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            INTRODUCTION

         

         In June 1987, I was summoned to a reception at 10 Downing Street. Denis Thatcher congratulated me on being appointed Ambassador to South Africa. Denis, who loved playing golf with his friends in Natal, told me that I was being sent to ‘God’s own country’. The Prime Minister gave me her usual steely stare. ‘Well,’ she declared, ‘at least you’re not a diplomat!’

         She meant this as some kind of compliment.

         Harold Macmillan, walking with a friend into Downing Street, was asked which side the Foreign Office was on. ‘On our side – I hope,’ he replied.

         Franklin Roosevelt, asked in 1942 about the attitude of the State Department, declared, ‘The best that can be hoped for from the State Department in this war is an attitude of strict neutrality.’

         Thatcher regarded the Foreign Office with great suspicion. It was far too eager to get on with foreigners – in her opinion, at any cost. Yet she was an ardent supporter of some of its most senior members – Nico Henderson, Michael Butler and Tony Parsons – on whom she depended critically at various points in her career.

         Her attitude was the same to the civil service in general, which she regarded as an unresponsive bureaucracy, addicted to ‘better-nottery’. Not long after becoming Prime Minister, she hosted a dinner with all the most senior officials, the Permanent Secretaries. Perhaps naively, believing that they too must be concerned about our woeful economic performance, she declared that, together, they could beat the system. ‘But we are the system!’ was the response.

         Yet she depended no less critically on several of its most senior figures – Robert Armstrong, Robin Butler and Andrew Turnbull.

         I did not think her suspicions were entirely unfounded. A lot of diplomacy consists of going through the motions, of making statements that are essentially meaningless, about crises no one has any intention of doing much about, apart from despatching dollops of aid to the victims. This is a tendency which has become ever more pronounced today.

         Diplomats never have been very popular. They are thought to live comfortable lives abroad, dispensing hospitality at the country’s expense – a travesty when I think of the hardships many of my friends have had to endure in remote and dangerous parts of the world.

         Towards the end of my foreign service career, I was summoned to a meeting with the Foreign Secretary to discuss whether we should align ourselves with the Europeans or the Americans. The Foreign Office by this stage was so thoroughly Europeanised that there was not much doubt where this discussion would lead. I made the heretical suggestion that we should align ourselves with our own interests, choosing who could most practically help us attain our objectives. To be fair, this was reflected in the conclusions of the meeting, though not in the mindset of all those involved.

         I had a lot of good fortune in my career. It was a period in which we did get quite a lot done, as distinct from talked about – though some of it since then has been undone, or looks like having to be done all over again. The most important lesson I learned was that nearly every crisis creates an opportunity – by forcing the participants to think the unthinkable about ways to try to resolve it. Thatcher would not have been able to force through her economic reforms but for the dire straits the country was in when she became Prime Minister. We would not have been able to get adopted an extremely risky plan for what was then Rhodesia but for the failure of all the previous half-hearted efforts and the prospect of a disastrous end to the civil war.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER I

            AFRICA IS NOT FOR THE FAINT-HEARTED

         

         When I joined the Foreign Office, the custom was to despatch many of the best and brightest to learn Arabic at the language school at Shemlan in Lebanon, reflecting the Office’s long and passionate, though generally unrequited, love affair with the Arab world. Charles Powell, who joined at the same time, found that one of his tasks in the Arabian Department was manumitting (freeing) slaves, the rule being that any serf in one of the small Gulf kingdoms who succeeded in rushing into the British embassy compound and throwing his arms around the flagstaff thereby could become entitled to his freedom.

         Charles was to prove an extraordinarily important friend and ally. We worked together on Rhodesia and when, as her private secretary, he became Margaret Thatcher’s closest foreign policy adviser, he helped to secure her agreement to our tactics in Europe and backing for me in South Africa. He sometimes was accused by less talented colleagues of being too influential. Very unfairly, as Charles never looked after his own interests and made a major contribution to Thatcher’s successes in foreign policy.

         Determined to avoid learning Arabic and, so far as possible, the Middle East, I volunteered instead to be sent to Africa, a continent the Office felt that it needed to discover, as all sorts of new countries kept bobbing up at the United Nations, freed from their colonial masters. To help discover this new universe I was despatched to Dakar in Senegal, given a Land Rover and told to find out about French-speaking west Africa.

         The President, Léopold Sédar Senghor, was an ardent Francophile who, once a week, used to lecture a bemused population about the philosophical writings of Teilhard de Chardin. A civilised man, he had no ambitions vis-à-vis our tiny colony in Gambia, which Senegal entirely surrounded. When the Prime Minister was accused of plotting against him, Senghor locked him up, but sent him books in prison to improve his mind.

         Boarding the ferry to cross the Gambia River, you would be ushered on to the boat by the Senegalese police in their kepis and off it by the Gambians in their khaki shorts. There, the Prime Minister told me that he would never be able to understand ‘those Continentals’, i.e. the Senegalese. The British Governor was wicket keeper in the national team.

         Guinea I found in a pitiable state, as they had voted against Charles de Gaulle’s offer of ‘cooperation’ with France. The French, in response, had decamped with everything they could lay their hands on, including the tax records. The President, Ahmed Sékou Touré, maintained himself in power by numbing his people with five-hour ‘discours fleuves’.

         The embassy was established on a high floor in the only skyscraper in the capital, Conakry. This was unfortunate, as there was no water or electricity. Climbing the stairs in 90 per cent humidity was an experience not soon to be forgotten. On return to London, my first recommendation was to close the embassy there, which we did.

         Arriving in Accra in the Nkrumah era, I was surprised to be informed by the radio that ‘the pilot of Africa has left for an unknown destination’. The Osagyefo (Redeemer) by then had become a figure of fun to the local intelligentsia. Shortly afterwards, he was overthrown. His spooky left-wing British adviser, Geoffrey Bing, had to be rescued from the wrath of the Ghanaians.

         In Nouakchott, capital of Mauritania, the US Ambassador and I toasted the country’s first female pilot, flying low and slow over our heads. Too slow, as it turned out, as our toast was followed by a dull thud. Arriving at the scene, we helped the young lady unharmed out of the ancient biplane embedded in the sand dunes.

         Whatever might be thought of the effects of colonialism on these small, neglected countries, the effects of no colonialism were even more striking in Liberia, declared for ever a free country by the United States. Arriving in a downpour, along with my co-passengers, I was denied entrance to the terminal by a police officer in black trench coat and reflective glasses without payment of a bribe.

         Our rather jaded Ambassador took me to see the Minister of Justice. ‘Only,’ as he observed, ‘there isn’t any justice.’ For this was a country whose President had installed solid-gold taps in the bathrooms of his palatial mansion. The fortunes of Liberia since then have been transformed by a remarkable woman, President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf.

         Back in Dakar, at the university, was an outstanding professor, the agronomist René Dumont, who wrote a seminal book, False Start in Africa. In it, he pointed out that the overwhelming majority of the population in the newly independent countries lived from subsistence agriculture. But the black urban elite now governing them, lawyers and professional politicians, had no interest in agriculture. They had taken over the houses and offices of the colonial rulers, but nothing much else had changed. They were, however, easily seduced by promises of industrial development that were very unlikely to be viable.

         Dumont went on to become the Green candidate in the French presidential election. Operating from a barge on the Seine, his programme included no cars inside the Beltway and extending the Boulevard Saint-Michel as far as the sea! When it came to Africa, however, he knew what he was talking about.

         On return to London, I became the desk officer responsible for these statelets. My writ soon extended to the former Belgian Congo, then in the throes of a civil war.

         I also became a part-time resident clerk or overnight duty officer – a popular assignment, as it enabled the incumbents to seek to impress actual or potential girlfriends by entertaining them in an attic under the rafters of the magnificent building overlooking St James’s Park. The messengers would bring them up in the ancient lift, the progress of which was so laborious that the American Ambassador, Walter Annenberg, declared, ‘Back home, trees grow faster than this!’

         One evening on duty there, I was telephoned by the Administrator of Ascension Island, who said that the air-base was full of Belgian paratroopers and the local Reuters stringer was trying to file a story about their presence.

         We had agreed that the Belgians could use Ascension Island to rescue a lot of their citizens, including many women and children, trapped by the Patrice Lumumba-supporting ‘jeunesse’ in Stanleyville in the Congo. Having told the Administrator to stop the Reuters stringer from filing his story by whatever means were necessary, I rolled over and went back to sleep.

         Next morning the Belgians rescued their people and I was summoned to see the Permanent Under-Secretary. I had reached the right conclusion, he said, but I should have consulted someone more senior before imposing censorship on part of Her Majesty’s dominions.

         This was the first time I was accused of not being any good at delegating upwards, though it was not to be the last, especially by Sir Geoffrey Howe.

         Not long afterwards, we received a desperate appeal for help from twelve British nuns trapped, also by the ‘jeunesse’, in Albertville. This posed a dilemma, as we had no means of helping them, and the only people who did were Colonel Peters and his deputy, Major ‘Mad Mike’ Hoare, and their mainly British mercenaries engaged in ‘pacifying’ the Congo on behalf of General Mobutu. We were not supposed to have anything to do with the mercenaries, but we found a way to ask them to help, which they agreed with relish to do. Having rescued the nuns, and knowing they would not be rewarded by us, they proceeded to ransack every bank in Albertville and make off with the proceeds.

         
            * * *

         

         By this stage, the crisis in the Congo had been overtaken by that in Rhodesia, where Ian Smith was threatening to make a unilateral (and therefore illegal) declaration of independence (UDI). I joined meetings with strong, silent, square-jawed and often pipe-smoking men from the Commonwealth Relations Office to decide what to do about this. They regarded us as frightful young whippersnappers and certainly were right to do so. It took me some time to realise that some of these imposing-looking gentlemen were silent because they had nothing to say.

         Any hope of averting Smith’s revolt was lost when Harold Wilson, by now Prime Minister, ruled out publicly any British military response. While that certainly was his conclusion at the time, it was an act of folly to declare it publicly, as the Rhodesian commanders, many years later, confirmed to me themselves. Wilson’s announcement meant that Smith no longer had to bother to consult them before declaring UDI.

         Once it was declared, responsibility for Rhodesia was transferred to the Foreign Office, where we faced the thankless task of trying to persuade our friends and allies to enforce sanctions against Rhodesia as rigorously as we thought they should. To our amazement, at the Commonwealth Conference in Lagos, Harold Wilson declared that economic sanctions would end the rebellion in ‘weeks rather than months’. This absurd statement was made on the advice of the recently created and soon to be abolished Department of Economic Affairs.

         At this time, as I arrived each morning, entering Downing Street long before it was fenced off from St James’s Park, I would encounter a tramp, kneeling on the pavement, lost in prayer, outside No. 10. There were times in this period when I felt like joining him.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER II

            JOHN FREEMAN

         

         There followed an interlude in India, where we had a remarkable High Commissioner, John Freeman. Freeman had a distinguished war record. When, following the 1945 election, Freeman made his maiden speech in uniform, Winston Churchill shed tears that he should be doing so from the Labour benches. Starting from well to the left, as a junior member of the government he resigned, along with Aneurin Bevan and Harold Wilson, in protest at the imposition of charges on National Health Service prescriptions, the party having campaigned on the basis that they should be free.

         Thereafter, he had pioneered what at the time was a new form of television, the extended in-depth interview, in his programme Face to Face. Unlike his latter-day successors, Freeman sat with his back to the camera, with the focus entirely on the interviewee. While remoteness was a feature of his personality, his intellectual powers were second to none. He would have been a formidably effective Foreign Secretary or Chancellor of the Exchequer.

         The Commonwealth Relations Office at the time were continuing to make sporadic half-hearted efforts to resolve the Kashmir problem, bitterly disputed between India and Pakistan. The problem, as quite often around the world (it was Winston Churchill who invented Iraq), had, at least in part, been created by us. At the time of partition it had been decreed that Kashmir should remain with India, as the Maharaja of Jammu and Kashmir was a Hindu, despite the fact that Kashmir had an overwhelming Muslim majority. The result had been a local war in which India succeeded in holding on to the lion’s share of Kashmir.

         Each feeble British initiative to try to get talks going created expectations in Pakistan that something positive (for them) might happen, while infuriating the Indians, who were determined to maintain the status quo, as they have done ever since. John Freeman succeeded eventually in convincing Whitehall that it must cease seeking to interfere in this insoluble problem.

         Freeman found it extremely difficult to get on any sort of terms with the Indian Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi. Her two closest advisers, the heads respectively of her office and of the Foreign Ministry, had views so supposedly ‘non-aligned’ as to be indistinguishable from those of the Soviet Union. Freeman sensibly decided that, in the longer term, this did not really matter, as India was a thriving democracy and likely to remain so.

         When a Soviet defector appeared at the High Commission, I was summoned by Freeman to join him in an icy encounter with the Soviet Ambassador, who assured us that if the young man was handed back, he would come to no harm. When this failed to produce the desired result, it was followed by threats and bluster. It took us several weeks to persuade the Indian government to let him leave for Britain. My US colleagues were entitled to be a good deal more astonished when Stalin’s daughter appeared at their embassy to seek refuge with them.

         My duties included reporting on Kashmir, enabling me to stay in houseboats on the beautiful lakes around Srinagar, to visit the Mughal gardens at Shalimar (‘If there is a paradise on earth, it is here’) and, at the source of the river Jhelum, to catch some of the trout first introduced there decades before by the British Governor, Sir Francis Younghusband.

         They included also attending the conferences of the ruling Congress Party held periodically in different parts of the country. On these expeditions it turned out to be essential to be armed with a case of whisky, rapidly consumed by thirsty Congressmen. My Russian counterpart would appear with a countervailing case of vodka.

         John Freeman never wrote his own despatches, leaving that to me, until one day he decided to show me how it was done. There followed a limpid three-page account of all that mattered, in contrast to my more laborious efforts. I have tried to aim for brevity ever since (not always successfully).

         I started to reach the conclusion that what, until then, had been pretty much a one-party system would not long stay that way, befriending the most moderate leader of the Hindu nationalist party (the Bharatiya Janata Party, or BJP), Atal Vajpayee, who seemed to me to have the makings of a Prime Minister and in due course became one.

         John Freeman was transferred by Harold Wilson to become Ambassador to the United States, only for Richard Nixon, whom Freeman had denounced in the New Statesman, to be elected President. But Nixon reacted graciously in a potentially very awkward encounter in 10 Downing Street, declaring that some people said there was a new Nixon – and maybe there was a new Freeman! Catching up with John Freeman in Washington, I found that he had forged a close friendship with Nixon’s national security adviser, Henry Kissinger, based on Henry’s admiration for an intellect the equal of his own.

         
            * * *

         

         An overland journey by Land Rover to Kabul at New Year showed Afghanistan to be as much a geographical expression as a country, the topography rendering it impossible for any government to control much of the territory divided by dizzying mountain ranges. Travellers stopping to take photographs in the Khyber Pass were subject to shots being fired over their heads. The embassy grounds in winter had wolves at the bottom of the garden. Passage through the Kabul Gorge demonstrated how easy it had been for the Afghans in 1842 to destroy a small British army, less numerous than the troops we later sent to Helmand, leaving Dr Brydon, galloping into Jalalabad with Afghans in hot pursuit, as one of the few survivors.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER III

            GILBERT AND SULLIVAN IN THE CARIBBEAN

         

         Summoned at short notice back to London, I was assigned to be private secretary to the Minister of State, Alun Chalfont. Previously defence correspondent of The Times, he resigned subsequently from the Labour Party in protest at the policy of unilateral nuclear disarmament. A very engaging companion, ousted when Harold Wilson lost the 1970 election, he wrote an entertaining article in The Spectator. In it he declared that the Foreign Office regarded the arrival of a junior minister in much the same way as an oyster regarded that of a grain of sand – ‘the intrusion of an irritant, with a very low probability of ever producing a pearl’.

         Well before Yes, Minister, he described the multiple subterfuges the Office would engage in to ensure that no harm was done. The Permanent Under-Secretary, Denis Greenhill, found this amusing since, as he said to me, it was pretty accurate. The remainder of the hierarchy professed to find it shocking, presumably for the same reason.

         As Sir Alec Douglas-Home now became Foreign Secretary, Chalfont was succeeded by a Tory stalwart, Joe Godber. He drove in every day from his well-loved home base, Bedford, and really wanted to be Minister for Agriculture, an ambition he was to realise. Meanwhile, however, he was regarded by Sir Alec, rightly, as a ‘safe pair of hands’.

         Sir Alec, as Prime Minister, had been pilloried by the press. Yet I cannot think of any Foreign Secretary, until Peter Carrington, who was more popular and admired within the building and by his counterparts overseas. In the desperate days of Black September, when in 1970 the Palestine Liberation Organization tried to seize power in Jordan and a BOAC plane and its passengers were among the hostages captured, he coped with the crisis with calm and determination.

         As Prime Minister, Ted Heath’s great triumph was to negotiate us into the European Community. To Henry Kissinger’s surprise and alarm, he tried thereafter deliberately to downgrade the relationship with the United States to demonstrate his bona fides in Europe. But the Americans trusted Sir Alec and it was largely due to his efforts in this period that relations with the US were preserved despite Heath’s lack of interest in them.

         
            * * *

         

         There followed an episode from the works of Gilbert and Sullivan. Harold Wilson’s Minister for the Colonies, William Whitlock, had been chased at gunpoint off the tiny Caribbean island of Anguilla. To reassert British authority, the Wilson government ordered an invasion of the island. The US TV channels had a field day, as they filmed the Royal Marines, with blackened faces and guns at the ready, storming ashore at dawn. There was no resistance and a British administrator was installed. Godber and I were despatched to pacify the islanders.

         By the time we got there, the marines had been replaced by a contingent of the Metropolitan Police. This was a great success with the constabulary, who much preferred patrolling Anguilla in their shirtsleeves to their duties at home, and with the islanders, against whom they played a weekly game of soccer. On the day before we arrived, the match had been suspended by the referee because of foul play, only for the two teams to decide to finish it without him.

         The main activity of the islanders, fishing, still was being conducted in sailing boats that looked like Arab dhows. We held a meeting with them, led by one or two engaging rogues who had chased the unfortunate Whitlock away with their pitchforks and shotguns and dreamed of attracting a casino to their beautiful, totally undeveloped island. They were revolting against our decolonisation plan to federate them with the larger neighbouring island of St Kitts, whose Prime Minister they abhorred.

         We pointed out that, with a population of only a few thousand, they could hardly expect to be granted independence. They did not want to be decolonised, they declared. They wanted to be a colony of Britain, but not of St Kitts.

         Our legal adviser was adamant that this was impossible. He had drafted the federal constitution for St Kitts, Nevis and Anguilla. Commitments had been entered into which could not now be broken. Britain could not be bullied by a tiny bunch of pesky islanders, who would simply have to lump it.

         Godber was nonplussed. What could be done about this? I suggested changing the legal adviser, which, fortunately, did not prove to be necessary, as the suggestion sufficed to change the advice. Anguilla was declared a separate colony and has lived reasonably happily ever since.

         On moving on to the Turks and Caicos Islands to stay with the Governor in a wooden house built in 1815 and therefore called Waterloo, we found ourselves obliged to wade ashore amidst a cloud of flamingos. The visit did at least result in the building of a jetty.

         A visit to the British Virgin Islands proved necessary to rescind the decision of the Prime Minister to sell a lease over one of the islands, Anegada, in perpetuity to a developer.

         It was with extreme reluctance that I gave up these arduous duties in the Caribbean.

         
            * * *

         

         Godber proved quite good at dealing with the powerful lobby of the Foreign Office Arabists, affectionately known as the camel corps. A suggestion that we should show our bona fides to Colonel Gaddafi, who had just taken over in a coup in Libya, by supplying him with our latest tanks, was politely turned down.

         The most engaging member of the corps, the brilliant linguist James Craig, devoted his entire career to Britain’s would-be love affair with the Middle East, only in his farewell despatch to make such scathing comments about those he had been dealing with that it had to be suppressed. It remains under lock and key to this day.

         Other small crises followed. As we entertained him to tea, Crown Prince Fahd of Saudi Arabia started munching a sandwich. The head of the Arabian Department followed suit, only to turn to me with a face whiter than I had ever seen on another human being. ‘Oh my God, it’s pork,’ he gasped. ‘It’s turkey,’ I hissed.

         When Sir William Luce, our Middle East envoy, returned from a mission to see King Faisal, Alec Douglas-Home asked what these meetings were like with the Saudi King. Sir William explained that the King would sit with a semi-circle of princes and advisers behind him. As he delivered his views on the international Zionist-Marxist conspiracy, periodically he would raise his hand and say, ‘Is it not so?’ whereupon the advisers would assure him in a chorus, ‘Indeed it is so, great King.’

         Sir Alec asked if we could not behave more like the Saudi King’s advisers, rather than saying, when he raised the same question, ‘Well, not exactly, Secretary of State.’

         The next problem arose in Oman, where the old Sultan, though now enjoying oil revenues, was declining to spend them on schools and hospitals, preferring to keep much of his treasure safe in his palace. Worse than this, he had imprisoned his son, whom we had educated at Sandhurst, in a house in the palace grounds. The Sultan’s small army, the Trucial Oman Scouts, was led by British officers, who felt badly about this treatment of a fellow Sandhurst graduate.

         About what happened next, we were not consulted, though it had a certain inevitability to it. The old Sultan was overthrown in a coup led by some of his own (British) officers, though not without putting up a stout resistance. We arranged an RAF plane to bring him to Britain for medical treatment. As the plane transited Bahrain, our envoy there, utterly devoid of a sense of humour, reported that the Sultan ‘seemed relieved to have laid down the burdens of office’.

         When the Sultan arrived at RAF Andover, my favourite and far more senior colleague, Tony Parsons, was despatched to assure him that we had no involvement in the coup. ‘As you are a man of honour, Sir Anthony, I accept your assurances,’ the deposed Sultan replied, ‘but I was rather surprised when Major Landon shouted through my door, “Come out, Your Majesty, with your hands up!”’ The Sultan’s response had been to try to open fire, but he had succeeded only in shooting himself in the foot.

         
            * * *

         

         In 1972, Sir Alec, who was an honourable man, reached agreement with the Rhodesian Prime Minister, Ian Smith, on a scheme which he believed would lead Rhodesia gradually to majority rule. The very obvious problem was that this depended on Ian Smith behaving as honourably as Sir Alec would have done. The opposition was led by Bishop Muzorewa.

         I was not the resigning type, preferring to try to get policy changed. A commission including David Harlech, the former Ambassador in Washington and friend of President Kennedy, was appointed to decide whether the agreement had the support of the African population. The unsurprising conclusion was that it did not.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER IV

            ‘THE SICK MAN OF EUROPE’

         

         There followed a transfer to the embassy in Paris, much appreciated by me, as my wife was French and I had studied at the Sorbonne. The embassy’s reputation had suffered some ups and downs since the war. Peter Carrington enjoyed telling the story of a despatch he received from our man in Paris reporting that he had just had lunch with ‘an old, broken, disappointed man who knows that never again will his country turn to him in its hour of need’.

         There was more in the same vein, written after a visit to De Gaulle in Colombey-les-Deux-Églises. By the time the despatch reached Carrington, at the time in Australia, the General was triumphantly installed again in the Élysée Palace as President.

         The embassy’s fortunes since then had improved. The Ambassador at the time, Christopher Soames, was to become an extraordinarily kind mentor to me. A far larger than life character, his relationship with De Gaulle’s successor, Georges Pompidou, had helped to pave the way for Britain’s entry to what was then the European Economic Community.

         Summoned immediately to lunch with him in the magnificent embassy acquired by the Duke of Wellington from Pauline Bonaparte in 1814, I found that this was a meal that could last all afternoon, ending with copious quantities of eau de vie de poire.

         His popularity in Paris was enhanced by the no less remarkable Mary Soames, Churchill’s favourite daughter and wartime commander of an anti-aircraft battery in Hyde Park. As assistant military attaché in Paris, Christopher had met her there en route to the Riviera at the end of the war. A wonderful couple, they were adored by the French, not least because, beyond all dispute, they gave the best parties in Paris, Christopher having dared to poach one of the President’s chefs from the Élysée.

         In June 1953, Prime Minister Churchill suffered a stroke after a dinner in 10 Downing Street. As his Parliamentary Private Secretary, Soames had combined with the Downing Street staff to pretend that the Prime Minister still was transacting business when in fact he was unable to do so – about which Christopher was entirely unrepentant – until his recovery in October. Soames moved on from the Paris embassy to become Britain’s first Commissioner and chief trade negotiator for what then was still the European Economic Community.

         His extremely low-profile, though bilingual, successor, Sir Edward Tomkins, could not have been more of a contrast. He did, however, adopt a sceptical attitude to some of the instructions he received from Whitehall. ‘The point is, it doesn’t matter,’ he could be heard muttering in response to some of these, often with good reason.

         The embassy was run mainly by his deputy, Christopher Ewart-Biggs. Having lost an eye in the Battle of El Alamein, he wore a black monocle, the resultant rather Bertie Woosterish appearance disguising a very sharp mind indeed. He and his wife Jane were as popular in Paris as the Soames had been. Transferred to be Ambassador in Ireland, Christopher was murdered by the IRA. We did what we could to help his stricken family, with Jane becoming a leading figure in the women’s campaign for peace in Northern Ireland.

         This was a period in which Britain’s fortunes were at a low ebb in Europe and elsewhere. The government of Harold Wilson was engaged in a largely fictitious ‘re-negotiation’ of our membership of the EEC, eerily foreshadowing David Cameron’s efforts four decades later. Wilson, arriving in Paris to see Pompidou’s successor as President, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, wanted to know how to tell him in French that he intended to smuggle the ball out on the blind side. I was able to supply the answer (‘faire passer le ballon du côté fermé’). But this was not an approach calculated to impress the decidedly monarchical Giscard. The ‘re-negotiation’ of the British budgetary contribution yielded no results at all, leaving the problem to be dealt with by Margaret Thatcher.

         At one of the first Group of Seven summits, convened by Giscard in Rambouillet, we found ourselves installed, by way of an office, in Napoleon’s bathroom. The Prime Minister managed to struggle through his speech but, to our alarm, did not appear to know where he was. Harold Wilson resigned not long afterwards, on medical advice, suffering from early-stage Alzheimer’s.

         Our study of French politics was enlivened by the satirical magazine Le Canard Enchaîné. The Canard enjoyed reporting that Giscard had bumped into a milk cart in the early hours one morning, returning from an overnight assignation. France’s premier Cardinal, Jean Daniélou, was reported by the Church to have died in a state of épectase (ecstasy), as indeed he had, but in the arms of a courtesan, thereby upholding a tradition established by the former French President Félix Faure. Those of us who frequented St-Germain-des-Prés would bump into Mitterrand entertaining attractive young ladies in the Brasserie Lipp. The French, very sensibly, reacted to all this without blinking an eye.

         When Giscard succeeded Pompidou as President, he appointed as his deputy foreign policy adviser the youthful and bilingual Jean-David Levitte. As a friend and colleague for the next thirty years, he went on to serve in every senior position in the Quai d’Orsay, as Ambassador to the US and as diplomatic adviser to Chirac and Sarkozy. Refreshingly free of the anti-American prejudices of some of his counterparts, he played a key role in the return of France to NATO under Sarkozy.

         
            * * *

         

         On a sunny spring morning, it fell to me to attend a display by the Royal Horse Artillery, galloping with their guns around the Tuileries Gardens. As the band struck up ‘Colonel Bogey’, the grizzled French veteran nearby, covered with medals, sang loudly in English the Eighth Army’s version of the lyrics (‘Hitler has only got one ball, Goering has two but very small’ etc.). This turned out to be the legendary General Jacques Massu. As a lapsed historian, I was determined to discover what really had happened in his two most famous encounters with De Gaulle.
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