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Abroad is bloody.

George V1 (1895 - 1952)






L’enfer, c’est les autres.

Jean-Paul Satre (1905 – 1980). Huis
Clos 1944
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This book is dedicated to the
memory of mu late husband, Duncan Slater, who believed that the
truth should never be allowed to get in the way of a good
story.

 


My thanks to my children, my mother and
Kate, and all the friends who remembered stories that I had
forgotten and allowed me to share family jokes with a wider
audience, and especially to my daughter Christina who made me
re-write the whole thing (again); to Eleanor Fuller for jokes and
the vigorous debate of ideas; and to Sandra Aragona, whose stories
are much funnier than mine, and without whom I would never have
done this.

 


My thanks also to colleagues in
the FCO for help and support. I have quoted (with permission as
appropriate) from the following FCO Guidances:


	
Guidance on foreign usage and
ceremony, and other matters, for a Member of His Majesty’s Foreign
Service on his first appointment to a Post Abroad by Marcus Cheke,
His Majesty’s Vice-Marshal of the Diplomatic Corps. HM Diplomatic
Service January 1949.



	
Guidance to Diplomatic Service
and other Officers, and Wives, posted to Diplomatic Service
Missions Overseas or some “do’s” and “don’ts” of Diplomatic
Etiquette and other relevant matters. Diplomatic Administration
Office 1965. Dame Barbara Salt).



	
Handbook on diplomatic Life
Abroad, Sir Stanley Tomlinson, FCO July 1974).





In order to avoid tedious
repetition, I have only given the name of the author and the date
at the end of each quotation, rather than the full attribution.

 



PREFACE

 


It is axiomatic that no member
of the [Diplomatic] Service should show or even imply personal
disagreement with any aspect of His Majesty’s Government’s foreign
policy. It is not always so easy…..(Marcus Cheke. 1949)

 


There are, I think, few other walks of
life in which being goosed by a President, Prime Minister or some
other illustrious personage is an everyday hazard, as it is for
Ambassadors’ Wives or, indeed, Ambassadors (there are Ministers of
all sexes with whom no Ambassador is safe). The progress of the
principle guest through a distinguished throng can frequently be
tracked via the startled yelps of the guests as he or she passes
by. Time in office is short and fast work is needed to make the
most of it.

 


But for diplomats themselves, the
temptation to stray or at least experiment is a constant danger, as
many Postings are both stressful and boring, and they go to a lot
of parties. Senior diplomats enjoy great prestige, which goes down
a treat with the opposite sex, opening delightful prospects,
particularly on final postings. Some of the larger, more
cosmopolitan posts, such as Washington and Paris, go through phases
of such rampant sexual intrigue that you wonder whether there is
any time or energy left for more mundane matters such as policy,
commerce or the anxieties of Distressed British Subjects. Beneath
the veneer of exquisite manners and immaculate dress and behavior,
all human life, much of it entirely reprehensible, is there. So
guidance is necessary, as what diplomatic services really dislike
is disorderly lives.

 


Until sixty years ago, diplomacy was
largely the preserve of an international aristocratic class, and
the rules of behavior that it adopted were very much the rules of
their own society. However, after the upheavals of two world wars,
society became more fluid and the Foreign Office began to make
conscious efforts to recruit more widely:

 


My dear chap – these
days it really does not matter which university you attended.
Either is equally acceptable. Anon.



The FO was nonetheless determined to
maintain its own traditions. Manners simplify life by acting as
rules of engagement for interaction between people who do not know
each other and may come from different traditions, but they are
also the basis for arcane rituals, which set castes apart, and the
rules and regulations that governed Foreign Service life were no
exception.

 


Between 1949 and 1974,
the FO therefore produced a series of helpful little Guidances
on How to Behave Abroad. Since in 1949, etiquette was still of paramount importance
in diplomacy, the first Guidance was written by Marcus Cheke, His
Majesty’s Vice Marshall of the Diplomatic Corps, the guardian of
such important matters. It was addressed to a young diplomat, John
Bull, who was about to join the staff of Sir Henry and Lady
Sealingwax in the fictional country of Mauretania, and to his loyal
wife, Mrs. Bull. Later versions were written by senior members of
the Service, Barbara Salt and Stanley Tomlinson, drawing on their
experience of life abroad. I have used quotes from these Guidances
to highlight the transformation in attitudes over the twenty-five
years during which they were produced, which in themselves carried
the seeds of far greater upheavals to come.

 


Marcus Cheke’s’
Guidance is a hilariously idiosyncratic account, far removed from
the dry tome that preceded and paralleled it, the
Guide to Diplomatic Practice by Sir Ernest Satow, (1917 –
2009 updated at intervals by distinguished
diplomats, including Lord Gore Booth and,
most recently, Sir Ivor Roberts), and the careful booklets that
followed, and all the more entertaining as a result. It was, of
course, a confidential document (de-classified, I hasten to add, in
September 1993) for internal FO use only, but it is eccentrically
outspoken in a way that would be unthinkable in an official
publication today:

 


There are countries where ….it is the
virtues which are emphasized in the Old rather than the New
Testament which impress the most…. The late Mr. Chamberlain might
have done well to remember this when he flew to Munich to negotiate
with Hitler; had he been accompanied by a platoon of picked men
from the Guards instead of a secretary or two carrying umbrellas,
he might have produced a different effect on the Nazi mind.

 


It is a shck to read
the rules of etiquette that governed existence in Marcus Cheke’s
day, and to realize how different our lives are now. However, it
should be borne in mind that although much of the advice put
forward so confidently may reinforce outsiders’ worst fears about
the Foreign Service, it is as much a reflection of the diplomatic
world as it was thirty to forty years earlier when Marcus himself
was a young diplomat, as of the battered world of 1949. The old
rigid forms of pre-war society were still apparently intact, but
change was already working through the system, and there
is a fascinating transition from Marcus’ sublime
self-confidence, to the sensible, down-to-earth approach of Barbara
Salt, sixteen years later, and the eminently reasonable, but
definitely defensive tone of Stanley Tomlinson; conventions and
rules of social behavior may have relaxed by 1974, but the world
had become more circumspect. All three
booklets describe conventions which belong to another age, as
remote from us as the Victorians, to whom they would be much more
familiar, although things were getting fuzzy by 1974, when doubt
had begun to set in. Much space is taken up with the rituals
surrounding the leaving of cards, which nobody would understand any
more, and there were equally clear rules which told you what to
wear, and indeed what not to wear.

 


Diplomacy is above all
a theatrical performance, a comedy of manners, and when the
conventions of society change, so do those governing the conduct of
foreign relations. It is based on internationally acceptable norms
and standards where the pace of change is much slower than at home,
and on the necessity of putting on a brave show, so there can seem
to be a time lag between diplomatic and contemporary life. It makes
diplomats seem stuffy and old-fashioned for, as Marcus observes,
other people are much keener on ceremony than the British are.
There is the story, which has become apocryphal, of the French
Ambassador’s wife who sat next to a former British Foreign
Secretary at a grand dinner at Lancaster House. As soon as dinner
was over, she stormed into the ladies loo [rest room], complaining in voluble
French that he had propositioned her.

 


“But surely,” her companion protested.
“You expected this?”

 


“Naturally,” she retorted, eyes
flashing. “But not before the soup!”

 


Much of the tension between
diplomatic services and the governments and peoples that they
represent springs from the public’s view that diplomats are stuck
in a privileged time-warp, at vast cost to the taxpayer (in fact,
the FCO budget is one of the smallest in Whitehall) and diplomats’
view that, as Chou En Lai said, diplomacy is war by other means and
they need to be properly resourced to carry it out. And anyway,
where’s the fun in commuting from Milton Keynes or flying the flag
in some grotty flat in downtown Beijing?

 


Diplomats believe passionately that
their work is terribly important. Their tragedy is that, while this
is true, most people have only the faintest idea of what they
actually do. It is the question that you are always asked at
parties, but even as you draw breath to give a balanced and
articulate answer, the eyes of the questioner glaze over and shift
to the other side of the room where he or she has just spotted
someone much more amusing or important. Most of diplomacy is, in
any event, pretty intangible or aimed at forestalling trouble, and
it is difficult to find anything interesting to say about a
disaster that did not happen, even if kept you up all night. From
time to time, however, there is a lasting end result. When I first
met him, my husband was working as assistant to Sir William Luce,
the Foreign Secretary’s Special Envoy to the Persian Gulf, who was
encouraging the establishment of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in
the aftermath of British withdrawal East of Suez. They were
shuttling between London, Teheran and the Gulf States, patiently
stitching together an agreement that all the (very difficult)
parties could live with (or indeed survive; one unfortunate Ruler
was assassinated during the course of the negotiations). Their
success can still be seen on the map, but this is rare. So the
mystery remains, and indeed it is possible that people do not
actually want to be told earnestly about negotiations over aid
quotas, treaty sub-clauses or, heaven help us, prison visiting;
reality is so tediously pedestrian. They want to be able to
visualize diplomatic life as endlessly glamorous – and to hate
diplomats for enjoying it. But there has to be more to it than
that, so, this is a book about what diplomats do and the
conventions that govern their lives.

 


A Foreign Service exists to defend and
promote its country’s interests and maintain its place in a
precarious world, and to give advice to its Government on which
fights to pick and when to curb enthusiasm. As ever, the key thing
in diplomacy is to pick your fights. Once the decision on a course
of action or policy has been made (not necessarily in accordance
with its advice), its job is to pursue it with tenacity and
intelligence, without resorting to open warfare. There are a lot of
Big Beasts out there, not to mention hordes of marauding little
ones. All of them are hungry and the balance of power between them
shifts constantly, so diplomats are kept pretty busy. If it all
goes horribly wrong, and it frequently does, the Foreign Service
sweeps up the bodies and engages on damage limitation. Foreign
Services have evolved over the centuries, accumulating along the
way a body of conventions and practices known as diplomatic
etiquette, and they believed that they had the expertise to do the
job.

 


But over recent years, an enormous
cultural shift has taken place in the perception of what diplomats
do and what they are for. Revolutions in travel and technology have
altered the way they communicate and organize their work, but most
significantly of all, diplomacy’s primary role has changed from
representational, deeply rooted in the conventions of the
nineteenth century, to service, ruled by key objectives,
stakeholder surveys, indicators of success, capability audits and
the familiar problems of finite resources (painfully more finite
every year) and infinite demand. Outside management consultants
have been brought in to produce blue-prints for change and Special
Advisers to keep the line on policy.

 


A modern Foreign Ministry is expected
to implement foreign policy as part of a government machine, but
not to own it in the same way as it did in the past. It has lost
its exclusive remit in Foreign Affairs and found itself in
competition for the best-funded bits, such as anti-terrorism and
aid, with other politically astute departments. It cannot even
assume that bilateral diplomacy between two countries, carried out
by a resident Ambassador and his or her staff, once its strongest
suit and the very stuff of traditional diplomacy, will fit within
the grid as a measurably effective activity. There is increasing
emphasis on multi-lateral diplomacy through bodies such as the EU,
the UN and NATO, which engage the interests of the whole government
machine and call for close ministerial participation and
control.

 


This has caused mighty diplomatic
institutions, formerly symbols of self-confidence, to question
their own existence and the validity of their calling as a
profession, and as a consequence, Foreign Ministries have pretty
much had to reinvent themselves. The major internal focus has
shifted to the problems of devising and introducing corporate
change fast enough to keep pace with dwindling resources, and it is
more than a little strange to see organizations which prided
themselves on clarity of thought and expression taking so readily
to incomprehensible management-speak. The FCO’s internal structure
has been radically pruned, especially at the higher levels. It no
longer sees it itself as an employer for the whole of a career, and
all jobs in the senior grades and many in the intermediate grades
are open to the Civil Service as a whole. The concepts of a
diplomatic service and of career diplomats are fast vanishing into
the mists of time, and with them, for good and ill, the idea of a
foreign service as a specialist caste. The Foreign Office thought
that it was stronger than the Ministers who ruled it. It was wrong.
The days are long gone of steely-eyed Ambassadors who would thunder
at their supposed masters:

 


“You cannot
seriously expect me to say anything so damned stupid to the Foreign
Minister?”

 


And get away
with it.

 


Where is the
verve of former times? I miss it, but we must move on. The Foreign
Office needs to open up to new people and new ideas, to find better
ways of working and of serving its clients, and to embrace change
for the good things that it brings, preferably without losing the
best of the past. It is a difficult circle to square.

 


Why do I care? Because the Foreign
Office has framed most of my adult life and it is difficult to kick
such an old habit. On leaving university, I started as a desk
officer in the United Nations department, and then joined the
Private Office of the Minister responsible for negotiating
Britain’s entry into the EU. I married a fellow diplomat and since
at that time FCO rules demanded that a wife should resign when her
husband was posted abroad, I spent the next twenty years as a
diplomatic wife. After my husband died in 2002, the FCO, which had
in the interim become an equal opportunities employer, took me back
and I had another four years as a diplomat at the end of my career,
to match the handful of years at the beginning.

 


This has enabled me to see that,
besides the official rules that govern diplomacy and diplomatic
life, which are enshrined in Guidances and dusty tomes on
diplomatic practice, there are unofficial rules which really make
the whole thing tick, and which govern the direction and pace of
change. That is what this book is about - and the excuse to tell a
few good stories (always irresistible to a diplomat). As Marcus
Cheke observed:

 


“The whole science of human
relationships is involved in the consideration of these
things.”

 



SECTION ONE

 


THE UNOFFICIAL RULES OF DIPLOMACY

 


The broad function of
any [diplomatic] mission is to represent, to observe and report,
and to negotiate……..[Barbara Salt.
1965]

THE ART OF DIPLOMACY

 


If ever you
fail to penetrate a man’s personal attitude towards yourself or
towards the business that you have in hand, the following tactics
will often give results; say your farewells, and then, at the very
last moment before you are to vanish from his sight – at the very
last instant before the door closes upon you – cast one rapid glance back. The
expression which you will catch on the face of the man with whom
you have been conversing is sometimes absolutely devastating.
[Marcus Cheke, 1949.]

 


 


A major problem for the British
diplomat is that English now gives us access to an entire world
separated by a common language. Everywhere you go English has been
happily adopted and then embellished and generally made to feel at
home by exotic local rhythms and variations and an unorthodox use
of vocabulary. This can make communications rather a hit and miss
affair, but it adds immensely to the rich tapestry of life.

 


My husband was
Head of Chancery (the head of the political section who was also
responsible for the morale and well-being of a Mission; the term is
no longer used) in the British High Commission Lagos, Nigeria at
the time of the wedding of the Prince and Princess of Wales.
The Times of Nigeria recorded the ceremony with the unforgettable words:

 


“The Royal
wedding was consummated by the Archbishop of Canterbury – and a
picked body of top clergymen.”

 


Which gives one a whole new
view of the Church of England, and its place in British
society.

 


Even amongst native English
speakers, misunderstandings can arise, as in the case of the woman
who was due to go to a franco-phone country in North Africa as PA
to the British Ambassador, after a long home posting in London. She
wrote to her future boss to ask if there were any special
preparations she should make and he advised her that it would
probably be a good idea to polish up her French.

 


So she went along to the local
Further Education Centre and enrolled on a french-polishing course.
On the first evening she was surprised to be asked why she had not
brought a piece of furniture to practice on, but happily her mother
found an old occasional table for her to take to the next session,
and after that everything went swimmingly. Of course, when she
arrived at Post, she had trouble communicating with the natives,
but on the plus side, by the time she had been there a few weeks,
the Embassy furniture was in excellent shape.

 


Sadly, unless we think
carefully about it, English is full of pitfalls. For example, the
advertising agency hired by a well-known international British Bank
several years ago to come up with a new slogan, should really have
thought it through before suggesting: “******** ********* Bank –
the bank that helps people to help themselves”. Sounds like just
the kind of bank we have all been looking for, but alas the Board
did not feel that it was quite the image they wanted to
project.

 


Interpreters add a whole new
dimension. Sitting between two powerful representatives of
different cultures, each looking at the interpreter trustfully and
expectantly while the other rattles off a stream of
incomprehensible, but clearly deeply important, gibberish, their
power to edit what they hear is almost godlike, and sometime even
necessary. My husband once acted as interpreter between a Gulf
Ruler, in the days before they all spoke impeccable English, and a
visiting British General and his wife, whose weather-beaten face
bore witness to a lifetime of energetic all-weather gardening and a
certain fondness for gin and ciggies.

 


“Ask His
Excellency, “the Ruler said, fixing his hooded eyes on the
General’s wife. “Why he doesn’t ditch the old bat and get himself a
younger wife.”

 


Clearly an accurate translation
would have been inadvisable.

 


“His Highness
wants to know,” my husband said, after the briefest possible pause,
“if the General has enjoyed his trip to the Gulf.”

 


The General nodded vigorously,
beamed at the Ruler and said that he was having a perfectly
splendid time.

 


“He’s thinking
about it,” my husband said to the Ruler. “Maybe next
year.”

 


The English use
their own language in a way that foreigners, even those who speak
it far better than we do ourselves, find entirely baffling. How
many false hopes have been raised by the British Ambassador leaning
courteously towards his cher
collegue, after a long explanation of the
latter’s country’s policy on some matter or other, and
saying:

 


“My dear chap,
I and my Government entirely understand your position.”

 


We
know that the next word here is “but”; alas,
however, other people do not see this coming – perfide Albion!

 


Information and language are
the raw materials of diplomacy and words are a diplomat’s weapon of
choice. A skilled diplomat should be able to make words say
whatever he desires, using a kind of verbal sleight of hand to
conceal ruthless manipulation. I was taught when I first joined the
FCO (in those days, the Foreign Office raised its own and drafting
was its most valued skill) that you should beware of using ‘weasel’
words – words which are designed to mislead; you should be able to
achieve the desired result with Plain English, like a conjuror
hiding a trick in full view. Drafting was an art form, but the
pursuit of perfection should nonetheless be kept within reasonable
bounds. As a venerable FO mandarin once put it:

 


“You should not
allow the best to be enemy of the good – unless, of course, it is
absolutely necessary.”

 


Sometimes, however, non-verbal
communications can be even more effective than words at getting a
message across. In August 1972, President Idi Amin of Uganda
announced that he was going to throw all the Ugandan Asians out of
his country with immediate effect. This was terrifically popular
with the indigenous population. Amin declared that the Asians were
Britain’s problem anyway, and not his, since half of them held
British passports (without right of abode – in his eyes a mere
technicality) and the rest, who had opted for Ugandan citizenship
on independence, which had now been stripped from them, were former
British subjects, albeit of the second class, colonial variety. The
neighboring African countries were watching with keen interest to
see what would happen, but were not prepared to take them in. If
Britain abandoned them, they would be stateless.

 


Although not entirely
unexpected, this was not welcome news to the British Government.
The problem was not so much the Ugandan Asians themselves, but the
wider precedent that they might set for all the other ex-colonial
peoples scattered throughout the world if they were given proper
British passports and allowed in as bona fide British citizens.
There were, for example, an estimated two million Hong Kong
Chinese. Britain is a small island; we would sink. Who thought of
that when the Empire was being somewhat haphazardly created?
Clearly someone had to go and talk to Amin and, since it was the
summer holidays and no one else was available, the choice fell on
the Minister I worked for in my early years in the FCO. As my more
senior, male colleagues were also on holiday and had left me to
care-take the graveyard shift when nothing was supposed to happen
(but always did), I went along as accompanying Private Secretary.
We had the radio on as we drove to Heathrow so that we could listen
to the news, and the newsreader started to talk about our trip just
as we entered the tunnel at the entrance to the airport and we lost
the signal. As we emerged, we heard him announce that Idi Amin had
refused to see us. This was a bad start, but we decided to go
anyway in case he changed his mind.

 


Sadly, he did not. We spent two
fruitless days kicking our heels in Kampala, having meetings with
the Anglican bishop, the leaders of the Asian community and any
other interested parties who were prepared to talk to us, and
paying a visit to the encampment of would-be immigrants outside the
British consulate. In the meantime, Amin addressed a huge rally in
the football stadium where his decision to expel the Asians and his
view that it was all Britain’s’ fault was endorsed with wild
enthusiasm. Back in the High Commissioner’s Residence, we feared
that at any moment we would be surrounded by an angry mob. We
decided to move on to Tanzania and Kenya for talks with the leaders
of those countries, mainly to check that they were not about to do
the same thing, but also to give Amin time to rethink and agree to
see us after all.

 


Two days later, there was still no word
from Amin and we had no choice but to head for home. The return
flight from Nairobi had stop-overs at Dar es Salaam and Entebbe,
Uganda’s international airport, on its way back to London, giving
us a last, tiny window of opportunity. Sure enough, when we reached
Dar es Salaam, the British High Commissioner was waiting on the
tarmac to tell us that Idi Amin had agreed to see us, the following
morning at Government House in Entebbe, and that we should get off
the plane at the next stop.

 


Idi Amin was a very big man, a
dangerous mixture of highly unstable violence held on an uncertain
leash, and a towering physical presence. He had been Ugandan Army
boxing champion before independence, and was promoted to sergeant
on the basis of his prowess in the ring. After that, his rise, like
his left hook, had been unstoppable. He was flanked, during our
meeting, by a chorus of terrified cabinet ministers, who tittered
nervously at his jokes and nodded their heads vigorously when he
made a particularly forceful point – which was often. They had good
reason to be frightened. At that time, the life expectancy of a
Ugandan cabinet minister was comparable to that of a subaltern at
the Somme and most of them ended up face down in the river within
two weeks of our departure.

 


Although my Minister handled
the meeting with his usual emollient charm, the tension rose
steadily as it progressed. There was no possibility of Amin
changing his mind, and he certainly was not going to do so to
please the British Government, since having them over a barrel was
a large part of the fun. It became clear from the thunderous look
on Amin’s face that we were fast approaching an explosion.
Suddenly, he leapt to his feet. The Minister started and went pale
and the rest of us cringed back into the sofa cushions. Amin bent
slightly forward and farted very loudly.

 


There was a stunned silence.
This was not the detonation we had been expecting. It was diplomacy
at its most basic, but nonetheless brutally effective. After that,
it was all over. We had no more fight left in us. Obviously feeling
much better, he beamed at us and sat down again.

 


“If you take
these people in,” he predicted. “Within six months you will want to
chuck them out too. “

 


We adjourned for lunch on the
lawn, a rather solid meal at which banana or plantain, the
country’s staple foods, were patriotically served in some form or
other in each of the five courses. We were photographed, toasting
each other ostensibly in champagne, but actually in lucozade as
Amin was a Muslim and was thus teetotal. We then left for the
airport to resume our journey home to London. I sat up though the
night writing the report of our meeting, which was to be rushed
straight to the Prime Minister as soon as we landed, but although
it was possibly the pivotal moment, I left the fart out. Official
English is not really up to these things and it was difficult to
find a suitable way of expressing it.

 


When we arrived, we went straight to
Chequers, the Prime Minister’s country home. He had summoned all
the other cabinet ministers who were not away on holiday – about
three –, and after breakfast, we sat outside on the terrace under
the sun umbrellas to discuss what they should do. As a cabinet
meeting, it was an informal affair. The Prime Minister was wearing
a vividly colored short sleeved cotton shirt and his face, brick
red after the long, hot summer, was as incandescent as a second,
slightly smaller sun. We advised that the Government should make a
virtue out of necessity and welcome all the Asians who held British
passports and wanted to come to Britain with the best possible
grace. As it turned out of course, Amin’s dire warning was never
fulfilled and Uganda’s loss was very much our gain.

 


It’s an ill wind that
blows nobody any good. The purpose of diplomacy is to get the best
deal possible for your country, but a large part of the art of
diplomacy lies in making it seem
that you got the best deal, even when you have
been comprehensively out-maneuvered.

 


DIPLOMATS AT HOME

Diplomacy removed from the hands of
diplomatists and conducted in the full glare of publicity by
politicians and journalists, has not always proved more efficient.
(Marcus Cheke. 1949)

 


When sitting in the
back of a London taxi on my way to the Foreign Office, I was often
asked why I wanted to go there?

 


“Because,” I would
reply, “I am a diplomat. I work there.”

 


“Which country do you
work for?” would be the inevitable next question, since it is
assumed that all diplomats living in London are foreigners working
for foreign governments.

 


But diplomats do not
just work abroad. Foreign Service jobs have fixed terms, usually
two or three years, although postings in very difficult places may
only last for six or twelve months, and Ambassadors may stay for up
to four years. At the end of each tour of duty, a Foreign Service
officer must bid for a new job in competition with other candidates
from the FCO and, increasingly, from the rest of Whitehall. The hub
of activity is the Foreign Office in London and diplomats expect to
spend roughly a third of their time on home postings. This means
that they have to chuck the tenants out of the house in Kennington,
forgo foreign allowances and commute in to Whitehall like other
civil servants.

 


London is the central
point for representation by foreign governments in Britain. If
another country does something that we don’t like, its Ambassador
is summoned to the Foreign Office to be told of our displeasure. It
is also the administrative centre, although all FCO work is
increasingly shared across the whole organism. In essence, the work
of the Foreign Office in London revolves around Ministers and the
need to brief them and advise them, and execute their
decisions.

 


You get to know a lot about Ministers
in diplomacy. The Minister I worked for was in charge of
negotiating Britain’s’ entry into the European Communities, or
Common Market as we called it in those simpler times. This was a
subject of vigorous cross-party (frequently very cross indeed) and
public debate with the argument raging between the pros and the
antis, as indeed it still does today.

 


The Minister was a charming and clever
man, with an unerring barrister’s eye for the important details in
a complex case. He never read his briefing notes properly, but
would skim through them, just before a meeting, or indeed during
the meeting, but he was rarely wrong-footed and he was a brilliant
and patient negotiator. He was not, however, one of nature’s babe
magnets. In fact, he looked like an amiable, over-weight,
bespectacled, cigar-chomping frog, but although he was devoted to
his wife and family, he also loved the glamour of nightclubs and
anarchic, expensive ladies. High office had given him the access,
and power had given him the sex appeal with which to pursue these
other interests, which might otherwise have been denied to him.

 


This presented extra problems for his
Private Office. He would never stay with the British Ambassador
when he went on trips abroad and always insisted that official
dinners should finish by ten o’clock, giving him the freedom to
explore the local nightlife. It was the job of the accompanying
Private Secretary to stick with him as he trawled the bars,
nightclubs and dives until the small hours, and to make sure that
he did not come to any harm. Remarkably, in spite of many
adventures, and prematurely aging the police chiefs of five
continents, he never did.

 


When official visitors came to call on
him in London, they had to come to our office first and we would
either ask them to wait, or, if he was ready, usher them straight
in. He was not always ready, as, in the intervals between official
business, he used to entertain his lady friends. When his next
visitor arrived, we would press the buzzer to let him know, and he
would, in due course, show the lady out of a discreet side door at
the back of his office, where one of us would be waiting to escort
her downstairs. Once the coast was clear, the official visitor
would be shown in to find the Minister sitting behind his desk,
industriously reading his official papers.

 


Unfortunately, on one occasion, the
visitor was a very grand British Ambassador, who did not think that
waiting to be announced could possibly apply to him. He swept into
our office, threw his voluminous coat to me and his umbrella to my
colleague, strode across the room and, before we could stop him,
flung open the door surprising the Minister and the lady of the
afternoon in close embrace on the sofa. The Minister released the
lady and fixed an astonished, bulbous stare on the Ambassador who,
transfixed in the doorway, was regarding him with equal amazement.
After the briefest possible pause, the Minister heaved himself up
from the sofa, the Ambassador moved forward, and the two men shook
hands and settled into the meeting, neither of them looking round
as we retrieved the lady’s shoes, bag and Alice-band and hurried
her out of the back door.

 


The Minister’s official
title allowed him to fly his own striking gold and blue pennant
from the bonnet of his car. During night-time excursions the
pennant was kept discreetly rolled up, with a spare, in the glove
compartment, but he enjoyed showing it and the seal which allowed
him to drive across Horseguards Parade and through the arch onto
Whitehall (forbidden to ordinary traffic), to his lady friends. One
night, while the driver was concentrating on the road and the
Minister was otherwise distracted, one of the ladies tucked both
flags into her handbag and in the small hours when she was dropped
off at her little flat in South Kensington, they went with her. The
loss was not discovered until the next morning. There was general
consternation. The driver was in tears, a pensionless retirement
staring him in the face, although we all assured him that it could
not possibly be his fault. Nonetheless, how could we explain the
situation and what should we do about replacements? The mystery was
solved a few nights later when the lady accompanied the Minister
to Annabel’s and
revealed, as she took off her coat, that she was wearing the
pennants, having enterprisingly sewn them together to make a
fetching, but rather small top. She then proceeded to dance the
night away, as it were flying the flag. The Minister was inclined
to share her view that they looked better on her than on his car,
and we never got them back.

 


The Minister was a great raconteur and
excellent company. However, he did not drink at parties and the
first few moments are sticky for the most convivial of us, so he
used to take his team along with him to act as warm-up support,
feed him lines and laugh at his jokes. Once he was launched and the
centre of admiring group, he would dismiss us with a benign wave of
his cigar:

 


“All right, children. Run along, you
can go now.”

 


One night, we all went to a party in a
house in Eaton Square which had an enormous, high ceilinged drawing
room to the side of the main house, where the walls were entirely
covered by fabulous, vividly colored modern art. The owner of the
house was a staunch, and very rich, supporter of the pro Europeans.
As soon as we entered the room, the Minister was surrounded by a
crowd of activists in the Cause, including an attractive lady
member of the Britain in Europe Group (motto “we’ve got to get in
to get on”), who was keen to discuss with him the wording of a
pamphlet setting out the Case for Joining, which was to be
distributed shortly, paid for by the owner of the house. We
received our usual dismissal and, confident that he was in safe
hands, wandered off to circle the vast room, dazzled by the
pictures on the walls and the excellence of the champagne.

 


Half an hour later, I went in search of
the loo, which I was told was on the landing half-way up the grand
staircase in the entrance hall of the house. It was not difficult
to find, as a long queue of edgy-looking people stretched from the
bottom of the stairs to the locked door on the half-landing. This
was, alas, the only available loo and the crowd were growing
increasingly restive. The lady at the head of the queue rattled the
knob authoritatively, to show that there were people waiting, and
the knob and spindle came away in her hand, the counterpart knob
falling with a dull thud onto the carpet on the other side. Aghast,
those nearest to the door pressed their ears to the panels, but no
sounds could be made out coming from within, unlike the rising
crescendo of noise now being made by the desperate crowd outside,
crossing their legs on the stairs.

 


“Don’t worry,” the lady at the head of
the queue shouted through the keyhole above the hubbub. “We’ll get
you out of there in a jiffy. Just stay calm!”

 


The spindle of the doorknob was hastily
reinserted in the hope that the other knob could be reattached and
the door teased open, once the bolt had been released, but there
was still no sign of anyone wrestling with the lock from the
inside, although one man with his ear to the panel claimed that he
could hear a muffled rustling. Was there actually anyone in there?
Someone suggested sending for a screwdriver so that the door could
be taken off its hinges. A gang of people, unable to wait any
longer, had seized a coat-stand and started to form up to charge
the door from the top of the stairs, a tricky man oeuvre as it
meant twisting slightly to accommodate the half-landing in the
final approach.

 


At that moment, the door swung open to
reveal the Minister and the attractive lady activist, who had
apparently taken advantage of the only quiet space in the house in
which to discuss the fine tuning of the wording of the pamphlet,
and failed to register that the noise outside the door was anything
other than the roar of a particularly good party. There was sudden
hush as, with bug-eyed astonishment, the Minister regarded the
disheveled mob around the door.

 


“So sorry to keep you,” he murmured
courteously, ushering the lady down the stairs and melting back
into the party in search of more champagne.

 


Julian Critchley once
said that: “the only safe pleasure for a
parliamentarian is a bag of boiled sweets.” (The Listener, 1982). But, politicians love dangerous games
and many knowingly run the risk that a private distraction may, at
any moment, turn into an open blood sport with themselves as the
quarry. The stakes are high for anyone in public life, as even in
our apparently liberal society, where nobody is supposed to care
who does what or to whom, no matter how exemplary the rest of a
life has been, a scandal will be the only thing that is
remembered.

 


The Minister owed his protection to the
reticence of the Press who adored him, because he drank with them
late at night in smoke-filled bars, swapping outrageous stories and
waving his cigar expansively in the air, and in consequence, they
never shopped him. There are very few real secrets, and most
stories come out in the end, but that does not mean that everything
known to an inner circle is immediately passed on to the general
public. There is a great pleasure in knowing things that others do
not, and secrets are marketable goods while they are only known to
the few. Sometimes there may be legal reasons for keeping quiet;
sometimes it just comes down to personalities. However, most
important of all, the Press smell death and fear and all the
stories come out of the bag, stinging venomously, when they do. My
Minister was lucky that it was not his time to die.

 


Politics and diplomacy are both games
of bluff and knowing how far you can push your luck and get away
with it.

 


DIPLOMATIC LIFE ABROAD

 


As soon as you
are told of your appointment to a Post abroad, ask the Welfare
Section or Personnel Department for the post report and read it
thoroughly. Some are better than others and some paint an unduly
somber picture, such as concluding that “there are facilities for
Christian burial”. [Barbara Salt 1965.].

 


“Your problem,”
said the official sent out by London from the FCO Estates
Department, gloomily sucking his teeth and looking disapprovingly
at our crumbling but beautiful Residence in Oman, where my husband
was British Ambassador, “is that you are over-housed.”

 


Oversexed, over-housed and over
there at the tax payer’s expense is a widely held view of
diplomats, shared, it often seems, by many of the FCO’s own support
services. Whatever it is that they actually do, most people think
that, once abroad, diplomats escape the safe confines of civil
service anonymity and morph into something glamorous, extravagant
and strange, almost certainly in contravention with the rules of
Health and Safety. It probably had not helped, therefore, that I
had just put my foot through the veranda.

 


So the man from Estates devised
a cunning plan by which, at considerable expense, a new prefab
Residence could be constructed within the shell of the existing
building, with straight walls and sensibly low ceilings, built to
the dimensions appropriate to my husband’s ambassadorial grade.
This would take time to implement, but as an immediate result of
his visit, a full-scale survey of the house was commissioned by
London.

 


Houses, particularly
Ambassadors’ Residences, play an important, but ambiguous role in
the lives of the diplomats. You live there, but they are also part
of the Ambassadorial workplace; they are public spaces and
entertainment venues. Hordes of visitors troop through them on a
daily basis. There are usually small private spaces where you can
make a temporary home, and the house and its gardens are often
beautiful or otherwise exceptional, and much loved by the tenants
who pass briefly through them, but it can feel as if you are
camping in a museum. No account of days in the life of a diplomat
abroad is complete without the story of the house that he or she
inhabits.

 


The house at Muscat was
situated in the middle of Muscat Bay, beside the Sultan’s palace
and between two promontories, each dominated by a sixteenth century
Portuguese fort. When you approached from the town, all you could
see was a blank stone wall pierced by a large wooden gateway
surmounted by the British coat of arms. Then the gates opened
inwards to reveal white buildings, overgrown with jasmine and
bougainvillea on either side of a courtyard and beyond a white
parapet, the deep blue of the sea. In the middle of the courtyard
was a flagpole, taken from a British warship. In the old days, if a
slave could escape, and touch the flagpole before he was caught, he
could be set free by the British Resident and given a manumission
certificate to prove it, which the Sultan of Oman would honor. In
our time there were still manumission certificates in the
stationery cupboard, kept just in case the need should arise.

 


At the end of the nineteenth
century, sacks would, from time to time, wash up on the beach in
front of the house which, when opened, were found to contain the
bodies of wives of the Sultan who had committed adultery or
otherwise displeased him. The sacks had been thrown into the sea
from the fort to the right of the Residence, which was used as a
prison, and the current washed them up on the beach. Deeply
shocked, the Resident complained about this to the Sultan of the
day and received an immediate and courteous reply. The Sultan said
that he was very sorry – he had no idea that the Resident was being
inconvenienced. He had therefore given orders that the sacks should
be thrown into the sea from the promontory on the other side of the
bay, where the current would carry them round the corner and away
further up the coast. He trusted that the Resident would not be
troubled again.

 


One of the forts had recently
been tastefully restored. The second, above the cliff, referred to
by the Sultan as his ‘Visiting Book’, where the tradition that
visiting ships should stencil their names on the rock face in
regulation Royal Navy white paint was already well established in
Nelson’s time, was in the process of being done up when we arrived.
This fort had an original gun chamber, built to the same dimensions
and with the same raked floor, as the gun chamber on a Portuguese
man-of-war. The seabed below the fort was littered with old canons
– relics of the many battles fought over the centuries in Muscat
Bay. These had been retrieved and lovingly restored and were ready
to be installed on specially built gun-carriages in the chamber.
Unfortunately, there appeared to be no way to get them up the steep
flight of steps and through the several narrow gates that led to
the interior of the fort. The solution was to fly them in one by
one dangling from helicopters and drop them straight onto the
gun-carriages in the castle courtyard, guided by the construction
team waiting below. Then, with much shouting, gesticulating and
huge expenditure of visible effort, the team wheeled them into
position in the gun chamber. My children spent a happy day watching
the guns being lowered from the sky by the helicopter pilots, who
were mainly young contract officers - Britons, Americans and
Rhodesians – and who were vying with each other to see who could
get the guns onto the carriages with the greatest precision and
accuracy.

 


The whole structure of the
house was becoming increasingly unstable. It had been built in a
traditional shape – a square stone building with an open central
courtyard, full of large plants and a defunct fountain, which made
an excellent roller skating arena for the children once the working
day was over. The Embassy occupied the ground floor and our
Residence the top floor. There was a flat roof over the four sides
of the main building, littered with communications satellites,
wires and aerials, and below that a sloping tiled roof above an
open inner veranda which gave access to all the rooms of the
Residence. To one side was a huge covered terrace, looking over the
sea. We would sit on this terrace having breakfast, watching the
dolphins playing and the shoals of little fishes shivering across
the water, occasionally breaking the surface and leaping and
skittering over each other, their scales glittering in the sun, in
their frantic race to escape from some unseen predator hunting them
below. At night, when the warm, damp air was heavy with the scent
of jasmine and the sky was thick with stars, dinner was served
there by candlelight, while, like great cities of light, the ships
on their way to the port of Muttrah or to the Straits of Hormuz,
glided silently across the line of the horizon, as if pulled
between the silhouetted promontories by invisible wires.

 


The house had originally been
built without any bathrooms. One day in the early nineteen
twenties, an American millionaire, whose family had made their
fortune in sanitary ware, parked his yacht in the Bay and came to
call on the Resident. They had a very pleasant lunch, and after the
meal, the American asked if he could wash his hands. He was ushered
behind a screen and shown the rather basic facilities, and was so
appalled by them that he sent the Resident three bathroom suites
from the top of his range – probably the best thank-you present
ever and a great testament to the virtues of American plumbing. The
baths were huge and very beautiful, molded in classic art deco
style. They did, however, present a problem as there was nowhere to
put them. Parts of the external verandas were therefore boxed in to
make en suite bathrooms for the main bedrooms. Unfortunately, the
structure of the house was not really strong enough for such a
modification and over the years, the bathrooms pulled steadily away
from rest of the house – hence the foot through the veranda.

 


By the end of our third year in
Muscat, the Military Adviser’s office, which was below the area
most at risk, was a forest of scaffolding, kindly provided free of
charge by a British construction company. The Colonel and his
sergeant continued, gallantly, to work in increasingly difficult
circumstances, negotiating the assault course from door to desk and
secure communications machine, and no doubt drawing on their
experiences of keeping the show on the road in bombed-out cities
and war zones.

 


Early one morning, when my
husband was away in London and my three small children and I were
asleep, the house nearly solved the problem of its continuing
existence by catching fire. There was a sudden surge of
electricity, which caused an electrical fault in one of the air
conditioning units in the dining room and a spark from the wiring
ignited the curtains. Although the house was stone clad, it was
essentially built of wood, which was tinder dry, so the whole thing
could have gone up in flames in moments.

 


Luckily, the fire did not start
until after the staff had come in to prepare breakfast and the
steward on duty (an ex-electrician) turned off the electricity to
stop it spreading along the wires, and banged on my door to wake me
up.

 


“Hoorah!” said
my son on emerging, brimming with excitement, from his room. “I’m
going to ring the bell!”

 


He shot off at speed down the
staircase towards the bell, which was hanging on the wall of the
courtyard under the internal veranda waiting just such an
emergency. It had been salvaged from the only British ship to be
torpedoed in Muscat Bay during World War II, hit, slightly
improbably, by a stray Japanese mini-submarine, which had mistaken
its route home.

 


Meanwhile, I telephoned the
Head of Chancery, who lived in a house across the courtyard to warn
him of our peril and summon him to our aid. Unfortunately, in his
haste to pick up the phone, he fell out of bed and put his back out
so that he remained marooned on the floor like an upended turtle
during most of the ensuing excitement.

 


One half of the dining room was
by then well alight, the flames blazing merrily on either side of
the portrait of Nelson which we had prized out of a deeply
reluctant FCO picture library with earnest assurances that it would
be perfectly safe in Oman. Nelson was reputed to have led the party
which painted the name of his ship, the Seahorse, on the cliff
below Fort Jalali when he visited Oman as a midshipman, and the
picture seemed appropriate to symbolize the long-standing
friendship between the two countries. He looked very good presiding
over one of the other great treasures of the house, a magnificent
mahogany dining table which could seat up to thirty guests.

 


Happily, the fire brigade,
stationed just around the corner, was with us in minutes. A dozen
very small firemen dressed in vast yellow helmets, shiny coats and
enormous rubber boots, designed by their manufacturers for British
fire brigades manned by altogether larger people, stormed up the
stairs, dragging a large hose behind them. While heaving the hose
around the internal veranda, they managed to drop it over the
parapet into the central greenery below. They all stomped
downstairs to retrieve it. They then helped us to pull the pictures
off the walls and, in their enthusiasm, smashed the portrait of
Nelson down on top of the table, gashing the polished surface of
the wood and wrecking the veneer. Then, three to the nozzle, they
turned on the water.

 


Two more neighboring fire
brigades roared into the courtyard, bells ringing furiously. There
had not been a really decent fire in the Muscat area for ages and
everyone wanted to join in. They too brought hoses. A largish crowd
of most of the able-bodied inhabitants of Muscat, summoned by my
son’s vigorous ringing of the Embassy bell, were now milling around
in the courtyard, getting in the way of the firemen. Within ten
minutes, the last tendrils of fire had been extinguished, the
dining room was a wreck and the house was completely sodden. The
firemen left beaming; a job well done and an enjoyable morning had
by all - with the possible exception of the Head of Chancery. The
crowd reluctantly dispersed, shooed outside the gates by the
gatemen and the nice young soldier who guarded our front door.
Slightly later that day, the same nice young soldier stood to
attention to mark the end of his watch, brought his heels together,
rapped the end of his rifle butt smartly against the ground, and
blew off the top of the flagpole.

 


During the week that my husband
was away, we dried out the house, repainted the dining room,
cannibalized carpets and curtains to fill the gaps and cleaned up
the furniture. By the time he came home, most of the evidence of
the fire had been removed, apart from the gouge in the table about
which he was very cross.

 


New curtains and carpeting was
eventually sent out from London so that when the man from the
Estates Department came to call, the inside of the house appeared
to be in pretty good nick, even while the basic fabric continued to
crumble away. The report on the state of the building was due to
arrive at around the same time as a visit from the Foreign
Secretary. He, his wife, his private secretary, his press attaché,
and his detective would be staying with us in the house. The
children and the nanny were farmed out to friends and the rest of
the party from London were scattered among the senior members of
the Embassy staff.






I was to give a party on the
first evening to introduce the Foreign Secretary’s wife to a
representative selection of Omani ladies while the men went to
dinner with the Sultan. It had already been a slightly trying day,
but as we hurried, already a few minutes late, to the top of the
stairs to leave with our guests for our first evening engagement –
a visit to the newly restored fort to the right of the house - my
husband stopped dead and turned, nearly colliding with me as I
scurried in his wake:

“What have
you done with the Home Secretary?” he demanded.

“The Home
Secretary?!?” I yelped, aghast. This was an entirely new thought.
Had I somehow mislaid the Home Secretary? Surely not? He was a
large man and I was certain that I would have noticed.






“The Home
Secretary,” my husband repeated with exaggerated patience, as one
talking to a total moron. “Due to arrive in twenty minutes? Which
room have you put him in?”






It transpired that the Home
Secretary was on his way back to London after an exhausting Far
Eastern tour. Fortuitously, his plane would be making a stop-over
in Muscat, which he knew well and had visited many times. He had
decided that it would be an excellent idea to break his journey
with us so that he could get a good night’s sleep before returning
to London. Earlier in the day, the Embassy had therefore been
informed that he and his Private Secretary (any other members of
his party having presumably gone on ahead) would be staying
overnight at the Residence. My husband had suggested that, since he
was an old friend of the Sultan, he should come with him and the
Foreign Secretary to dinner at the Palace, but he had declined. He
wanted a quiet supper in the house. The house was, however, not
going to be quiet that evening. Most of the ladies invited to
dinner were devout Muslims, and had agreed to come on the assurance
that it would be a men free zone (apart from the servants, of
course, who did not count). All the bedrooms were already earmarked
for the Foreign Secretary’s party. We were, in effect, over-booked.
Unfortunately, in the press of other business, my husband had
forgotten to tell me.






So, while the rest of the party
went on downstairs to the car, I pushed though the swing doors into
the kitchen. I told the head steward to make alternative sleeping
arrangements for the Foreign Secretary’s Press Attaché and
Detective, so that the Home Secretary and his Private Secretary
could have their rooms. I asked the cook to prepare supper for them
on the little terrace at the front of the house and I told the
staff to warn them that they must stay out of sight during the
ladies’ dinner. I raced downstairs to join the others in the car,
the kitchen doors still swinging madly behind me. My husband looked
at his watch and frowned in annoyance. We were now seriously late;
it was, of course, my fault. When we reached the fort, we found
that it was locked and barred and there was nobody there to meet
us. The British adviser to the Sultan (who was, incidentally, the
star of the Wednesday night transvestite evenings at the Gulf
Hotel) and who had promised – rather vaguely I realised in
retrospect – to make the arrangements, had forgotten all about it.
We returned to the Embassy, to find our new guests already
installed and well into the gin and tonic.






At the time, I did not know
that the Post had received the results of the structural survey
that very morning. Sadly, but perhaps unsurprisingly in view of the
scaffolding in the MO’s office immediately below it, the drawing
room had been condemned as unsafe for gatherings of more than six
people. That night we would be forty-eight. The Admin. Officer had
not quite liked to tell me.






All the ladies came. Besides
being a beautiful building in an unrivalled setting on Muscat Bay,
the house was notorious in Oman for being quaintly old and
decrepit, and, at the same time, rather grand. The ladies would
never have dreamt of living in anything so inconvenient themselves
– their own houses were all modeled on international luxury hotels
– but it was fun to see how the other half lived. The dinner was a
complex affair, involving six tables of eight ladies, and moving
the British Foreign Secretary’s wife around so that she could sit
at each of the tables in turn and speak to everyone. My job was to
introduce her to each lady, giving her a short biography. Of course
I made the occasional mistake, but these were greeted, as always,
with great good-humor. The house rocked with laughter, but happily
remained otherwise intact. Afterwards, the Foreign Secretary’s wife
said that she was delighted to have met so many Omani women doing
so well in such a variety of professions, and the Omani ladies told
me that they had very much enjoyed meeting ‘a typical British
suburban housewife’. At moments like that one truly felt that one
had been a bridge between two cultures and that is, after all, what
diplomats are for.






Advance copies of the report on
the house had already seen in London and, unknown to us,
conclusions had been drawn. It was well known that the Sultan
wanted to extend his palace along the whole of the Muscat
waterfront and to build barracks for the National Guard on the site
of the British Embassy compound. The morning after the dinner,
during a meeting with the Omani Foreign Minister in my beautiful
cream and blue drawing room overlooking the sea, to my husband’s
horror, the Foreign Secretary offered to surrender the site. My
husband negotiated a temporary reprieve which allowed us to see out
our time in the house. Sadly, however, shortly after we left, his
successor fell through the floor of the bathroom, appearing
precipitately in his office down below amid a flurry of plaster,
clutching the soap strategically but otherwise inappropriately
dressed for a day grappling with affairs of state, and to the great
surprise of his PA.






And so the days of the house
were finally numbered. In return for the site, the Omanis built a
splendid new house for the British Ambassador on the top of the
cliffs, with ducted air-conditioning and excellent plumbing. The
old house was razed to the ground and now only exists in
photographs and memories, but it lives as a ghost in my mind and I
still inhabit it in my dreams. I can hear the ebb and flow of the
sea on the shingle beach below our bedroom, and the roar of the
rain falling like a waterfall through the centre of the house,
glittering in the intermittent glare of lightning, during a sudden,
colossal storm. I can feel the stickiness of the tiles beneath my
feet as I cross the internal veranda on hot humid nights between
one air-conditioned room and another. I can smell the jasmine and
the jebel dust.






Diplomats are a wandering
tribe, and we pull up our memories behind us as we go.

 


AMBASSADORS

 


To Queen
Elizabeth 1, the word “Embassy” would have meant a group of persons
appointed to accompany and assist an Ambassador in his mission. The
Ambassador himself, in direct line of inheritance from the Homeric,
classical and medieval heralds and messengers, has the duty of
keeping open communications between Heads of State.
[Barbara Salt 1965].






An Ambassador
is one who is sent to lie abroad for the good of his
country. (Sir Henry Wooton, (1568 - 1639).
Elizabethan poet and diplomat.)






In the British Diplomatic
Service, we send High Commissioners to Commonwealth countries and
Ambassadors to everyone else. Ambassadors to multilateral
organizations are the Representatives of the Government but an
Ambassador or High Commissioner to another country is the direct
Representative of the Sovereign, and was originally charged with
all the important communications and contacts in the country to
which he or she was accredited.

 


Ambassadors' appointments are
confirmed in an Audience with HM the Queen in which they kiss her
hand in acknowledgement of their appointment. In principle, since
bilateral Ambassadors are directly appointed by the Head of State,
they take precedence over their own Foreign Ministers, but it is an
unwise Ambassador – and one soon to be unemployed - who seeks to
press this point.

 


Ambassadors cannot start their
official duties until they have presented their credentials and
these have been formally received and accepted with attendant
ceremony. Credentials are the letters from an Ambassador’s Head of
State to the Head of State in the country to which he or she is
dispatched as Representative. They certify, with appropriate
signatures, seals, florid script and archaic language, that he or
she is the genuine article. Sometimes, Ambassadors can kick their
heels for months waiting for a suitable window to appear in the
Head of State’s crowded schedule.

 


Nowadays, Foreign Ministries
keep Ambassadors on a tight rein, and if representation is needed
at high level, a Minister can fly in to do the honors and the
talking, or meetings can be held in London or via secure video
link. However, Ministers are not out there every day, but
Ambassadors are, and it is up to them to play the dual role of
representing their Government to their hosts, and reporting back on
what is going on in the country to the Foreign Ministry at home. If
relations are good, they have to keep them that way; if they are
bad, they have to get them back on an even keel, or at least
maintain lines of communications so that, when the need arises, for
example in a country such as Iran where official contact is
severely limited, there is someone that we can talk to. Our arrival
in Malaysia coincided with a ‘buy British last’ campaign; it was my
husband’s job to get this reversed and restore, and indeed
increase, the levels of trade between the two countries.

 


British Ambassadors were
traditionally known to their staff and addressed by them as HE –
His Excellency, but, this is no longer a hard and fast rule and
they are as likely to be called by their Christian names like
everybody else – and referred to behind their backs as ‘the Ambo’.
They are CEOs and Managing Directors of semi-autonomous
international offices of a large corporation. They are responsible
for budgets and forecasts, for proposing and implementing
efficiency savings and expenditure reviews, and for managing their
workforce which these days is increasingly composed of locally
engaged staff, with home-based staff only filling the more
sensitive roles.



All home departments and public
sector bodies now have some kind of international role to play and
are frequently represented in Missions abroad. There must be many
weary Ambassadors, surveying the mini Whitehalls clamoring around
them, especially the Visa and Immigration Section, all reporting
back to departments other than the FCO, who yearn for the
simplicity and peace of a traditional chancery, but for the larger
Missions, this is the reality of life.

 


LOYALTY

 


Loyalty: A
Mission must work as a team and no matter what place you occupy in
it, part of your job is to help the others, up and down the ladder,
as they in turn will help you. The need for loyalty to the
Government which sent you out is self-evident. But loyalty to
everyone serving with you is no less important if the Mission is to
present a good front to the outside world. In any community, gossip
is a special danger and you should be on your guard not to spread
or participate in it. [Barbara Salt
1965.].

 


When I first joined, the Office
was full of bright young men, most of whom had attended public
schools and Oxbridge. There weren’t many women. Careers offices at
red brick universities like mine, were still advising people not to
bother to apply as it would be a waste of time. But even then the
image was not entirely true to the underlying realty. Grammar
schools vied with public schools as the main providers of
Diplomatic Service officers, and it was possible to start as at the
lowest level, without a university degree, and rise to be a
distinguished ambassador; there were many examples. It was, and
always has been, a friendly place where Christian names are the
norm and doors are only closed if a meeting is taking place. But it
was a quintessential component of the old Establishment and it did
have a 'house style'. Despite strenuous effort to change
perceptions, this is the image that has stuck.

 


The house style was based in
large measure on the old patrician model of a diplomat - well
connected and tremendously clever, with charming manners but an
abrupt style of doing business with peers (or indeed masters), from
whom they expected the same intellectual rigor as they exercised
themselves, which was disconcerting to those who were not used to
it. They would have been astonished to learn that their
self-confidence and social ease was in itself a caste mark. When
they retired, the sudden cessation of life at the centre of things
was as abrupt as falling off a cliff, which is probably one of the
reasons why so many ex-ambassadors die relatively young.

 


In the past diplomacy was
regarded as a specialized skill and diplomats, who were a long way
away in countries about which most people knew very little, as the
only professionals who really understood it. Alas, when you are
sitting in the back of the big car, with the flag fluttering
bravely from the bonnet, it is difficult not to think that it is
all about you. There is a tendency to become rather grand. Prime
Ministers in particular do not appreciate this; foreign affairs
should be conducted between international statesmen, such as, for
example, themselves, not self-important public servants with eyes
only for the small print.

 


Foreign Services are of necessity
elites, and will only cease to be so if they can no longer attract
the brightest and the best. The FCO is a small service, employing
less than 6,000 people, and until very recently it acted as the
High Priesthood of diplomacy, and as such enjoyed great status and
prestige. This made it widely disliked as an arrogant closed shop -
to the hurt surprise of the nice people who worked in it. But it
was also the source of its traditional strengths, derived from
depth of knowledge and experience; the ability to take decisions
and responsibility at all levels; and the resilience of a
collective organism, bound together by robust internal loyalties
forged in the face of shared adversity during testing times Abroad.
And nothing brought a Post closer together than the defense of
Foreign Allowances.

 


The system has changed
now, not necessarily for the better, but twenty years or so ago,
the triennial on-site audit by the Foreign Office Inspectors to set
budgets and allowances, was a trial for every British diplomatic
post overseas.

The High Commission in Lagos,
then still the capital of Nigeria, was due for an inspection.
During the last inspection, the Post had decided to be nice to the
Inspectors, in the hopes of making a favorable impression and
everyone had joined together to organize a most enjoyable picnic in
their honor on one of the nearby beaches, using the High Commission
launch. The Inspectors had a marvelous time and, on return to
London, axed the launch. A change of tactics was obviously called
for and for weeks before the Inspectors’ arrival the Mission Game
Plan was a matter of hot dispute and the subject of many stormy
meetings. The Post could not decide whether to sabotage the visit
actively, or to let nature (this was, after all, Lagos) take its
course.






A reduction in the allowances
would have dealt a fatal blow to morale, already on suicide watch.
The only thing keeping the Post going was the daily 4.0pm telephone
call to the Deputy Head of Mission from the mistress that he had
acquired during his last assignment in Paris. The High Commission
had just moved into a new building, equipped with a
state-of-the-art internal telephone system, which, for security
reasons, enabled calls to one senior member of staff to be
monitored by others. The DHM’s Personal Assistant would flip the
switch making the incoming call available across the system and all
the other PAs would put the call on speaker phone and settle down
with a mug of tea and a biscuit to listen. It was the local
equivalent of the afternoon soap.






Nigeria was going through a
difficult patch – a posting there was what the Foreign Office
called a “challenging assignment.” It was between coups, the
traffic was appalling and no one was safe from armed robbery in
their cars or in their homes. The military administration had
banned the import of all items, which could, in theory and
according to the five-year plan, be produced locally. This included
flour, salt, butter, cheese and powdered milk, for which local
production had sadly not yet risen to meet demand. Cargo ships
carrying cement and other useful commodities were stacked
indefinitely in long lines outside Lagos harbor. The ships were lit
up at night like strings of Christmas lights looped along the
horizon, in a vain attempt to deter the regular attacks by pirates
who systematically stripped them of anything worth having long
before the goods could reach the questionable sanctuary of the
warehouses around the docks.

 


The British High Commissioner
in Lagos, a resolutely cheerful presence, bounced in to see his
Russian colleague one morning and greeted him breezily:

 


“’How’s life,
Vassily?”






“Life?”
replied the Russian Ambassador morosely. “This is not life – this
is existence!”

 


The supply of electric power
was erratic – there were times when it was off more than it was on.
These frequent outages confused all the electrical systems. For
example, electric phases can reverse themselves after a power cut,
producing the opposite action to the one expected. In consequence,
when the power returned and you switched appliances back on, you
were never quite sure how they were going to react.

 


The main entrance to the High
Commission was shut at night by a steel door, which rolled from the
top down within a metal frame, like an electrically operated
portcullis. One morning, the Security Guard pressed the switch as
usual to open the door. Sadly, however, there had been a power cut
during the night and the phase had reversed itself, so instead of
winching up, the door ground its metallic prongs deep into the
concrete floor of the High Commission entrance, burned out its
motor and became intractably stuck. Until the motor was fixed and
the phase re-reversed, nobody could come in or go out through the
front door.

 


The first spare part sent out
from London failed to make it past Lagos Airport. So did the
second. This exhausted all the supplies immediately available in
the UK. Happily a third was located in Switzerland and an engineer
was dispatched to Berne to secure it and to bring it, personally,
to Lagos, transiting via Frankfurt, but it would take him another
two days to arrive. This meant that for more than a week everybody
had to come and go through the back door, which was a small
entrance at the top of a flight of concrete steps leading into the
forecourt in front of the garages, and was set immediately above
the outlets for all the services of the building – air conditioning
pipes, water, electricity and sewage. This was to have potentially
serious diplomatic consequences.

 


Sewage is a problem in Nigeria.
Bob Hope once visited Lagos and as his plane circled above the
airport prior to landing, he wrinkled his nose and said to his
aides:

 


“My God, what’s
that smell?”

 


“Well, uhh,
it’s human excrement, Bob.”

 


“I know that!
But what have they done to it?”

 


Lagos is built on islands in a
river delta. It rains a lot. The water table is therefore very high
and houses are constructed on concrete platforms, so that, to all
intents and purposes, they float. This means that the disposal of
sewage is not easy. Septic tanks are, at best, a temporary holding
operation. The sewage in the High Commission was collected in tanks
under the building and periodically sucked into bowsers (tankers)
through long concertina tubes like very bendy elephants’ trunks. It
was then taken somewhere else – nobody was keen to know where - and
disposed of.

 


The Chinese Ambassador came to
call on the High Commissioner on the very day that the sewage
tanker was hooked into the system, busily pumping out the High
Commission waste. I was crossing the yard on my way to the fuggy
driver’s room beneath the garage, with the aim of rousting out my
driver and getting him to take me home, at the moment when the High
Commissioner opened the door at the top of the steps above the
service outlets and ushered his distinguished guest outside.

 


The bendy pipe used to transfer
the sewage between tanks, and the pump which powered the operation,
were operated from the lorry. The lorry therefore had to keep its
engine running throughout the operation. Since the electricity was,
once again, off, the generator was also roaring away at full
throttle. The combined noise was colossal and the man at the
business end of the bendy tube and the man in the tanker were
shouting and gesticulating at each other, attempting to communicate
above the din. Alas, as the High Commissioner emerged from the door
and started to shake hands with the beaming Chinese Ambassador and
to mouth farewell, a misunderstanding arose between the two bowser
men. The subsequent enquiry failed to establish whether the tube
had been uncoupled before the flow was sealed off, or if the man in
the tanker had simply pressed the wrong switch. Whatever the
reason, suddenly released and still at full pressure, the end of
the tube snapped skywards, ejecting a jet of sewage which arced in
a ripe, sludge-brown parabola over the back door. It missed the
Chinese Ambassador by, as it were, a nose. Happily, he took it in
philosophical part as one of the normal hazards of diplomatic life
in Lagos, and not as a final, pungent commentary on relations
between our two great nations, and a major Diplomatic Incident was
thus narrowly averted.

 


Put to the vote at the end of
the last heated meeting before the Inspectors arrived, the decision
on how to treat them went by a slim margin with nature. By the end
of the first week the Chief Inspector was robbed at gunpoint; the
entire team went down with dysentery, and while they were laid low,
a gang armed with machetes broke into the house in which they were
staying and stripped out all the contents, including the curtains
and the soft furnishings. The allowances went up.

 


MORAL INTEGRITY

 


We must remark
– if only to show that on this subject we have not lost our sense
of proportion – that if in all foreign countries ceremony is
important there is, of course, something more important for the
diplomatists to possess than mere adaptability and good manners,
namely, integrity of character……It is because the average member of
the British foreign service has this very quality [of moral
integrity] in a high degree that he is able to do good
work. [Marcus Cheke. 1949.]






Marcus Cheke is the
only one of the authors of the three FCO Guidances on how to behave
abroad, produced between 1949 and 1974, to place moral integrity at
the heart of diplomacy. Barbara Salt and Stanley Tomlinson both
worked in a world where Britain’s colonial heritage was under daily
attack in bodies such as the UN, and they had lived through the
Suez crisis which had all but torn the Foreign Office apart; one
should not forget how passionately great issues were debated within
the Foreign Office, beneath an apparently united front. They were
therefore acutely aware of the law of unintended consequences, and
that promoting British Foreign policy as a force for good would be
a pretty hard sell. They still believed that British diplomats
possessed special qualities which allowed their country to ‘punch
above its weight’, (I have loathed and distrusted this phrase ever
since it was first said to me in the General Assembly of the UN in
1968) but they attributed this to helpful pragmatism, with British
interests as the touchstone, rather than moral superiority. There
are also historical reasons for this, as it is still expected that
the old imperial powers will take a hand and try sort things out
when trouble looms internationally - it was probably all their
fault anyway. However, their success rested on recognition that
they possessed the credible authority to play this role, and this
can only be sustained if the political will is there to back it up.
Credibility and political will are the ultimate limiting factors in
diplomacy, no matter how good an individual diplomat may be at
finessing the cards.

 


Moral ambiguity may appear to
be a central characteristic of diplomacy, which is all about using
whatever works to gain advantage for your country, or carry your
point of view. However, as a diplomat, you never know what life is
going to throw at you and without a strong inner core of values, it
is impossible to react instinctively to sudden turns of events and
have any hope of getting it right. Our Military Attaché, – a
gallant Colonel who had served with the SAS and fought bravely in
most of the little wars of the sixties and seventies - faced such a
test one glorious day in Oman.

 


An old desert
hand and confirmed bachelor, he was the complete, honorable British
Officer from his trim moustache to his desert boots, with a
penchant for secrets and derring-do.
It was shortly after Christmas and he had just
participated in what was possibly his Finest Hour. One of the main
features of Christmas in the Embassy was a party for the children
for which a member of staff volunteered each year to act as Father
Christmas. The volunteer would dress up in the usual red suit and
cotton-wool beard and hand out a present to each child from a
diplomatic bag, doing duty as his sack. This year it had been the
turn of the Colonel and he was determined to do it differently. His
original plan had been get one of his mates in the Sultan’s Air
Force to fly a helicopter over the Embassy, with himself,
appropriately garbed, dangling beneath it from a rope. The rope
would then be lowered through the hole in the roof allowing him to
make a spectacular entrance, as if by magic from the sky, into the
central courtyard below, where the children would be waiting for
his arrival. Alas, the problems of getting permission for such a
stunt, right next door to the Sultan’s palace and under the
gob-smacked gaze of the Royal Guard, proved
insurmountable.

 


Happily, his sergeant was the
proud possessor of a powerful motor cycle, so Plan B called for the
sergeant, dressed as an elf, to act as his chauffeur, with the
Colonel perched behind him, sack over his shoulder and chortling
‘ho, ho, ho’. Accordingly, they roared into the courtyard at top
speed, and started to race around the flowerbed at full throttle,
with the children, shrieking with delight, in hot pursuit. Round
and round they raced, the sergeant, crouched over the handlebars,
driving like a speed-mad pixie and the Colonel swaying
precariously, but still ho-ho-ho-ing bravely behind. Alas, the
third corner of the second circuit proved the Colonel’s undoing and
he flew off the bike, landing in an ungainly scarlet heap on top of
the diplomatic bag. The children gathered around him, aghast. Was
this the end of Father Christmas? Half a circuit on, the elf
noticed that he had lost his passenger and slewed to a halt.
Undaunted, wincing only slightly and helped by many solicitous
hands, the Colonel drew himself shakily but gamely to his feet,
adjusted what remained of his beard, and, with the assistance of
the contrite elf, proceeded to hand out the presents, some of them
slightly dented. Once this had been done, while the children were
still unwrapping their parcels with glad cries and fighting over
the contents, he and the elf vanished up the stairs. The children
soon spotted them and raced after them up to the first floor.

 


“Up there!”
called the cook and the stewards, clustering by the kitchen door
and waving them towards the open doorway to the rickety wooden
stairway that led to the flat roof. But when they got there, there
was no sign of either Father Christmas or the elf; they had
vanished without trace, and although they were assumed to have
leapt aboard a waiting sleigh and to have taken to the skies behind
a team of specially acclimatized reindeer, to this day nobody
really knows where they went (well, I do, as by that time I was
reviving them with a much deserved g and t).

 


The British military, of which
the Colonel was our own rather special in-house representative,
worked closely with the Sultan of Oman, and was a dominant factor
in our lives in Oman. I once sat between two warring British
Generals, who lobbed verbal missiles at each other throughout
dinner, with me as the rather fragile DMZ in between – a truly
terrifying experience. People were judged by their courage, before
any other personal attribute: “He’s brave,” they would say
judiciously of someone who met with their approval. “Very brave.”
On another occasion, on the top of the Jebel Aqdar - the green
mountains –, I watched a deeply tanned major from one of the
Paratroop Regiments who had been doing something mysterious in the
North, talking our military attaché and the General’s ADC through
the Falklands Campaign. We were on the terrace of the house of a
retired officer who acted as an unofficial Park ranger for the
Sultan, perched on the edge of the mountains, looking down the
vivid green steps of the terraced fields of the villages to the
arid flatlands far below. Behind us, a visiting Minister snoozed
under his newspaper. My husband napped in a deck chair alongside
him. The Major and his fellow soldiers were using the salt and
pepper pots, the empty coffee cups, sugar cubes and the sugar basin
to stand in for the combatants – “our chaps here, Argies here,
penguins over there” - as the campaign was fought out across the
rickety table. They were entirely happy. It’s a whole other
life.

 


Early in the New Year, while
Parliament was still in recess, another British Minister and his
wife were due on a trip to Oman (we were a popular destination).
Since their visit spanned a Muslim weekend, as visits so often did,
we planned to take them on a ‘wadi bashing’ expedition into the
desert a couple of hours drive from Muscat. The Military Attaché
was in charge of the planning the trip and, after a careful advance
recce with his sergeant, had selected a small wadi (dried-up river
bed) where there was a spring of clear water and a deep pool -
perfect for cooling feet and bottles of wine and beer.
Unfortunately, he did not foresee the ambush.

 


We turned off the road from
Muscat at the village of Birkat al Maws. I was in the front Range
Rover, with the Colonel who was driving alarmingly fast down the
graded track along the bottom of the wadi.

 


“Only way to
tackle these tracks,” he declared with remarkable insouciance as we
bounced over the gravel and slewed around boulders the size of
small houses, “Is to attack ‘em at speed.”

 


In the back of the car, the
senior official from the Ministry of Defense, looking distinctly
green, clung to the straps, knuckles white. My husband, driving our
guests, the Minister and his wife, in the Ambassadorial Range
Rover, lurched hazardously down the track behind us, grimly
determined not to be outdone by his military attaché, but, it has
to be said, lacking his casual skill. The British General in charge
of the Omani army, also ex SAS, smoking a cigarette, air
conditioning off, mahogany colored arm on the window sill of his
army landrover, bumped happily along in the rear, his wife sitting,
resigned to the dust, beside him.

 


It was a beautiful day. The sky
was a luminous blue above the high white cliffs. Date groves around
the villages dotted along the sides of the wadi, were
psychedelically green in the hazy air. Goat boys herding troupes of
shaggy sheep and goats waved to us as we bumped down the track, in
our own white cloud of dust, past the craters marking the line of
the falaj, the ancient underground water channels which brought
spring water to irrigate the groves and fields of the villages.

 


The first hornet outrider
picked us up at the entrance to the second wadi. By the time we
were a hundred yards inside, a squadron of yellow and black striped
fighter bees, zipping past the windows, escorting us down the
track.

 


We arrived at our destination
and parked in the shade of a clump of thorn trees. Apart from the
far-off tinkling of goat bells, the silence was absolute. The air
was powdery with the scent of oleander flowers and hot dust. The
water in the pool, reflecting the color of the sky, was indigo, as
deep as ink. The air was busy with dragon flies.

 


Sadly, it was also busy with
killer bees. They were zinging towards us from all directions now
in a full scale attack. So far as they were concerned, we had their
lunch and they were prepared to fight us for it. Sensible people
would have beaten a hasty retreat, but intrepidly and, as it turned
out, foolishly, we got out the picnic. It was soon clear that this
was a mistake. Every piece of food exposed was instantly covered by
a mass of large, quivering furry bodies. Bringing a cheese tartlet
up to your mouth became a serious health hazard. We tried putting a
sacrificial meal on stones several meters away from us – the bees
simply split into two parties. More of their friends were arriving
by the minute.

 


In great haste, swatting off
clouds of hungry bees and abandoning many of our assets, we threw
what we could save into the cool boxes – trying not to throw in too
many bees at the same time. In the confusion, one of the bees flew
up the gap between the military attaché’s desert boot and the
bottom of his khaki trousers. Horror etched on his face as the
giant furry insect buzzed its way up his trouser leg. He started to
dance a manic jig, trying to dislodge it and to get it to fly back
down again.

 


“Take your
trousers off!” the Minister’s wife, the General’s wife and I
shouted in unison.

 


The poor man went a deeper
shade of puce.

 


“Couldn’t
possibly,” he gasped. “Ladies present.”

 


“Who can you
possibly mean?” we shouted back, by now, regrettably, convulsed
with laughter. “Get’ em off!”

 


But a chap’s code is hard-wired
into his DNA. He could not bring himself to do it. Seconds later,
he went completely still. The inevitable had happened and the bee,
reaching the final frontier of his boxer shorts, had stung him.
Chivalrously, he would not let me drive until we reached the easy
streets of the tarmac road and although his stoicism never deserted
him, I fear that the journey home was a painful experience.

 


He was right, however, for
honor, like virginity, can only be lost convincingly once and when
it is gone, what is left? The next stage is seldom motherhood and
apple pie.

 


DIVERSITY

 


Among his
fellow members of the Chancery, Mr. Bull should eschew any trait of
eccentricity in himself. He should not advertise advanced views on
birth control or take to wearing bright yellow neck-ties or parade
paradoxical views. Such things lead to disharmony.
[Marcus Cheke, 1949.]

 


 


“It’s all very well for you chaps,” one
of my husband’s colleagues complained as he looked around the
bleary-eyed group shuffling into the Ambassador’s meeting early one
morning in Brussels, “but I have to put on my make-up.” Needless to
say, after a night spent lurking outside the Ballet Bejart waiting
for the dancers to emerge and carousing with them until the small
hours, he was the only one looking fresh as a daisy. He was, it is
true, a secondee from another Government department and therefore a
bit of a shock to the FO system.

 


Homo-sexuality was no longer a crime
and therefore not, by itself, in principle, a sackable offence
(although the actual rules about this remained ambiguous until
quite recently), but it was still a problem for the security
vetting departments because it laid the person concerned open to
blackmail. They had, however, come to recognize that, as with so
much else, it is not the act itself, but the cover-up which leads
to trouble, so the big change thirty years ago was the emergence
from the closet of diplomats with alternative sexual preferences.
Many of them had suppressed their secret selves for so long that
disclosure had become impossible and they went to their graves with
the epitaph “he never married.”

 


Nowadays a Foreign Ministry is expected
to mirror the culture that it serves, and diversity is a key
objective. This was not a consideration that would ever have
occurred to the FCO mandarins of old. The criterion for entry was
merit and although this brought with it quite a lot of variety,
everyone was much too polite to mention it. For example, when I
first joined the Office, my Head of Department was, as one would
expect, an Old Etonian, Oxford educated ex- Guards officer.
However, one of the two Assistant Heads was a formidable lady who
lived in what we would now call a same-sex partnership; and the
other was a former colonial subject who, through his loyalty to the
British, had made life too hot for himself at home and who had been
rewarded by being brought into the fold. At least half the senior
staff were distinctly odd, and would today have been classified
under some syndrome or another, many suffering from an aversion to
other people, which you might have thought would be a handicap for
a diplomat, but was surprisingly common. So you had a certain
amount of diversity without even knowing it. Sadly, the
Under-Secretary in overall charge of the Department turned out to
be a subscriber to brown-paper-cover pornography of a particularly
unfortunate kind which, then as now, was taking things too far. He
was removed by the police early one morning and never heard of
again.

 


The need to hide sexual
diversity made a misery of many people's lives and led them into
real danger. But, at the same time, there was a greater tolerance
than today for eccentricity and for a certain propensity to go
native, particularly amongst Arabists who seemed to leak a little
sand from their shoes wherever they went and, even if not actually
dressed as sons of the desert, to be surrounded by the aura of
astral keffiyehs. There was a charming man who pined for Japan
whenever home postings cruelly tore him away – he was un-postable
anywhere else – and who held tea ceremonies in his office on Friday
afternoons, although it is true that he substituted sherry, kept
providentially in his bottom drawer, for the tea. Nobody was
seriously expected to do two tours in Moscow or Lagos and stay
entirely sane. A posting to India or Afghanistan passed, by all
accounts, in a pleasant haze, although smoking dope in the Foreign
Office once home again was generally frowned upon. Parties in the
Resident Clerks flats under the eves of the FO (now turned into
offices and conference suites) were legendary. Assignments to the
Persian Gulf were only made possible by endless supplies of duty
free alcohol.

 


My husband’s first Foreign
Office boss, Colonel Sir Hugh Boustead, was a true eccentric. He
was British Resident in Abu Dhabi, then a small British
protectorate consisting mainly of a little town of burasti roofed
huts clustered around a mud fort, an expanse of desert and a lot of
recently discovered oil.

 


In those days, treks into the
desert were civilized affairs, planned and reconnoitered
meticulously in advance. An hour before sundown, my husband and the
Colonel would alight from their jeep, leaving the cavalcade of jeep
and a lorry carrying the servants and other necessities of life to
precede them as they strolled to the campsite. When they arrived,
the tents would have been erected and canvas chairs set up facing
the sunset. Scones and tea were served as they enjoyed the last of
the light. They then retired to waiting canvas baths in their
respective tents and to dress for dinner. Dinner was served,
candle-lit and with full silver service, under the stars.

 


With the influx of oil wealth,
it was a period of great change in the region, which the then
Ruler, Sheikh Shakhbut, was, for perfectly understandable reasons,
reluctant to embrace. We tend to equate change with progress and
happiness with wealth, but not everybody shares this view. The
Ruler would listen with great courtesy as my husband explained to
him what needed to be done. At the end of one of these sessions, my
husband asked him if he had any questions and most unusually and
encouragingly the Ruler said yes, he did have a question.

 


“Tell me,” he
said. “How do you like your women? I like mine ……” (graphic hand
gestures).

 


Duncan answered as well as he
could and brought the conversation back to more serious concerns.
He asked the Ruler if he had any more questions.

 


“Yes,” said the
Ruler, his eyes lighting up. “Why is it that western women have
flat tummies like this,” more graphic hand gestures. “Whereas Arab
woman have round stomachs like this?”

 


It was, of course, his way of
telling my husband to stop lecturing him, without in any way being
impolite. He was reputed to keep his money under his bed and once
took my husband into his bedroom and made him look under the bed to
prove that this was not so. He did, nonetheless, have a great
distrust of banks and preferred to keep his money under padlock and
key in his fort.

 


“If you look
after my camel,” he said. “I expect to pay you for doing so. But
you are telling me that if the bank looks after my money, they will
pay me? That makes no sense.”

 


Good point, you might say. It
would have confirmed his worst fears, and been in every way
counter-productive to have explained to him that the Bank would use
his money for other investments – that they were, in effect leasing
his camel and putting it out for hire. However as the oil revenues
mounted, he was finally persuaded to entrust his money to the local
branch of the British Bank of the Middle East. He was never really
happy about this and would descend upon the bank unannounced and at
frequent intervals, and demand to see his money. The manager of the
bank had to keep large stocks of cash in the vaults just so that he
could show the Ruler that his money was truly safe. He was
eventually replaced by his more enterprising brother. I understand
that this took a long time to organize because their Mother
disapproved and needed a lot of persuading before she agreed that
the younger son should oust his elder brother – never underestimate
the power of Arab women, especially Mothers.

 


The Colonel’s relaxed attitude
extended to the Diplomatic Bag. In principle, the formal procedure
when the bag is opened is for all confidential mail to be
registered immediately, so that nothing can go astray. On bag days,
however, the Colonel used to sit on his veranda, slitting open the
envelopes and adding the contents to precarious piles on the table
beside him, to be registered and read properly later. Alas, one
afternoon, a sudden little dust devil wind blew up, lifted the
papers and scattered them like confetti over the mud huts and
courtyards below. Since the mail had not been registered, the
Colonel had no idea what had been lost. My husband spent the
afternoon banging on doors, explaining the problem to bemused
householders and retrieving as many letters and papers as possible
before they became fodder for the goats. The Colonel took the
philosophical view that if anything truly important had been lost,
sooner or later London would let him know.

 


None of this would look good on
a modern appraisal form, but the Colonel died full of years and
honors and beloved by all who knew him. In his day, he was the best
man for the job. Successful diplomacy depends on having the right
person in the right place, at the right time.

 


DIPLOMATIC WIVES

 


It has already
been observed that at an Embassy party Mr. and Mrs. Bull must
consider themselves to be on duty. And one of their chief duties
will be to be affable to bores.
[Marcus Cheke,
1949.]

 


Abroad the
role of wives is as important as that of their husbands.
[Barbara Salt 1965].

 


Wives are not
government employees, and if a wife chooses not to accompany her
husband abroad, no-one can compel her to do so. Such a decision on
the part of a wife may naturally affect the allowances of the
officer concerned…..Furthermore, those responsible for selecting
the right officer for the right post may decide that a married
officer who would be accompanied by his wife would be a more
suitable candidate for a particular post than one would be living
there alone…. The possibility that the acceptance of paid
employment might impair a wife’s ability to make such a
contribution is one that needs to be borne in mind.
[Stanley Tomlinson, 1974].

 


 


At the time the first
Guidance was written, diplomacy was still predominantly the
preserve of men, although attitudes had probably progressed a bit
since Victorian times:

 


The system of employing women
in affairs of state is an exclusively Russian system, and is in
every way pregnant with the worst results. Females of the German
houses of Wurtemburg-Strelitz and Oldenburg, and daughters of the
Czar Nicholas himself, have been all engaged in these equivocal
transactions, in which they can reap no credit or honor – in which
the grace and bloom and innocence of the female character are
entirely destroyed – we trust we have seen the last of these female
diplomatists.” (The Times obituary of Princess Lieven, 29 January
1857)

 


Women had an
important supporting role to play as diplomatic wives. The right
kind of wife was a professional necessity and had to be selected
with great care.

 


The aspiring diplomat cannot be
too careful in his choice of a wife. I go so far even to ask myself
whether, at one or other end of our Embassies and Legations, the
more valuable element, from what I would call a strictly
professional point of view, may not be the lady who presides over
it with a grace and a cachet all of her own – gaining for it the
popularity which tells so greatly in public affairs – rather than
her husband delving diligently in his study below, to the despair
of a long-suffering “Chancery”….. For in diplomacy marriage may
make or mar.

(Sir Horace Rumbold, “Final
Recollections of a Diplomatist”, published in 1905)

 


An
Ambassador’s Wife should, however, never get carried away with a
sense of her own importance. For example, while we were in Muscat,
we gave a party in honor of a visiting British Field Marshal. We
were twenty-eight for dinner and the servants had arranged the
napkins so that, decorated with sprigs of bougainvillea, they
linked from wine glass to wine glass to form a garland around the
table. Once all the guests were seated, the Chief Steward, switched
off the electric lights leaving the room illuminated by candlelight
– a real coup de theatre. I had the Field Marshal on one side and the Omani Defense
Minister on the other. Most unusually, I could not get a word out
of either of them, much less get them to talk to each other. The
Minister was locked in a morose silence and my efforts at
conversation with the Field Marshal bounced off him as if he was
surrounded by an impenetrable acoustical bubble. Since this was
essentially a military dinner and the military like to do things
the old-fashioned way, I had agreed with my husband that I would
take the ladies out at the end of the meal and to leave the
gentlemen to talk, undistracted by female company. It was only when
I rose to lead the ladies out of the room and the Minister blinked
awake and leaned forward attentively and the Field Marshal switched
on his hearing aid, that I understood the nature of the problem. It
had been a long day and they had both been conserving their energy
for more important things.

 


And there is always somebody
waiting to step into your shoes. In one of our postings, there was
a tradition that during the hot summer months, while we were on
leave in England, half the staff would go home to India, and the
other half would spring-clean the Ambassadorial Residence. However,
as soon as the BA jet had roared overhead and the Deputy Ambassador
had sent the traditional telegraph to London stating “I have
assumed charge”, his wife nipped over to the Residence,
commandeered the remaining staff and all of the Ambassadorial
silver and embarked on an ambitious social program. I returned six
weeks later to find the Residence in chaos, the staff demanding
extra wages and on the verge of resignation, and the driver (she
had also appropriated the Ambassadorial Jaguar that nobody was
allowed to touch except for him) muttering darkly about generous
offers from our American colleague. Sorting that one out took real
diplomacy.

 


Marcus Cheke and Barbara Salt
both simply assumed that wives knew where their duty lay, although
Dame Barbara was careful to treat them as individuals worthy of
respect. By 1974, it could, however, no longer be taken for granted
that a wife was automatically part of a double package, although
Sir Stanley fights a spirited rear-guard action.

 


Outside the
Third World, where servants were plentiful even for the Junior
Staff, it was understood that the wife would do the catering –
hence her key role. It is one thing to preside graciously over a
glittering dinner table, and quite another to do so
and to have boned and
stuffed the ducks, although there was a long period from the late
forties, coinciding with the end of rationing and the disappearance
of the indoor servant and ending with the invention of M&S
Food, when we were all conned into believing that this was both
fulfilling and fun. Were we mad? Pretending to be Nigella
[Lawson -a sexy British TV
chef] on a Friday night is an amusing hobby
and undoubtedly does wonders for your sex life. Preparing
seafood mornay (plus suitable alterative for those who can’t eat seafood) for
between ten and fifty people you scarcely know twice a week is
plain hard work. Speaking personally, after three decades of
cooking and/or preparing menus for crowds, I have never opened a
recipe book since.

 


Unpaid work in supporting roles
has little currency in our society, and women want, and are
entitled to, lives of their own. The issue of women’s rights is
not, however, the whole story.

 


Foreign Affairs
are no longer the sole preserve of the Foreign Office and experts
from all Government Departments jet in and out to consult their
opposite numbers and attend meetings; and, when they come, they
stay at clean and efficient hotels. You therefore no longer need a
wife to organize your parties and cook for them, to charm your
guests or put visitors up for the night. Nowadays diplomats have partners (of whatever sex), of whom
little is expected other than keeping out of jail, although “pay,
pack and follow”, as Sir Richard Burton, the nineteenth century
explorer and diplomatist telegraphed to his wife before setting out
on unexpected Official Business, is one of the things that does not
seem to change with the passing of the years.

 


To make matters
worse, female diplomats were now working as members of the
Service in their own right – Barbara Salt
was herself a distinguished example. At first they were rare and
hemmed in by rules following marriage, and then they were many and
were often both serving officers and married to fellow diplomats,
so it became increasingly clear that a wife, no matter how
illustrious her husband might be, was no longer the real
deal.

 


Nonetheless, it
takes a long time for traditions to die and most diplomatic couples
carried on much as before, while the formal structures which
underpinned their informal working partnerships were steadily
dismantled. T Nowadays, diplomats have
wives and girl friends (DiploWAGS) and husbands and boyfriends
(DiploHABS) of whom little is expected other than keeping out of
jail. You simply have to prove that the
relationship is a stable partnership, which makes things very
tricky when the FCO has to adjudicate between the official partner
on its books, who is refusing to move out of the taxpayer provided
accommodation, and the new best friend, who is demanding the keys,
or which set of children (Diplobrats) to bring under the healthcare
and education schemes.

 


These days, a
wife is just another camp follower; she need no longer be
exploited, but she has lost her special place as the only official
companion of a diplomat and as part of the diplomatic corps. Many
diplomatic wives still do the work because it’s interesting and for
love, but outside the top jobs in the major bilateral posts, they
definitely don’t do it for status. Once status goes, it’s very hard
to maintain dedication, and the result has been the virtual disappearance, except at the highest levels, of
the traditional diplomatic wife

 


 


CHARITIES

 


In many capitals the
wives of members of the Diplomatic Corps work together, either as a
mission group or on a wider basis, for local charities, and are
often able to make a substantial and much appreciated
contribution….Such charitable work on the part of the wives is
naturally voluntary. Many wives derive pleasure from it and find
that it has a number of advantages. [Stanley Tomlinson, 1974].

 


 


For most of my time as a
diplomatic wife, the majority of officers were men and all the
partners were wives. We had our own trades union, the Diplomatic
Wives Association (known for obvious reasons as the Dipsomatic
Wives), which guarded our interests with a tenacious ferocity.
Hetero-sexual marriage was the bedrock of diplomatic society. The
respectable matrons of the DSWA acted as its unofficial police,
bringing a strong ethic of conformity and self-discipline to bear
on unruly appetites and the secret existential rage that fuels many
diplomatic partnerships (of course, it didn't stop the
wife-swapping at really boring Posts or more adventurous practices
in big cities where everyone went their own way). It became
increasingly difficult, however, for the DSWA to refuse to include
the husbands of female officers, or, in consequence, to change the
name to the Diplomatic Spouses Association, but admission of
unmarried partners was resisted tooth and nail for a long time. If
you wanted to join, you had to have a marriage certificate. Now
renamed the Diplomatic Families Association, it represents
accredited partners of all kinds.

 


The DSWA had chapters in every
Post and traditionally, the Head of Chancery’s wife, who acted as a
kind of unofficial local vicar’s wife, was ‘elected’ as local
Chairwoman. Meetings were held every month, committees formed, and
a roster of wives agreed to look after new families arriving at
Post and accompany the Admin. Officer on his monthly expedition to
check the prices for the shopping basket, which determined the rate
of the allowances. I was Head of Chancery’s wife in Lagos and,
until I got fed up and changed the system, was duly ‘elected.’

 


Conditions in Lagos were not good.
Housing was poor, household supplies scarce or non-existent,
traffic was appalling and the city was noisy, dirty and dangerous.
The climate was unhealthy for Westerners and our children seemed to
be ill all the time. The air was eight parts mosquito (don’t ask
about the other parts); tumba flies laid their eggs on clothes
drying on washing lines, which then transferred to the skin of the
human who next used them, and hatched blissfully under his or her
skin. You could see the grubs wriggling. Dried goods were full of
weevils – there were packets of noodles and biscuits which
supported whole eco-systems, including life-forms previously
unknown to science -, and it really puts you off your cornflakes if
you find that half of them are swimming lustily for the rim of the
bowl before you can raise your spoon.

 


Morale was consequently low and, to
make matters worse, the telephone system was in a chronic state of
disrepair. We had one of the few working telephones in the city.
All manner of overseas calls were routed to our phone, since they
could not be put through to anyone else, and you never knew who was
going to be on the other end when you picked up the receiver. We
made a lot of temporary new friends in places as far afield as
Finland and Peru. Sometimes the line would go dead for weeks at a
time, presumably to give someone else a turn, and then just as
mysteriously come back again. This was not, of course, very useful
locally as, since no-one else had a working instrument, there was
no one we could call. We could, however, make international calls
back home, so long as we booked the call several days in advance
through an operator. The telephone operators had enterprisingly
privatized this part of the service and would ring up to introduce
themselves and offer, for a flat fee per month, strictly cash,
unlimited calls which would never appear on your official bill.
They would appear promptly at the back door, once a month to
collect their retainer. There was in fact little alternative to
this as all international calls went through the operators, and if
you did not pay up they could make sure that you never made any
calls at all. In our special position as owners of a phone
connected to a live line there was a lot of competition for our
custom.

 


A Brazilian company was working to
improve the service and was busy digging trenches across all the
roads to put in new cabling. Alas, their contract did not call on
them to resurface the highways afterwards, so they simply threw a
thin layer of asphalt on top of the new cables and left it at that.
The asphalt sank rapidly below the surface of the roads, which in
consequence became criss-crossed with trenches like tank traps,
making driving even more hazardous than it already was. When the
rains came, the roads were covered with water, ironing out the
irregularities and creating a falsely uniform slick surface, which
meant that you had no means of knowing where the trenches and other
large holes might be. The only way to survive was to follow the
taxis, which zigzagged down the roads at alarming speed and with
great skill and never fell into the holes. I once fell into a
crater bigger than my car outside one of the supermarkets in the
pouring rain, with two babies strapped in car seats in the back,
breaking the exhaust in the process. I swear I got out by
levitation alone, propelled by desperation. I wheezed noisily
around Lagos for months before a spare exhaust (naturally none were
available locally unless they had been ‘liberated’ from another
vehicle) could be sent out from London in the Diplomatic Bag.

 


Such conditions soon caused the
Brazilian telephone system to collapse and within weeks, we were
back to square one. Finally, one of the telephone giants was
brought in to give Lagos stage one of a bang-up-to-date modern
working system, which, miraculously, it succeeded in doing, even
though the contract was widely assumed (and since proved) to have
been awarded on roughly the same criteria as those used by the
telephone operators in granting access to lines, only on a much
larger scale. We could call home by direct dialing using STD! The
international community was ecstatic. Unfortunately, this splendid
new system put the telephone operators out of business, so alas the
STD service lasted barely a fortnight before they figured out how
to sabotage it and normal operator service was resumed.

 


The consequence was that the we spent
most of our days driving around Ikoye and Victoria Island, the main
residential districts, calling on each other, finding that the
person called upon had gone out (presumably driving around calling
on us), and leaving notes. Strictly enforced local labor laws meant
that diplomatic wives were not allowed to work, even unpaid or in
positions where they were really needed. All the wives, ex-pat and
diplomatic, had servants to help in the house and to look after the
children and so, apart from trying to visit each other and taking
and collecting children from school and swimming classes, there was
absolutely nothing to do all day except play bridge, have sex with
each other’s spouses (anything to inject a bit of drama) or sit
around beside swimming pools swapping the latest gossip, real or
invented. And complain.

 


There was, of course, plenty to
complain about. For example, electric power was supplied (or not,
as the case might be) by the Nigerian Electric Power Agency (NEPA),
known to the British Community as No Electric Power Available. As
well as being turned off completely at source during one of the
lengthy and frequent power cuts, electricity could be fine tuned,
when the occasion demanded, by tweaking the wires on the pole
outside your house.

 


We all used to employ each
other’s stewards to help out as extra waiters when we gave big
parties, so information about them was available well in advance.
The list of forthcoming events was supplied, doubtless for a
consideration, to the enterprising lads at NEPA. Houses are divided
into phases of electricity; in a big family house, there may be
three phases, one covering the kitchen, dining room and outside
lights; another the drawing room, hall and stairs; and a third the
bedrooms. Before a large party, one or two of these phases would be
cut. This would be done with great finesse to take out the most
vital services – the kitchen always went – to show you that it was
a deliberate act and that an equally deliberate act on your part
could swiftly put things right. Your task was then to find the
right man to bribe – not easy, since every man you met would claim
it was him, and his three mates. In principle, the British High
Commission had a ‘no dash (bribe)’ policy, but in an emergency,
it’s every woman for herself.

 


Towards the end of our time in
Lagos, Lord Carrington, then Foreign Secretary, came out on an
Official three-day Visit to Nigeria, bringing, somewhat
optimistically, a planeload of businessmen with him. We were to
give a party in their honor on the last night and needless to say
on the day before the party, our electricity was cut The entire
staff of the High Commission had been invited to meet the boss and
we were expecting a hundred people. Half an hour before the party
was due to start, I had failed to find the right men to bribe
(although in the process had already greased the palms of several
wrong men), we were still on generator and lamp power and I was
getting desperate.

 


Happily, while driving down the
road, lurching from pothole to pothole, to see if I needed any
help, my friend, an intrepid lady who knew Nigeria well, spotted an
electricity company van with a list of that night’s parties taped
to the dashboard. The lads were just setting off on their rounds to
collect their dues. Top of the list was the reception that the
President of Nigeria was giving that night at Government House. She
persuaded them to come to me first – all agreed that the President
could wait - and we got the power back on, I having expressed my
appreciation in the accepted manner. We parted on the best of
terms, just as the Foreign Secretary’s car swung into the
drive.

 


In the event, two hundred
people came to the party, instead of the one hundred I had been
expecting. It had been an eventful trip and, since most of the
company had abandoned hope of living beyond the day one, a festive
air had been building since mid afternoon. We ran out of booze
after the first hour. Luckily, we lived next door to the Commercial
Counselor so he nipped home and passed a large quantity of
industrial sized bottles of gin and whisky to me through a hole in
the communal hedge and the party continued until it was time to
pile the guests into taxis and mini buses and decant them, no
longer feeling any pain, and, indeed with only vague memories of
their own names, but very, very happy, into the ‘plane for the
journey home.

 


All this boredom and adversity
meant that the DSWA meetings were stormy affairs. The DSWA and its
members were always active in supporting charities and raising
money for them. Unfortunately they had hit a snag in Nigeria. The
last three donations they had made had been subverted by the
charity treasurers for private use – charity begins at home is a
well understood maxim in Nigeria, a true enterprise economy - and,
shortly before my time, they had run out of charities who could be
trusted to spend the money on the causes and people for whom it was
intended. The incubator that they had donated to the maternity
hospital had been flogged within half an hour. The books for local
schools were on the market stalls within ditto etc. etc. A
moratorium had therefore been called on future fund raising events
and the modest but useful sum that had been raise at the last
tombola and bar steeplechase evening at the High Commission Club,
had been languishing in our bank account ever since. Every year, at
the AGM, the treasurer raised the matter of how to spend the money,
but sadly, so far, no resolution to the problem had been found. It
was on the agenda, as usual, for the AGM that I was to chair and
over the weeks before the meeting, opinion had polarized between
two rival options: one, to give the money to a local charity anyway
and damn the consequences; the money had been raised for this
purpose and it would be wrong to use it for anything else; or two,
to take the pragmatic route and use the funds for equipment for a
High Commission playground – what was the point of leaving the
money languishing in our account? Feelings were running very high
as I opened the meeting and faced fifty furiously angry women.
Impassioned speeches were made for and against the alternative uses
of the money, the rival factions glaring and shouting at each other
across the packed room. The meeting was fast degenerating into a
riot when I called for a vote on a show of hands. Miraculously,
when I counted the hands, the vote was found to be tied and the
money remained in the bank account for another year, pending a
future decision. It was at that point that I decided that it was
time for democracy to come to the DSWA and for someone else to take
over the Chair.
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