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Diplomatic Debutante


“Call for you in the manager’s office,” the office junior announced in her nasal voice. Wondering who might have the temerity to use my manager as a conduit, I followed her to the phone and lifted the receiver.


An urbane voice said, “This is the Foreign Office Personnel Department.” My heart missed a beat. Oliver was in Aden, where a postcolonial civil war was being fought. Something dreadful must have happened. The caller ignored my gasp and continued laconically, “I understand you are engaged to Oliver Miles. We thought you should get married within three months; otherwise you will have to wait three years.”


I was flummoxed. “Why on earth are you telling me this?”


“Because, my dear young lady, we have posted him. He should be leaving Aden quite soon.”


“Where have you posted him to?”


“Ah well, that I cannot divulge. The point is you might wish to consider handing in your notice. In fact, it might be an idea to do so at once.”


It was 1967. I was 22, and in my first proper job in the marketing department of the Daily Mirror newspaper. It wasn’t what I wanted to do. From the age of 12, I had wanted to be a social worker, but my father encouraged me to take up a post-graduate research scholarship instead. Sitting in libraries reading about the Legal Aid scheme did not suit my energetic personality and I hardly lasted a year before taking the first job I could find.


Oliver spoke fluent Arabic and had already served in numerous Middle Eastern countries before we met. When he told his parents that we were planning to get married, his father’s expression turned bleak. “London School of Economics? She’ll do you no good.” He turned out to be wrong, because within a month of arriving in Nicosia, our first foreign post together, I was on first-name terms with half the Cyprus Cabinet and together we established one of the original LSE alumni groups that now flourish around the world.


I did as I was told and handed in my notice. In retrospect I regard this as monstrous interference, however well-meaning, but I was still very much in awe of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO). That evening I told my mother that we had less than three months to arrange the wedding. She was watching the television news.


“You’ll be lucky to have a bridegroom, the way things are going out there,” she remarked drily.


I started sending Oliver telegrams, asking his opinion on the wedding arrangements. This captured the imagination of the middle-aged Asian man in Farringdon Road post office, who took an active interest in the planning.


“You have white wedding?”


“No. Just a few friends for a drink.”


“Champagne and cake sort of thing?”


“Yup, that sort of thing.”


“Very expensive. I have daughters.” He assumed a suitably hangdog expression and reached for the yellow telegram form.
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What the general public might never suspect is what goes on, or used to, on the top floor of the Foreign Office building. Six eligible bachelors known as Resident Clerks – whose job was to act as duty officers covering all out-of-hours Foreign Office business – lived up there. I had been going out with one of them before I met Oliver. There was a certain frisson to be had sitting at the top of the great empty Whitehall edifice on a Saturday afternoon. If there was a crisis the girlfriends would considerately skedaddle, but usually weekends were quiet.


Often when the phone rang the duty clerk would be on the loo, or in the bath, in the big, bathroom papered in dark green. He would emerge, receiver clasped under chin, wire stretched to the limit and towel draped strategically, gesturing urgently for a notebook and pencil.


In summer we would sunbathe on the mansard roof or watch the Trooping of the Colour from the best vantage point in London. And we would drink gallons of Mateus Rose, considered rather smart in the late ’60s, while cooking up a meal for whoever was around. One evening I was preparing two chicken breasts for supper with my then-boyfriend. He turned to me and said, “I forgot to tell you there are going to be three of us for supper. There’s a new chap joining us – Oliver Miles, I think he’s called.” That is how we met. But Oliver had barely become a Resident Clerk before he was posted, complete with gun, to Aden for two years.


We kept in touch by post. After a year he promised me a love token – an Arab rug – which I eagerly anticipated. It turned out to be strips of smelly woven goat’s hair roughly sewn together, nothing like the patterned Persian carpet I’d had in mind.


Oliver came back to England a couple of times for ‘official talks’ and on one visit, very daringly we got engaged, having known each other for a total of about two weeks the previous year.


En route to Heathrow, where he was due to fly back to Aden, and with very little time, as the shops were about to shut at Saturday lunchtime, we stopped off to buy an engagement ring. “What stone were you thinking of?” asked the proprietor, pausing in the act of pulling down the metal shutters.


“A sapphire, perhaps?”


“Good. I have two right here …”


He held out two antique rings but I couldn’t decide which, or either. Under pressure of time it was agreed that I would return on Monday to collect whichever one I preferred.


“But I hope you choose the one I like,” said Oliver. And that decided it.


Despite her pessimism, my mother gamely allowed herself to be jollied into arranging my wedding. When Harrods sent notice of their January sale she led me to the posh-frock department and fell upon a cream-coloured silk dress and coat, declaring it ‘perfect’. She hadn’t reckoned with my hefty frame and there were some horrible splitting noises as I struggled to get the garment either on or off, I didn’t mind which.


“Next size up, please,” my mother commanded the salesgirl, who returned saying, “We only have it in shocking pink, madam.”


“That will do.” She turned to me. “You weren’t thinking of a white wedding, were you?”


The less fuss the better, I thought.


Oliver came home a week before the wedding with a left-hand-drive Ford saloon and an ancient alabaster head given to him in gratitude by his boss, Sir Humphrey Trevelyan, the High Commissioner in Aden.


“Could be valuable or could be the sort of thing hairdressers use to prop their doors open. I’ll have to get down to the British Museum someday to see,” he commented.


We got married on a freezing February day, though the watery sun managed to make an appearance as we emerged from the London University Catholic Chaplaincy. Oliver was a devout Catholic but I wasn’t and had reluctantly attended ‘instruction’ with the Rev. Bruce Kent, of CND fame. He pointed out the problems of a mixed marriage, especially for any future children, and urged me to convert. It seemed that he may have been the child of a mixed marriage himself and somehow after a couple of sessions I ended up more or less counselling him. As a budding social worker I could never resist taking up a ‘cause’.


I resisted the idea of a hired car for our wedding. “You’ll have to get used to that sort of thing,” Oliver rebuked me. “What on earth is there to fuss about?”


The immediate answer was that the driver could not find the Travellers’ Club, so we arrived late for our own reception. When we finally got there Oliver’s mother confided: “I’ve just greeted a rather odd character. I wasn’t sure whether he was invited but I thought he might have been one of your LSE friends so I told him to go ahead and help himself.”


Later, as the staff cleared up, they found a tramp blissfully asleep beneath one of the tables. I have always thought of him as a talisman, as sweeps used to be. And I cherish my mother-in-law’s image of the low life I was importing from the LSE. Our wedding was altogether rather nerve-racking. Dan Davin – a novelist, publisher, and an old friend of my father’s – had had too much to drink and had taken it upon himself to make the bride’s father’s speech. He embarked on a never-ending theme of “she shall have music wherever she goes …”. Unable to stop the flow, I maintained a fixed smile as I gripped the knife ready to plunge it into the cake, but I did notice that Sir Humphrey Trevelyan had slipped away into a corner and settled down with a book.


We returned from our honeymoon to discover that the unnamed posting had been cancelled and we were to remain in London. I, of course, was unemployed. But at the same time I was given the unsettling instruction that job-hunting would be unwise as “a post might come up at any time …” So despite longing for gainful employment I enrolled on a short French course, signed up as a volunteer at Kings Cross Citizen’s Advice Bureau and went shopping, all the time aware that my friends were establishing themselves in pensionable careers.


Years later we discovered that that posting was to have been to Moscow. Oliver had learned Russian in the Royal Navy and was fascinated by the Soviet Bloc. We constantly requested a posting in Eastern Europe but the nearest we got was when Oliver became desk officer for Poland after our honeymoon. Years later another Russian posting, as Commercial Counsellor, was again rescinded. We eventually discovered that the FCO was nervous of sending Oliver to Moscow as he had twice met the spy George Blake.


They first met in Oxford when a well-dressed Blake came scouting for graduate recruits for ‘the Ministry of Defence’. Oliver knew what this meant but had set his sights on the FCO and refused the offer. A year later he was in Lebanon polishing up his Arabic at MECAS, the language school run by the FCO. Blake sidled up to him and reminded him of their previous encounter, saying that at the time he had introduced himself with a false name but now wanted to be addressed by his real one. It transpired that the police were hot on his trail and they had parked him at MECAS so that they could track his movements. He was soon arrested and in 1961 sentenced to 42 years’ imprisonment. In 1966, he was sprung from Wormwood Scrubs and escaped to the USSR.


After a few months in London we were invited to attend a ‘Going Abroad Course’ which ran for a week in the Office. Oliver declined as he had several postings under his belt. I, having nothing better to do, toddled off for five days of pep talk and stiff-upper-lip training. Unlike all the other participants, I had no posting in view. The old hands who had been recruited as helpers to the course leader were terribly blasé and said things like: “Before you go, do get in touch and I’ll give you the address of some darling friends in Wagadugu”.


The acme of the Going Abroad Course was Wednesday afternoon’s security lecture. It made us feel very important. We filed into a lecture hall where a cheeky chappie with a loud check suit and a cockney accent showed us the latest fashion in spycraft. He claimed that what we were looking at had all been removed from our embassies in the USSR or Eastern Europe. We stared in amazement at tiny contraptions that had been fitted into phone receivers or electric lights or sockets and one which had been concealed under a dining table.


Then an exceedingly grand and patrician-looking man sauntered in, seated himself centre stage, and stretched out his long maroon-socked legs with a supercilious air.


“I am what you might call the Himmler of the Diplomatic Service,” he introduced himself. It was impossible to concentrate on what he was telling us; his style was ineffable. At the end he called for questions so I put my hand up and everyone in front turned round to see who dared to question this Bond-like figure.


“You say we should try not to draw attention to ourselves when abroad, so please can you explain why Heads of Mission have flags on their cars and everyone drives with diplomatic plates which are instantly recognisable?”


The audience rustled.


“Anyone like to take that one?” asked Himmler.


“I’ll ’ave a go,” said a bald-headed man with a Yorkshire accent in the second row. “Look lady, if you’ve worked your backside off for 30 years in all sorts of difficult posts as I ’ave, you wouldn’t say ‘no’ to any of the perks, would you?”


I did not quite see how a flag-bedecked car or a CD (Corps Diplomatique) sticker on the back bumper could be regarded as ‘a perk’, but I felt I’d done my bit for the day so did not push the question further.


On another occasion I enquired about shipping out a piano at the Office’s expense – and discovered the answer, surprisingly, was “yes”. Subsequently we did take a rather battered upright, complete with candelabras, to Saudi Arabia, which I considered added value to our rather meagre quality of life and which I sold at a profit when we left. Upon its arrival, word spread and a Dutch hippy swathed in pale mauve with matching beads mysteriously emerged to tune it, then vanished back into the desert. The piano always sounded honky-tonk and quickly went out of tune in the humid climate.


The last event of the course was the spoof ‘Cocktail Party’ on Friday afternoon. We had been lectured on protocol in the morning and now had to show that we could put it into practice. We waited down the corridor and – unlike any arriving guests I have ever seen – silently filed in to be introduced to a pretend HM Ambassador and his lady wife (our course tutor), who stood as a receiving party in the doorway.


We were politely offered a gin and tonic and gratefully accepted the substitute – a thick white china cup of strong Whitehall tea. We had been told that whatever else happened we had to make conversation, to be always on the look-out for someone standing alone, and never to interrupt an apparently functioning group. We were warned that we might be addressed in any language, on any subject, and that we should do the courtesy of replying in the same.


A small lady who was role playing but in real life was a very senior Ambassador’s wife, introduced herself to me as Susan Small, the dress designer. We spoke haltingly of hemlines until a young man, who ultimately became High Commissioner in Delhi, interrupted. I thought I had been rescued until I realised he was jabbering away in French.


Since I had given up my job and been advised not to seek another, I had to find ways to fill my time in London. The Office, wisely promoting self-sufficiency abroad, was offering electricity and plumbing courses, for which I eagerly signed up.


“Plumbing’s off, dear, but you’re on the list for electricity.”


I proceeded to the Women’s Electrical Centre somewhere in West London. The front row of the audience was dominated by two caricatures of the traditional Ambassador’s wife, a dying breed by then. One had hair thickly striped in black and white like a zebra. The other, I noticed, kept putting her jacket on and off with a slow display of the label: Jean Patou, a French couture house. On the first day they spoke exclusively to each another, looking round as if they could not believe they were in such close proximity to the hoi polloi. But on the second day, one of them hailed me.


“I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation,” she purred. “If you really are house hunting there is a darling little bijou period house right by us, just behind Harrods.”


“Oh how kind,” I replied, “but I think we are going to the country.” This was a bit of a lie but I could tell that she lived in a totally different financial bracket to us.


I sat at the back with a young American woman and had the kind of giggling fits you enjoy at school. The main object of amusement was the previously mentioned grandes dames, who found that their long varnished nails prevented them from wiring a plug. One raised a painted claw and addressed the tutor in a strangulated accent, “A fuse? I have not heard that term. Pray explain it.”
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1968 was a year of revolution. Oliver’s brother Francis, who worked for Imperial Chemical Industries, (ICI, now defunct), travelled extensively in the Soviet Bloc. In October of that year, following the overthrow of the Prague Spring by the USSR, our King’s Cross flat was inundated by a number of young, professional Czechs, who – having fled their country – were seeking sanctuary in England. I never discovered why Francis had given them our name as a point of contact. And stupidly I didn’t think of keeping a record of their names and addresses so that when I visited Prague many years later I could have looked some of them up.


There was an organisation called Diplomatic Neighbours who supported and entertained the wives of foreign diplomats in London. We lived in a flat in King’s Cross and I thought I might get to know my local group. I put on my hat, as was customary, and arrived at a very smart block of flats. Indian, Iranian and German ladies clustered around the hostess, an elegant blonde, chattering about the delights and horrors of being a diplomatic spouse. I had no opportunity to introduce myself and as part of the ‘home team’ I had to wait until everyone had left. When I was alone with her I told her I was new to her group.


“So where do you live?” she enquired without looking at me.


“King’s Cross.”


“Then what on earth are you doing in the St John’s Wood group?”


“There isn’t one in King’s Cross.”


“I should think not.”


I joined what was known as the Diplomatic Service Wives Association, a support group of volunteer wives with a rather genteel approach. It was established by the FCO on welfare grounds, after a wife had committed suicide abroad. The day of the annual general meeting was the day it began to dawn on me what I had let myself in for by marrying into the British Diplomatic Service. Several of us wives squeezed into the Foreign Office’s ramshackle lift. It rose about 10 feet and then stopped with a distinct and decisive ‘clunk’. The temperature rose.


“Nobody speak,” commanded a bossy woman. “We must preserve what little oxygen we have left.”


There was an emergency telephone.


“It says on the wall it doesn’t work,” said someone, reluctantly dialling the number. “It says it goes to the Nigerian Bank.”


There was no reply. “Not surprising if it has to go all the way to Nigeria.”


The second time she dialled we could hear a click as someone picked it up at the other end.


“Hello,” said a deep Nigerian voice.


“We’re stuck in a lift,” said the woman rather feebly.


“Oh no!” replied the Nigerian voice. “By any chance would you be in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office main building elevator?”


Mrs Bossy, on the verge of panic, took a deep breath and boomed, “Just tell him to ring the front desk and get some help.”


After a while there was a scrabbling noise and a quavering voice outside said, “Hello, is there anyone in there?”


Within a few minutes we were finally winched to safety. I wondered whether this example of Olympian carelessness towards staff and the public was the Foreign Office’s way of doing things. As we trooped sweat-stained into the AGM, a great roar of laughter went up which Mrs Bossy acknowledged with a wave of her elbow-length glove.


After all this, I got fed up and looked for a job. I found exactly what I was looking for: a social work position with Tower Hamlets Social Services on the Isle of Dogs. After a year I was approved as a full social worker. The very same week, and after two years at home, Oliver was posted to Cyprus.









Cyprus: Kitchen Wars and Terrorist Worries


Against all odds I finally managed to pass my driving test, on icy London roads, in the first week of January 1970. A couple of days later we set off by car to Marseilles to take a boat to Limassol in Cyprus via the Corinth Canal. In those days the FCO still approved that sort of travel but quite soon it was ruled that time was money and everyone began to fly. The relaxed and romantic arrival at a post by ship is now a thing of the past.


Dear Mum and Dad


The ship is old and creaky but there are one or two interesting people aboard – two widows, a Mrs Lynch and an elegant Mrs Henderson who claims her husband was a spy catcher in the war. Also a team of Swedish acrobats who had been appearing with Frankie Howerd in Paris. Lots of people going to Israel to fight the cause – two blokes from Manchester – a chemist and an accountant who had sold up their practices to do so. And a sweet Israeli honeymoon couple who insist on sharing their wine at dinner …


I felt as if I was a character from a Somerset Maugham story and briefly grew in self-importance. This was quickly disabused. As the ship docked at Limassol I went down to the cabin to make myself look like how I imagined a newly arrived diplomatic wife should look: suit, heels, jewellery. Our welcoming party, Kieran Prendergast, the political Second Secretary at the High Commission (which is what Embassies are called in Commonwealth countries), and his wife Joan, leapt aboard from a rocking launch attired in shorts and sandals.


I felt very starchy next to them but our friendship was sealed immediately as we discovered that not only had our car radio been left on throughout the voyage so that the battery was flat and the vehicle had to be dragged from the boat by a Turkish tractor, but that all our worldly goods, including books, blankets and wedding presents, had been submerged in sea water in the leaky hold. To complete the trio of misadventures, we found, once we reached Nicosia, that the keys to our house had been mislaid.


With typical panache Kieran resolved the various domestic problems while Joan chatted away, serving us endless cups of tea, coffee, coca cola – and, as day turned to night – gin. In the end, exhausted, we fell into bed.
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Before we had left England, I met a journalist who put the wind up me by saying that while I was abroad I should never drive over so much as a paper bag lying in the road in case it was an unexploded bomb. Cyprus had endured some years of EOKA-led terrorism until General Grivas successfully expelled the British colonial power in 1960. The Greek and Turkish governments then negotiated an agreement allowing their national contingents of soldiers to be stationed in Cyprus. These were usually young conscripts whose handling of weapons was a bit unreliable. We were once stopped at a checkpoint where the spotty teenage Turkish guard put his rifle muzzle through the car window at such an angle that the trigger caught on his trouser pocket. Alarmingly, he tugged to release it and we thought our heads might be blown off. Perhaps it wasn’t loaded.


In 1960, thick ‘Green Lines’ dividing the Turkish and Greek communities in all the major towns had been drawn on a map by the British Chief of Staff using a Chinacraft pen. The lines were sufficiently wide as to be imprecise. The potential for dispute was readily taken up and in 1963 fighting broke out between the Cypriot populations. The UN was called in to establish and maintain peace.


By the time we arrived, the island was enjoying an uneasy stability, but heaving with callow youths from mainland Greece and Turkey and burly UN professionals from Canada, Denmark and Finland, all armed to the teeth. Our posting was marked by Greek-on-Greek fighting, notably an attempt on President Makarios’ life days after our arrival. General Grivas was back on the island, in hiding. We often heard gunfire or bombs.


As diplomats, we could drive freely across the Green Line at any checkpoint. Turks could move in and out of the Greek areas, but not the other way round. So to reach northern Cyprus, across intervening territory occupied by the Turkish Cypriots, Greek Cypriots had to join the UN convoy which once a day wound its way slowly in a large loop west and north of Nicosia. Ledra Street, the main thoroughfare in Nicosia, ended abruptly in a checkpoint. The Ledra Palace Hotel, so essential to much social life, directly adjoined the Green Line on the Greek side.


My first experience of conflict occurred early one morning in the first week of March 1970. Oliver woke me up saying he had heard gunshots and an explosion, which he thought might have been a bomb. His first instinct was to run into town to see what was happening. Being new to diplomatic life I told him he was probably dreaming that he was still in Aden. My incorrect view prevailed.


Tim Daunt, the First Secretary, did go to see what was happening, and phoned us with the news that Archbishop Makarios’ helicopter had been brought down. Makarios had miraculously survived, as the pilot, despite being shot in the stomach, deftly landed in a narrow street in the Old Town. How the rotor blades avoided the power lines that criss-crossed the 20-foot-wide street, will never be known.


According to our maid, who lived on this street, the Archbishop had dragged the pilot out shouting for a taxi until eventually a sweet-and-nut stall holder took them to hospital in a clapped-out van. Our neighbour, Michael Triantafyllides, visited Makarios later that morning and told us that he was cool as a cucumber and apparently quite unscathed by his experience.


One of the men arrested for this murder attempt was the ex-Foreign Minister. Like many Cypriots he kept a stash of weapons but protested that the arms had been given to him by Makarios. The ex-Minister of Defence, Polycarpos Georgadjis, was murdered a week later. He was suspected of being an instigator of the plot against Makarios, but in the way of Middle Eastern political intrigue, although everyone ‘knew’ he was guilty, it remained unclear who had done what.


Dear Mum and Dad


Today we hear Georgadjis has been shot dead. He was accused by Makarios of the assassination attempt and it’s been evident for some time that Mak. wanted to get rid of him. We don’t know whether it was the police or a long-standing feud or what. He always protested his innocence and was supposed to be the most popular leader of the most popular party. Mind you, he had been an EOKA gunman. I hope you are not getting nervous at home; I find reading reports in The Times terrifying but living here is entirely different … the emphasis is changing to internal Greek troubles, no longer Turk and Greek … my Greek teacher, a left-wing Athenian, says the Brits and Americans are behind it …


A few weeks later Oliver wrote to my parents:


We’re keeping our fingers crossed over the Cyprus problem. No more shootings – the main news now is illegal arms being handed in under an amnesty. Extraordinary country – one can understand a chap keeping the odd pistol or rifle but not rocket launchers and anti-aircraft guns …


Superficially, the living was easy, but there was an underlying tension. The threat in our time was not towards the British. For that reason we were all rather taken aback one hot afternoon when a mini-terrorist put a bomb against the front door of the British High Commission and started a fire. Fortunately, the damage was not great and the Military Attaché, awoken from his siesta, extinguished it, wearing pyjamas.


The Greek Cypriots called the island ‘o omphalos’ which means ‘the navel’, because they considered it to be the centre of the world. It certainly was not immune to international politics. When the colonial period ended in 1960 the British government retained an intelligence listening post at Ayios Nikolaos and the Sovereign Base Areas at Akrotiri and Dhekelia because of their strategic position in the Mediterranean. These bases have been used mostly as military training grounds but for us in the High Commission, they were also a reassuring source of medical care.


Cyprus has been a sanctuary and sometimes a terrorist convenience. Towards the end of 1970 civil war broke out in Jordan (‘Black September’). As a result, several hundred British nationals were evacuated via Nicosia. The High Commission wives were put on alert to receive the women and children, who came out first. We waited all day until the first plane landed late in the evening. Peter Ramsbotham, the High Commissioner, went aboard to welcome them. It was one of his more lugubrious performances.


As he embarked on a short history of the island, Alan Hathaway, an ex-Royal Marine and a relatively junior member of staff, nipped under his arm shouting, “All those with names A-M turn left out of the aircraft. Follow me NOW.” Mr Ramsbotham, being an amenable fellow, abandoned his speech. Soon we were dispensing as much comfort and aid as we could to the shocked families who had left their menfolk behind, arriving only with the clothes they stood up in.


Towards the end of our posting, in October 1972, Cyprus allowed a Lufthansa aircraft that had been hijacked by al Fatah, the Palestine terrorist group, to land at Nicosia for refuelling. The plane was travelling between Damascus and Frankfurt, but ended up in Libya. The hijacking was an attempt to free three Palestinians who had been imprisoned following the massacre of several members of the Israeli team at the Munich Olympics.


On another occasion the Palestinians attempted an attack on the Israeli Embassy in Nicosia. It was thwarted by a solitary Cypriot policeman. The terrorists then made for the airport intent on hijacking a plane but three of them were killed and one arrested. On each occasion I could hear a cacophony of sirens screaming down the airport road, which was one block away from where we lived.


One evening an American diplomat said to me, “I have a solution to the world’s problems.”


“What’s that?”


“Give Cyprus to the Palestinians and you’ve solved the whole thing.” If only there was such a slick solution.


It was scary to be so close to all this violence. It made me aware that in 1968 when I had married into the diplomatic service, some fundamental changes were occurring both at home and abroad, changes which would directly affect our lives. First came hijacking and terrorism. Like most diplomatic families we were constantly faced with the problem of security. Abroad, Embassy property began to be treated as a first line of attack by increasingly violent insurgents. Individual diplomatic personnel, traditionally accorded respect and deference by the host country, often became pawns in international squabbles – in the worst cases as victims of kidnapping or even assassination. Diplomats’ children flying unaccompanied between post and school became a source of anxiety for mothers waving them off from foreign airports.


One British diplomatic child disappeared for a couple of days in Beirut because the fighting in the Lebanese civil war had closed the airport. (He was found on the beach in the company of a British Airways stewardess who had no way of informing the distraught parents that he was safe.) In Athens, the local British Embassy Prep School pupils sported bright red blazers that could have made them easy targets for kidnappers as they stood at the roadside waiting for the school bus.


A second major change was to the finances of the FCO. One of the economic measures taken by Edward Heath in 1970 was the establishment of the Central Policy Review Staff (popularly known as the ‘Think Tank’), where the remit was to look at ways to cut government spending. A posse of the Great and the Good appointed to this task visited us in Nicosia. They spent a week sucking their teeth at what they regarded as our lavish style of living but which we maintained was necessary for the job of representing our country overseas.


Having visited a number of posts they came up with a series of recommendations. One was that diplomatic property should be rented, not owned, which fortunately has mostly been ignored, to the benefit of the Exchequer. The government decided to systematically cut the British diplomatic service finances by at least one percent every year, gradually eroding services. Staff in difficult postings, such as Saudi Arabia, struggled to fulfil day-to-day functions through lack of transport and other facilities. To put the savings in context, it is useful to know that the entire, world-wide British diplomatic service totalled 6,000 employees, mostly locally engaged and far fewer than in many local UK authorities.


A third influence was feminism. This was gradually gaining traction in the United States during the 1960 -1970s, until it finally reached the UK. The patriarchal FCO refused employment to female diplomats if they married before 1973, and has always depended on the usefulness of compliant wives. Feminism made me question my role and gave me some confidence to assert my rights and that of other diplomatic wives. I am sure that I gained a reputation for being ‘difficult’ which I would argue was unjustified in view of all my committed hard work over 28 years supporting Oliver’s activities.
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On my first morning in Cyprus as a proper diplomatic wife I awoke to Lilliburlero, the signature tune of the BBC World Service, which became a familiar theme during our time abroad. Pottering downstairs I found the table laid for breakfast with a linen cloth and Ellie, the not-so young Cypriot maid, eager to discover what sort of people she had contracted herself to. Her demeanour suggested that she was tough and hardworking and did not suffer fools gladly.


As soon as breakfast was over and I had dressed, Ellie made the first move, producing a pile of folded cotton ladies’ drawers, bequeathed by her favourite employer. She said she had been forced to use them as dusters by my stingy predecessor. She was hoping for something better from me.


Then she directed me to go and borrow the neighbour’s Hoover. It had all been arranged, she assured me. Reluctantly I went next door and rang the bell. A puzzled-looking servant answered the door and with some difficulty – as I did not then speak Greek, I explained my mission. She indicated that I should sit and wait. I waited for a very long time. I could hear quite a lot of bumping and shouting from upstairs.


Eventually I crept home empty-handed to a contemptuous Ellie. How could she clean the house when all she had were Lady So-and-So’s knickers? I slunk away to unpack but not for long as she kept me on the run the whole morning. It transpired, when I did eventually meet my neighbours, that the lady of the house had been otherwise occupied that morning – giving birth to a son. Her husband became the Cypriot Foreign Minister.


On that first day, Frances Ramsbotham, the High Commissioner’s wife, had invited me to lunch with some local ladies to introduce me as the wife of the new Head of Chancery (Oliver’s job title). Margaret Worsnop, an old hand, offered to accompany me to the Residence. When she arrived she looked startled at my dishevelled appearance.


“You look as if you’ve been working hard.”


“Ellie keeps sending me out on missions and it’s very hot.”


“Ignore Ellie. She’s a tyrant, we all know that. Oh, hello Ellie …”


I seized the bunch of flowers for my hostess and we set off across the Green Line to the pretty Turkish villa that served as the High Commissioner’s Residence.


In each post the Residence is where the Head of Mission lives, whether he is called Ambassador or High Commissioner. The building, sometimes historic and palatial, is used for official entertaining and putting up visiting dignitaries such as members of the Royal family, government ministers, members of Parliament, captains of industry etc. but it can also be just a flat, like the Residence in New York where the Ambassador to the United Nations lives. In Cyprus there was a Residence on each side of the Green Line.


The reason for this was that while living in the Turkish villa the High Commissioner and his wife had suffered a personal tragedy. They had lost confidence in their surroundings and had had the villa exorcised twice. So they preferred to reside in a small villa on the Greek side, where they usually entertained.


As I was the guest of honour, we were the first to arrive – as I had been taught on the Going Abroad course – but I had hardly said a word to my hostess before the other women guests, both Cypriot and British, came trooping in and lunch was announced. We sat down to a plate of finely chopped lettuce. Odd, but we chomped our way through it. The second course was chopped lettuce, too.


“Wow, Frances,” said Irene, an outspoken blonde who ran the St John’s Ambulance, “you are so good to consider our figures.”


Mrs Ramsbotham blenched but acknowledged the compliment with a slight incline of her head. The pudding was a sort of liquid lemon froth.


As staff wives we had to remain behind until everyone had left. “Thank you so much,” I started to say.


“Oh my dear,” she interrupted, tossing her girlish pony tail. “If only you knew. I got home at ten to one, to find the cook in bed with the sheet over his head. So I just went into the kitchen and chopped. Luckily, he had begun making the lemon sorbet.”


“It was a memorable occasion,” I said, truthfully.


In the car Margaret remarked, “She passed it off so graciously, nobody would have suspected what had happened.” I resolved to try to do the same.


I had hardly returned home when the phone rang. It was our neighbours, Dolly and Michael Triantafyllides, who became very dear friends. Michael was appointed Chief Justice during our time. Dolly came from a wealthy East African Greek family and while imperious in manner she was also kind.


“We want you to come over this evening so that we can meet you.”


This put me in a difficult situation; I could not ask to what exactly we were being invited. My parents-in-law had once answered such an invitation expecting a meal but received brandy and a cigar instead. Oliver was underwhelmed by my ineptitude.


“How could I say ‘is it for dinner’?” I retorted.


“Well, now we don’t know whether to eat or not.”


After we had consumed some pork chops we crossed the road.


“Hello!” said Michael warmly, shaking our hands. “So pleased you could join us for our little buffet.” It was a Roman feast.


The High Commissioner and his wife were assiduous, if rather preoccupied hosts. The food was never very good but the Ramsbothams were kind and generous and you never knew whom you might meet at their parties which, often being impromptu, could descend into theatre. One morning Oliver phoned me at about 11am to say that there was to be a lunch at the Residence. It did not augur well.


“Can you think of anyone we can place between the head of MI5 and a journalist from the Economist Intelligence Unit? Unfortunately they are both coming today.” The head of MI5 at the time was Sir Martin Furnival-Jones.


The dining table had been extended to its maximum length and a large vase of flowers strategically placed. The guest list had been doubled to include two lady majors who lived in a cave (and in 1974 single-handedly saw off some Turkish invaders). A few others had been dragged in, including Mr Ramsbotham’s social secretary who was probably responsible for this muddle. Gil Morris, an undercover intelligence officer and therefore possibly one of Sir Martin’s staff in the High Commission, and his wife were necessarily present.


I sat on the left of Peter Ramsbotham with Gil on my left and Sir Martin opposite. I could sense Oliver at the other end of the table parrying questions from the journalist. As lunch was served, Gil sang loudly and tunelessly, “Who could want for anything other than Mrs Ramsbotham’s lamb chops?” But nobody heard as noise levels were elevated.


I noticed Mr Ramsbotham kept dropping cutlery, napkins and lamb bones onto the floor, possibly from nerves. Sir Martin sat impassive and silent throughout, but as we rose from the table I saw that a zigzag mark like the sign of Zorro had appeared right across his forehead. I have no idea how it got there or whether it held any significance, and it was impossible to ask.


After a decent interval to become socially acclimatised, it was our turn to issue an invitation to the High Commissioner and his wife. This was a truly scary moment and needed planning.


“Mrs R. will insist you sit with her before dinner so don’t think you can go into the kitchen,” warned a friend.


At our dinner parties Alexi, a dim but well-meaning post office messenger, served the food and washed up afterwards. We liked him because he was outside the catering mafia run by Pieris, an unpleasant-looking man who boiled vegetables with bicarbonate of soda to keep them looking green. However, since I wanted all to go smoothly, I booked Pieris weeks ahead, periodically checking that I was in his diary. I wanted him to put the finishing touches to the meal that I would have already prepared. On the afternoon of the dinner he informed me that he had a pressing engagement elsewhere and was sending his highly recommended ‘best man’ instead.


Neither Pieris nor any of his random henchmen were trained. They were blue-collar workers by day who metamorphosed into waiters and kitchen staff around 6pm. Best Man’s appearance caused me a momentary spasm. A deep scar ran diagonally across his face and he looked like a thug. With no time to spare I took him into the kitchen.


“Who’s that?” Alexi asked in a whisper.


“Pieris says he’s great.” I said firmly. Alexi looked unconvinced.


Best Man was a swashbuckler. “Leave everything to me,” he cried, flinging out his arms like a tenor. “Alexi and I will do everything.”


Just as predicted, Mrs Ramsbotham positioned herself at the senior lady’s end of the sofa and patted the seat next to her. “Come and sit next to me, my dear.”


I felt an urge to check how things were going in the kitchen but couldn’t. Alexi announced that dinner was served. The dining table was adorned with a linen cloth but nothing else. We waited quite a long time, the conversation eventually dropping to a murmur. Ignoring Oliver’s meaningful look, I went into the kitchen, where Best Man had Alexi’s head in an arm lock, and a knife at his throat. Tears rolled down Alexi’s cheek.


“He’s put the soup on the meat,” he sobbed.


“Well, just tip the soup off the meat and serve it,” I said.


It was thick, greasy and congealed. “Delicious,” the High Commissioner announced, in his basso profundo.


“Oh, Mr Ramsbotham …” I started to say in a querulous voice.


“Don’t tell me now.”


[image: cup]


We were expected to entertain as much as possible, limited only by our entertainment allowance and the amount of energy and commitment that I, as cook and hostess, could summon up. This probably meant not less than a couple of formal meals each month as well as frequent drinks parties and small suppers. After a couple of years of sweating it out in the kitchen, I was required to lay on a buffet for 60 people. All morning I singlehandedly hauled tables and chairs from the British Council. As I stood stirring something over a very hot stove in the very hot kitchen, with a toddler balanced on my pregnant belly, the penny dropped: What the hell was I doing? I didn’t graduate from the LSE to become an unpaid domestic servant.
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