-told history especially, in my case, once immensely secret files are declassified at the National Archives in Kew. Indeed, I like to think the twin phenomena of stay-behind and catch-up are the tests of whether our books work for readers of our own age, give or take a decade or two either way (people with whom we share what Melvyn Bragg calls ‘generational kinship’9). In the space of a chapter you want them to say: ‘Ah! That’s just how I remember it’, and, ‘Well, that I never knew! How did they manage to keep it a secret for so long?’


Stay-behind and catch-up are a great help in preventing the past being displayed, in the words of the philosopher Anthony Kenny, as ‘present contemporary prejudices in fancy dress’.10 The job of the historian is to put back into the past the same uncertainty we feel today about the future – an indispensable requirement.11 Closely related to that criterion is another Tony Kennyism which he uses as a justification for studying the history of philosophy in his great survey, A New History of Western Philosophy. We may, he writes, ‘wish to understand the people and societies of the past, and read their philosophy to grasp the conceptual climate in which they thought and acted’.12


We historians, too, have to go back and immerse ourselves into that same ‘conceptual climate’, to reconstruct what people – leaders and led alike – knew up to that point, the memories and experiences that shaped their fears, expectations and mentalities. And to avoid discounting, or, worse, still, as Spinoza warned, deriding the belief systems that moved them (this is particularly true of religious faiths in an age where sympathy for such convictions is not universally spread across the scholarly trades).


As well as the concepts and the beliefs that made the climate of consciousness, we need to stretch the meteorological metaphor still further, to apply the best biographical techniques to those individuals who, in Churchill’s famous description of Joe Chamberlain, made the political weather.13 And not just the highly visible politico-weather-makers either. We must reach into the lives of the usually invisible scene-shifters – not least the scientists and technologists who shaped what we do, with what and how in the material manifestations of our lives.


Many of these requirements we contemporaries share with our brother and sister historians who go back further than we do deep into the past where oral archives cannot be compiled by interviewing survivors and veterans or even photos and recordings found to help us recall what they looked and sounded like. For some colleagues, the removal vans full of historical tools have a long, long journey to get them back to the centuries where the pull of fascination is greatest for them. For me it had to be the era in which there were roads and removal vans for real. Why? Because of the special curiosity of shared, lived moments, events, transformations, air breathed, noises heard; the powerful desire to make sense of your own time and to place configurations upon it while avoiding excessive patterning, mono-causal explanations or the condescending and patronising urge to tell the veterans how they should have felt if only they had thought about it harder. Nothing, I suspect, irritates a survivor more than to be told their proud memories of the Blitz or the largely stoically shared privations of the World War II home front are to some degree mythical.


Enough of the health warnings. May I now turn to the reasons for plying the contemporary branch of the historians’ trade? For the soi-disant practical in authority, the justification for investing in more than a dash of historical reading has never been better argued than in Richard Neustadt and Ernest May’s Thinking in Time, which grew out of their celebrated course for policy-makers at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government and was published in 1986.14 Above all, they wanted their clients, and those to whose service they would return once the course was over, to practice their decision-taking while ‘seeing time as a stream’15 in whose flow they were caught whether they wished to be or not.


In presenting their flow theory, Neustadt and May were firmly in the tradition of the great, if terrifying, unifier of Germany, Otto von Bismarck, the most accomplished shaper of European events of his generation,16 who famously declared: ‘The river of history flows as it will, and if I put my hand in it, this is because I regard it as my duty, not because I think I can change its course.’17 Bismarck, as Henry Kissinger noted when reviewing Jonathan Steinberg’s fine recent life of the Iron Count, treated politics ‘[like a physicist, [he] analysed the principal elements of each situation and then used them in an overall design’.18


Neustadt and May promulgated their own version of disaggregation in a way that I find convincing. For them, thinking in time has three components. One is recognition that the future has no place to come from but the past, hence the past has predictive value. Another element is recognition that what matters for the future in the present is departures from the past, alterations, changes, which prospectively or actually divert familiar flows from accustomed channels, thus affecting that predictive value and much else besides. A third component is continuous comparison, an almost constant oscillation from present to future to past and back, heedful of prospective change, concerned to expedite, limit, guide, counter or accept it as the fruits of such comparison suggest.19


For some would-be movers of the world, such thinking comes naturally – the product of well-stocked minds and a natural gift for historical allusion and comparison. Kissinger himself would be an American example; Harold Macmillan a British (more on Macmillan in chapter 7). Both were prone to grand designs. Both were not short of critics. And, like Bismarck himself, such thinkers-in-time are always open to the retort ‘and a fat lot of good it did them’.


If a politician in power, however, found the Neustadt–May thesis persuasive, what could they do about it? This came up during a session at the Royal College of Defence Studies in London in April 2011 addressed by the former Cabinet Secretary to three Prime Ministers (Thatcher, Major and Blair), Lord Butler of Brockwell. His theme that evening was ‘What’s wrong with government?’ and I was his discussant. During the discussion, the senior military asked about the degree to which ministers possessed a sense of historical context. Robin Butler, who had led the inquiry into intelligence and Iraqi weapons of mass destruction in 2003–4,20 replied: ‘The people who took the Iraq decisions were ignorant of history and did not even want to be told about it.’ ‘Every department should have a historical adviser,’ he continued, adding that even if such an adviser was not expert in every aspect of a department’s range they would know who was and to whom to turn.21


History, I am convinced, has a high and continuous utility for policy-makers both ministerial and official; though it can never be more than a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition of seriously increasing the chance of better outcomes (more on this in chapter 7). And I would argue that the latent capacity of history to guide becomes the greater in the contemporary period, especially as a scene-setter and a context-provider. This I shall attempt to illustrate in the coming chapter with the very British example I mentioned earlier – the running postwar theme of Britain’s place in the world.
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AN INSTINCT TO INTERVENE:


BRITAIN’S PLACE IN THE WORLD







The British and the French are the only countries in the European Union with the instinct to intervene … We are always looking for different playing fields.


LORD HURD OF WESTWELL, 16 JUNE 2011.1





AT the gathering in the Travellers’ Club in Pall Mall during which Douglas Hurd, who served a long tenure as Foreign Secretary under Margaret Thatcher and John Major 1989–95, made that observation, he also noted that ‘at international meetings people are not bored by what the British have to say. They are interested.’2 A few weeks earlier, I had heard a highly distinguished former US Secretary of State say he emphatically did not want the UK to cease being a nuclear weapons power in the near future as the United States would always wish Britain ‘to be part of the conversation’ when the world discussed disarmament and without a weapon the UK would not be there.3


Three months later, on 8 September 2011, the Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary, William Hague, summoned a mixture of parliamentarians, journalists, scholars and old diplomatic hands to the huge and exquisite Grand Locarno Room in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office for what the invitation described as ‘a major address on the role of the Foreign Office’.


The line which set the tone for his whole speech was that ‘the nation that is purely reactive in foreign policy is in decline’.4 There it was, undiluted and caveat free, the special impulse, the authentic voice of a country quite unprepared for mediocrity in the shape of foreign policy quiescence.


Mr Hague’s predecessors, Lord Curzon, Austen Chamberlain, Ernest Bevin, Anthony Eden, the great ghosts whose shades one can still sense in that still dazzling palazzo of a building designed by Sir Gilbert Scott and opened by Benjamin Disraeli in 1868,5 would all have approved his words. Indeed, they would have thought he could think and speak no other.


As for Mr Hague’s boss, David Cameron, the words he used a few weeks later at the Conservative Party conference in Manchester would have left the ancestors glowing with posthumous pride. ‘Britain’, the Prime Minister declared, ‘never had the biggest population, the largest land mass, the richest resources, but we had the spirit … Let’s turn this time of challenge into a time of opportunity. Not sitting around, watching things happen and wondering why. But standing up, making things happen and asking why not.’6


Aspirational disarmament generally has never been a simple business for Britain during its long slippage from pre-1914 superpowerdom, and, on present trends, it is unlikely to become so. The ‘instinct to intervene’ is a particularly difficult and important frenzy for contemporary historians to distil. This was very evident during that spring 2011 evening on strategy at the Royal College of Defence Studies, which, naturally given where we were and who we were with, had a particular interest in Britain’s place in the world, its continuing desire to cut a dash in international affairs and the mismatch between that impulse and the stretched resources available to sustain it. Libya was vivid in our minds. As was Afghanistan. The previous autumn’s Strategic Defence and Security Review – and Iraq, as we have seen, still hung heavy over the room.


One senior participant, Vice Admiral Charles Style, the RCDs’s Commandant, observed he had been in the naval service for thirty-seven years and for all of them – apart from a short, post-Falklands boost – he and his colleagues had been managing decline: ‘In the end, it begins to screw up your mind,’ he said.7 Another participant wondered if, in these days of freedom of information, a truly no-holds-barred review exercise could summon up the required levels of realism and candour.


I recalled the absurd line (given the defence cuts in the Strategic Defence and Security Review that accompanied it8) in the October 2010 National Security Strategy, A Strong Britain in an Age of Uncertainty, which declared in its ‘Introduction’:




The National Security Council has reached a clear conclusion that Britain’s national interest requires us to reject any notion of the shrinkage of our influence.9





Another participant suggested the impulse to react, as David Cameron has done as Prime Minister, when Benghazi was about to fall to Gaddafi’s forces, was ‘hard wired’ into him and, perhaps, the country he led.


Thinking about it the following weekend it reminded me of comparable appetites a century ago captured in the words of Lord Rosebery, Liberal Prime Minister 1894–95, distinguishing in 1899 between what he called ‘sane Imperialism, as distinguished from what I [Rosebery] might call wild-cat Imperialism’10 (though I think he went a bit far the following year in his rectoral address at Glasgow University when he said of the British Empire: ‘No one outside an asylum wishes to be rid of it.’11) Replace in the 1899 quote the word ‘Imperialism’ with the words ‘liberal and humanitarian intervention’ and you find, I think, the comparator and the impulse behind that hubristic and self-delusory sentence in the 2010 National Security Strategy, itself a classic example of what a friend of mine, a former officer of the Secret Intelligence Service, called ‘the itch after the amputation’.12


I’m sure there is much in that, but, in some of its aspects it’s almost a divine and a laudable discontent. Why? Because one can define patriotism (as I do in my own case, for example) as a desire for one’s country to be greater than the sum of its parts. And this wish applies to a wide range of the activities contained within our islands including punching in the world’s scholarly and intellectual markets heavier than the weight of our accumulated little grey cells. This variety of patriotism, in my judgement, is also part of the impulse to provide a strategy for the UK which increases the chances of that where diplomacy, intelligence, defence policy and procurement, trade, aid and the instruments of soft power such as the BBC World Service and the British Council mingle and fuse. For these reasons, I am a supporter of the practice of publishing regular national security strategies and defence and security reviews.


Furthermore, one must not be too unkind about the current set of ministers dealing with Britain’s place in the world. It is hard for a country that was a great power for such a time as ours to alter a nervous system long in the making. As Charles de Gaulle wrote a few years before he became the first President of the French Fifth Republic in the late 1950s: ‘France is not really herself unless she is in the front rank.’13 A British version of this kind of Gaullism plays powerfully still in the UK. The appetite for being a territorial, imperial power has long abated. But when it comes to being a great power (or a ‘pocket superpower’, as that shrewd observer of us Brits, Stryker McGwire, formerly of Newsweek, liked to put it14), the fires are not entirely banked.


Nor should they be. For as Sir Jeremy Greenstock, former Ambassador to the United Nations and later Director of the Ditchley Foundation, put it in a lecture to the Order of St Michael and St George (the diplomatic and intelligence section of the honours system) in June 2011: ‘It is probably inevitable that we shall continue to lose relative power as others grow. But there is still a lot to play for.’15 So there is especially if we take the non-heroic, unflashy approach to diplomatic influence as prescribed by that arch-realist in the Foreign Office and No. 10 the great Marquess of Salisbury in the late nineteenth century in terms of ‘a series of microscopic advantages; a judicious suggestion here, an opportune moment and a foresighted persistence at another…’16


That said, the Strategic Defence and Security Review of October 2010 was, in my view, the least satisfactory of the eleven defence reviews that have now been conducted since the end of the Second World War. Briefly, its ten predecessors were:




1. The Harwood Review, 1949 (Labour). This was neither announced nor published; it emerged in 1980 at the National Archives under the Thirty-Year Rule. It was an attempt to keep the defence estimates at an average of £700 million a year over the three years 1950–52. It was swiftly swept away by the Korean War-inspired rearmament.17


2. The Chiefs of Staff Report on Defence Policy and Global Strategy, 1952 (Conservative). The chiefs stressed the overwhelming primacy of the Cold War threat (‘The Free World is menaced everywhere by the implacable and unlimited aims of Soviet Russia’). It foresaw ‘a prolonged period of Cold War’ and urged that the priority of the UK should be ‘(i) Action required to win the Cold War. (ii) Playing our part in deterrents against war. (iii) Preparations for War’.18 This, too, was never published and emerged eventually at the National Archives.


3. The Sandys Review, 1957 (Conservative), which foreshadowed the end of National Service, substantial cuts in conventional forces and a reliance upon nuclear deterrence as the country moved from the age of atomic bombs to thermonuclear weapons.19


4. Healey, Mark I, 1964–66 (Labour), which is primarily remembered for the cancellation of the TSR2 as the replacement for the V-bombers and the planned alternative purchase of US-made F111s.20


5. Healey, Mark II, 1968 (Labour), following the sterling devaluation of November 1967; Harold Wilson announced a planned withdrawal of British forces from east of Suez and the cancellation of the F111 order.21


6. The Mason Review, 1974–75, (Labour). UK defence to concentrate on NATO central front in Germany, anti-submarine warfare in the eastern Atlantic, home defence and the nuclear deterrent with reductions in out-of-NATO area deployments, RAF transports and amphibious capability.22


7. The Nott Review, 1981 (Conservative). Drastic reductions in the Royal Navy’s surface fleet, including the loss of an aircraft carrier and two amphibious assault ships while replacing Polaris with Trident as the carrier of the UK nuclear deterrent.23 Drastically revised as a result of the Falklands War of April–June 1982.


8. Options for Change, 1990 (Conservative). Post-Cold War rethink reduced size of the Army by a third, announced the withdrawal of six RAF squadrons from Germany and the slimming of the Royal Navy’s destroyer/frigate fleet from forty-eight to forty.24


9. Defence Costs Study, 1994 (Conservative). Use of outsourcing, the civilianisation of previously military functions and the Private Finance Initiative to shed 18,700 military and civilian jobs by 2000 and to put the Front Line First.25


10. The Strategic Defence Review, 1998 (Labour) plus the SDR ‘New Chapter’, 2002 (Labour). Restructuring of the Army. Increase in joint capability with a ‘tri-service’ approach, greater use of new technology, spells out the number of overseas operations the UK could conduct at any one time with or without allies. ‘New Chapter’ prepared in response to international terrorism and ‘asymmetric threats’ post-9/11.26





All these reviews had a strong element of cost-push behind them and a desire to reduce the proportion of GDP absorbed by defence (see tables opposite and overleaf). Aspirations were perpetually outstripping resources. But the October 2010 coalition marque was rushed. It looked and smelt like a fistful of spending reviews overlaid by a thin patina of strategy. It cried out for rethinking and revision from the moment it was published (a view expressed, after I had drafted these words, by the all-party House of Commons Defence Committee in its August 2011 report The Strategic Defence and Security Review and the National Security Strategy27). The force requirements of the Libyan operation five months later made this plain for all to see and talk soon began of its being reopened as the difficulties of what one insider called during the early days of Operation Ellamy ‘a slow war of attrition by inches’ became apparent.28


In fact, the most accomplished review of the postwar years lay beyond the standard defence review genre (which is why it does not feature in the list of ten) and fell into a class of its own. It was called Future Policy Study and it was commissioned in great secrecy by Harold Macmillan in June 1959 and tasked with a candid assessment of where the UK would be in the world by 1970 on current policies.29 This, for me, remains the model of how to handle the Place in the World question because it’s the only post-1945 example of an all-in approach that covered the range of moving parts and their relationship one to another in terms of Britain’s security, well-being and capacity to influence others.
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The House of Lords Library drew my attention to Michael Dockrill’s British Defence since 1945 (Blackwell, 1988), p.151, for figures covering the period 1948–54. They are:
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The immediate postwar figures were:
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If I were Chief Historical Adviser to the Prime Minister, a yet-to-be-created post to which I do not aspire (and not merely because I am an independent crossbench peer), I would urge David Cameron to commission a no-holds-barred equivalent of Harold Macmillan’s Future Policy Study with instructions that it be suffused with the purpose of drawing up the ‘cold rules for national safety’ which the great historians of Empire, Robinson and Gallagher in their classic work Africa and the Victorians, said each political generation had to compile for itself.30 This cannot be done, in my judgement, without a stiff dose of Neustadt and May’s ‘thinking in time’ and ‘seeing time as a stream’ by carrying with you into your horizon-scanning and future strategy endeavours a living sense of those who trod the same path as you along that long road of review since Victory in Europe Day in May 1945. It should open by making the case for the UK as a serious player in world affairs (no longer an ‘of course’ proposition) and by a burst of candour about what this means in share-of-GDP terms. Its prose should provide an equally vivid portrait of what a less globally ambitious UK would look like in terms of armed forces, equipment, defence spending and intelligence capability.


Such a review, unless a seriously shrivelled Britain was to be the outcome, would also require a genuine infusion of grand strategy, which is not the same as generating stratagems, to draw a distinction the defence analyst Robert Fox likes to make.31 This indispensable function, as the House of Commons Public Administration Committee noticed in the autumn of 2010 in its Who Does UK National Strategy? investigation, is effectively balkanised not just across Whitehall but, to an outsider’s eye, even within critical departments like the Ministry of Defence and is made worse, in my view, by an unnecessarily high degree of tension between the senior Civil Service and the military about who does what inside that joint headquarters. This was the subject of a study commissioned in 2010 by the new Chief of the Defence Staff, General Sir David Richards, and led by Major General Mungo Melvin, whose essence was caught in General Melvin’s farewell lecture on ‘Soldiers, Statesmen and Strategy’ at the Royal United Services Institute in November 2011.32


If Clausewitz could somehow manifest himself in London today he would have a difficult time finding who was in charge of grand strategy (although the word ‘strategy’ itself is ubiquitous and almost as devalued a piece of linguistic litter as the word ‘vision’). A visiting Clausewitz, were he capable of retrospectively penetrating those committee rooms, intelligence sections and Chiefs of Staff suites where our ten postwar defence and security reviews have been crafted, would, I think, see successive generations of our guardians of national security in pursuit of two, related holy grails:




1. The careful management, and, where possible, disguise of decline by keeping as many capabilities as possible in being, or, failing that, sustaining a capacity to regenerate them.


2. The sculpting from the assets, human, physical and structural, in the armed forces, the Civil Service, the Diplomatic Service and the intelligence agencies, a system whereby the maximum value can be squeezed out of them. This has been the impulse behind a parallel, though rarely synchronised, series of organisational reports alongside the defence reviews. These include the 1958 review of the Chiefs of Staff’s functions;33 the Ismay–Jacob report, The Higher Direction of Defence  (1963),34 which led to the creation of a unified Ministry of Defence the following year;35 the 1984 changes to the Chief of the Defence Staff’s role and the abolition of the three service departments;36 the 2011 Levene Report on defence reform;37 the Trend–Greenhill reforms of the Joint Intelligence Committee in 1968, which created the Assessments Staff in the Cabinet Office;38 and a pair of reviews of the Foreign Office by Lord Plowden in 196439 and Sir Val Duncan in 196940 as well as the 1977 Central Policy Review Staff’s Review of Overseas Representation.41





There will, I suspect, be a fistful of similar inquiries to come before I find myself in some great celestial archive where no-one is ever denied access to any file. If asked ‘can history be any help to the next set of strategic inquisitors?’ I would answer ‘possibly’; ‘probably’, even. If asked ‘in what way?’ I would reply that first of all, is the assumption that our ‘pocket superpower’ impulse is likely to continue unabated to the point where we reconcile ourselves to being a medium-sized power with no particular wish to exert ourselves in terms of reach, capability and expense over any other country, tucked up inside a big regional grouping (the European Union) and part of a longstanding military alliance (NATO)? If the answer was ‘no’, I would be seriously surprised and, I must admit, not a little regretful. I would then say postwar history has little with which to help because we are now dealing with a government mentalité I don’t recognise.


If the answer was ‘yes’, but a slimmer, better-organised and targeted version of the status quo, I would not be surprised. The first thing I would say is that, as a country, we should not continue as if, in terms of place-in-the-world, we were operating on the principle of the old Venetian proverb directed to the fluid precariousness of their city midst the lagoon, Sempre crolla ma non cade (‘It is always collapsing but it never falls down’42).


How can matters be so organised in future that we avoid the perils of overstretch and the depressing, often searing, recitative of relative decline? First would come the history in the form of an examination of the ingredients that have competed for time, attention, money and capability (both human and physical) since 1945: 




1. Permanent demands or ‘musts’ (air defence of the UK; home defence of the UK; nuclear deterrent; security of the eastern Atlantic; NATO commitments).


2. For the years 1945–80, the military requirements of disposing of the British Empire (with some residuals still exerting demands, e.g. the Falkland Islands, Gibraltar).


3. Periodic need to bring military aid to the civil ministries (e.g. Green Goddess fire engines during industrial action by the Fire Brigades Union) or the civil power (Northern Ireland during the ‘Troubles’).


4. Unexpected crises that cannot be met with inaction (Northern Ireland in 1969, Argentinian invasion of the Falkland Islands in 1982): without either dereliction of duty, harm to national self-image and international image of the UK (or both).


5. Crises that can be met with inaction (but at a price in terms of the factors listed above). Libya could have been an example of this in 2011 but turned out not to be.


6. The wouldn’t-it-be-nice-to-help if we had the money, the people and the kit (the list of these is nearly endless).


7. The sustenance of top flight diplomatic and intelligence services, a considerable overseas aid programme and a substantial investment in ‘soft power’43 (e.g. the BBC Overseas Service, the British Council).





So, in the light of the recent, post-1945 past, the test for strategy-making is two-fold:




1. How can its formation be best organised to reconcile/decide between the vector of forces created by functions 1 to 7?


2. How can it help run a system that sustains a ‘capacity to act’ in the words of the 1998 Strategic Defence Review,44 that is greater than the sum of its parts? The ‘capacity to act’ impulse became especially acute in the aftermath of the 2010 review as, in Sir Kevin Tebbit’s words, ‘we had a Strategic Defence and Security Review which says we want to continue to do high-intensity things a long way from our shores but with less. This puts great strain on both our Armed Forces and on industry. You can’t turn capabilities on and off like a tap. You can lose them. One’s fed up with managing decline but managing without sufficient resources.’ Sir Kevin is a former Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Defence and now a leading figure in the UK-based defence industry.45





We have never as a country in my lifetime pulled off this pair of requirements. It’s high time we did. As William Hague said in his Grand Locarno Room speech in September 2011: ‘The world is not conducting a seminar on foreign policy. Out there are nations advancing their own national interest, ideas which promote violent extremism, wars we must prevent, new threats we must anticipate…’46 And, if we are to seriously crank up our chances of doing so, history – contemporary history especially – will be one of the key levers of said cranking. At the very least, it will remind the future guardians of our national security, during the darkest hours of the next Strategic Defence and Security Review, that we have been here before and they are not alone; that the ghosts of many of the best Whitehall, the armed forces and the intelligence services ever reared will be flitting through their committee rooms, emitting inaudible if sympathetic sounds and with more than a touch of irony upon their countenances, as the latest manifestation of our enduring great power impulse bumps and grinds alongside our always limited capacity to fund it.


Finally, let’s make a quantum leap of the imagination – to a future Prime Minister and Cabinet who collectively decide that the instinct to intervene has to stop and charges its National Security Council officials, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, the Ministry of Defence and the secret agencies to concentrate on home defence; on making the UK a hard target against people, states, factors and actions that could seriously harm the country.


What would such a threat assessment – external and internal – look like? With the help of my friend Alan Petty and some necessarily anonymous Whitehall insiders, who have long experience with national security matters, I have attempted such an audit and depicted it in the accompanying diagram, which I hope is largely self-explanatory.







[image: ]





This circle of anxieties and possibilities may strike you as vastly overdone, even verging on the chill-your-bones fictional oeuvre begun with such effect 106 years ago by William Le Queux in his 1906 bestseller The Invasion of 1910, in which the Kaiser’s armies are successfully put ashore in Norfolk while England dozed through the small hours of a late summer Saturday night and Sunday morning on 1–2 September 1910.47


As Alan Petty pointed out, as we compiled our two-edged circle on a warm August lunchtime in the House of Lords, it reminded him of Philip Larkin’s poem ‘Aubade’, in which the gloomy sage writes about waking up at four in the morning with too much wine in him and thinking about where and when he will die, ‘the anaesthetic from which none come round’. The Larkin line caught on Alan’s memory was that unlike our deaths ‘Most things may never happen’.48 And the greatest threat of my lifetime – the Cold War mutating into World War III – was avoided (of which more in the next chapter).


But the point about the cartography-of-threats exercise is that some of them might – and in particularly malign and simultaneous combination. If you accept that, two things stand out:




1. Even with the instinct to intervene curbed, the world and its woes won’t ignore these shores nor is domestic security guaranteed.


2. Finding ways to avert such threats and/or the resilience to withstand them if they happen is a costly business requiring a serious slice of gross domestic product even if we have found ways of keeping the defence spending proportion below 2 per cent (too low, in my view, given current commitments and aspirations).





If I was a Le Queux-style thriller-writer, I’d have a crack at all this in novel form. I’m not; so I won’t. This, at least, you have been spared!




Notes
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2. Ibid.


3. Private information.


4. Rt Hon. William Hague MP, ‘The Best Diplomatic Service in the World: Strengthening the Foreign and Commonwealth Office as an Institution’, Locarno Rooms, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, 8 September 2011.


5. Geoffrey Moorhouse, The Diplomats: The Foreign Office Today (Jonathan Cape, 1977), pp.3–4.
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