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The British Diplomatic Oral History Programme 

 
Recollections of Warwick Morris, 1969 to 2008 

  

The following account of Warwick Morris’s Diplomatic Service career is built partially around 

questions posed in 2009 for the British Diplomatic Oral History Programme by Jimmy Jamieson, a 

retired (now deceased) member of the FCO.   His wife Evie typed up a rough and incomplete first 

draft.  Warwick Morris returned to it several times over subsequent years, finally completing it in 

2020.   

 
 
Soon after taking ‘A’ levels and leaving Bishop’s Stortford College in the summer of 1967, I was 

accepted as a volunteer by Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO).  After briefings and a crash teaching 

course, I found myself, aged 19, teaching English (as well as coaching the soccer team!) at College 

Sacre Coeur de Makak, a large and well-respected secondary school in a village mid-way between 

Yaounde and Doula in what was then French-speaking East Cameroun.  This first real experience of 

‘abroad’ apart from a couple of brief trips to France, living for almost a year in a world with a 

different culture, way of life and standard of living, and having some contact with our Embassy in 

Yaounde, made a deep impression on me.  At the end of my assignment, after stopping for a couple 

of weeks with my uncle in Lagos, Nigeria, at the time of the Biafra war, I returned to the UK in the 

autumn of 1968.   For a few months I then worked, half-heartedly, as an articled clerk at a firm of 

London accountants, during which time I applied to join Her Majesty’s Diplomatic Service.  After 

exams, interviews and vetting I was accepted as a DS9 officer, and asked to report for duty in April 

1969.     

 

Visits Section, Information Administration Department, April 1969 
 

Aged 20 I started in the Visits Section, in what had just become a single, combined, Diplomatic 

Service.   The Section arranged official visits to the UK by foreign VIPs selected by our Embassies 

and High Commissions overseas.  I dealt with those from Latin America, and later from Europe, 

involving all kinds of fascinating people: Sao Paulo’s woman police chief, editors from Chile, up-

and-coming French politicians etc.  My work involved liaising over their programme and travel 

arrangements with our overseas Missions and with the Central Office of Information just across the 

river in Hercules Road, SE1, sorting out hotels, interpreters, official entertainment, and sometimes 

greeting the visitors at Heathrow; generally making sure that all their official needs were met.   If 



3 
 

they were politicians, that usually meant arranging a lunch in the House of Commons with some 

relevant MPs, in which I was often included.  Quite a treat for a youngster! That lasted for a couple 

of years, and it was while I was doing that job that I met my future wife Pamela, a Social Secretary 

in the same Section in the room next door, who had joined the FCO shortly before me.   

 

British Embassy Paris, 1972-74 

 
By 1971 Pam and I were engaged and planning our wedding for May 1972, when, sooner than 

expected, I was told I was to be posted overseas, to our Paris Embassy as Third Secretary (Press), 

with effect from January 1972.  No bidding for jobs then, just a phone call from Personnel.  I wrote 

to my new boss Bill Harding [died 2016] to say I was looking forward to the posting but would like 

some leave in May to get married.   He replied, saying, in the nicest way, that since HM The Queen 

would be making a State Visit to France in May, he couldn’t have me thinking about two women at 

the same time at such a busy time!  Pam was very understanding – surprisingly so since she was 

about to have to resign from the FCO on marriage.  (A requirement then, but abolished in 1973).   

We rearranged our wedding in Tunbridge Wells for 17 June, and after honeymooning in the Lake 

District began our married life together in Paris.    

 

Britain had a huge Embassy in Paris then, with two Ministers and at least a dozen Counsellors.   

There was a First Secretary who dealt just with France’s regional press.  There was an Embassy 

cafeteria, and in a nearby street an Embassy shop selling British foodstuffs.   Sir Christopher 

Soames was the Ambassador, appointed in 1968 to stand up to the French who had been very 

difficult over Britain’s original bid to join the Common Market.   An extrovert, larger-than-life 

figure, he proved an excellent choice, with his Ministerial background and the Prime Minister’s ear.   

Virtually as I arrived in Paris, Prime Minister Edward Heath was in Brussels signing the Accession 

Agreement on our joining the EEC, which Britain formally did in January 1973, by which time 

career diplomat Sir Edward Tomkins had succeeded Sir Christopher.  1972-73 was a very hectic 

period as the joining preparations reached their climax, with a stream of high level British visitors 

and Edward Heath toing and froing between capitals.  As a Press Attaché I was involved in setting 

up press conferences and interviews for them with the French media, and briefings for the British 

press, many of whom had Paris-based correspondents in those days, including a Daily Express 

photographer.   
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It was a time too when construction of a Channel Tunnel was being discussed, and the Concorde 

supersonic aircraft project was getting underway.   Concorde sadly was to be short-lived, but the 

Channel Tunnel became one of the most exciting projects of the era.  It was great to be in place 

where so much positive bilateral activity was taking place, and among some of our most able and 

up-and-coming diplomats, like Stephen Wall, Robin Renwick, Ivor Roberts, Nick Spreckley, and 

Humphrey Maud to name a few.   It was fascinating too to work on the fringes of our EU entry.  

1973 also saw the convening in Paris of the Vietnam Peace Conference, for which event I was 

responsible for getting accreditation for British journalists.  In 2000, nearly 30 years later, having 

arrived in Hanoi as our Ambassador, I found the striking young woman whom I remembered as one 

of the Vietcong’s leading negotiators was now Vice-President of reunified Vietnam.   It was strange 

to call on her and reminisce about the 1973 conference. 

 

While Soames was appointed because he had charisma and was a political heavyweight, the fact 

that his wife Mary was Sir Winston Churchill’s daughter certainly helped.   Winston Churchill was 

always very popular in France, and the charming Lady Soames was fondly regarded.  Naturally Sir 

Christopher (later Lord) Soames got around the country a lot, meeting the key movers and shakers, 

including in the tricky agricultural community which he personally knew well.  Like any good 

Ambassador, he was a great promoter of Britain, making maximum use of the elegant Residence 

and garden; this was adjacent to the Embassy, which had its own garden where we sometimes 

played croquet at lunchtime.  (Soames had several dogs, which used to wander freely round the 

building.  They included a rather incontinent pug, prone to cock its leg whenever and wherever the 

need arose.  I more than once gently booted it out of my room, hoping HE wasn’t around!)  His 

deputy, Christopher Ewart-Biggs, tall and grand-looking, with a monocle, was a charming man, 

whom I remember organising table-tennis evenings at his grand flat for us youngsters.  He went on 

to be our Ambassador in Dublin, where tragically he was blown up and killed by the IRA.    

 

Although I had  “A” level French and my year in French-speaking East Cameroun had made me 

pretty fluent, when I arrived in France some Parisians did say: Vous parlez bien, mais votre accent 

n’est pas trés clair!  I suppose it was a mixture of British, West African, and French-Canadian, the 

school in Cameroun having been run by priests from Quebec!  Parisians being a rather snooty lot in 

those days we both had to polish up our French rather fast.   Mostly it was fine, at a time when the  
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entente cordiale was particularly strong.  I had especially good relations with the Press team in the 

Quai d’Orsay (the French Foreign Ministry) and got to know well the British media corps as well as 

many French journalists.   

 

As for the State Visit in May 1972, that was especially significant with our entry into the Common 

Market drawing near.  The Duke of Edinburgh and the Prince of Wales joined Her Majesty.  It was 

her third State Visit to France, and she spent almost a week in the country which went down very 

well.  It was great to be involved in such an event so early on in my career, and I learned a lot which 

would stand me in good stead later.  Two quite different memories in particular stay with me.  One 

was having to drive the Queen’s Press Secretary at high speed in my own car from Versailles, 

where the main party stayed at Le Petit Trianon, into the centre of Paris in an effort to catch up with 

the official convoy of cars with its police outriders which he had somehow missed.  Someone even 

ran into the back of us along the Champs Elysées but somehow I got him to the Elysée Palace in the 

nick of time! 

 

My other special memory is of arrangements for the private meeting between the Queen and her 

uncle the Duke of Windsor, with the Duchess of Windsor, at their home just outside Paris.  This 

was very personal, highly sensitive, and tricky in media terms.  Very few people knew in advance 

that it was going to take place.  In the end just one British photographer was allowed to take photos, 

which had to be pooled.  The Duke, then very sick with cancer, died less than a fortnight later on 28 

May. 

 

Many French people were fascinated by our Royal family, having done away with their own in the 

Revolution.   Certain French newspapers and magazines like “France Dimanche” and “Paris 

Match”, as well as the more sensational ones, had articles every week about the British Royal 

family.  These included outrageous and fictitious ones, like the whole Everton football team having 

been in Princess Anne’s bedroom at Buckingham Palace, or the Queen Mother being dead and 

having a living double etc. etc.  From Press Section we used to send a selection of these scurrilous 

stories to Buckingham Palace’s Press Office from time to time.  Never having got any reaction we 

wrote one day proposing to stop, to which the reply quickly came: ‘No, please don’t.   The Family 

derives huge entertainment and amusement from what you send.   Keep them coming!’  But how 

different times were then, before not just the internet and online services but pre-fax even.  Early 

each morning, starting at home, I had to go through a pile of British and French daily newspapers 

and weekly magazines.   My job was to go through them looking for anything of interest about 



6 
 

France in the British ones and about Britain in the French ones, and to cut out those articles I 

thought significant.   By 9.30 a.m I would have them laid out on a long table in Press Section for the 

Ambassador to come and inspect.  He would often pounce on one and ask: ‘What’s this nonsense in 

the Daily Mail?  Where did Le Monde get this story from?  Get on to them and put them straight.’ 

etc.  One had to be on the ball and ready with quick answers.   Thank goodness that particularly 

tedious process has been superseded.   Moreover my wife said that when I left our brand new 

apartment every morning to head for the Embassy my inky black finger-prints were all over the all-

white walls and furniture.    

  

Pam enjoyed Paris once she had got a job, something that had to be formally approved by the 

Ambassador himself.  She worked as research assistant/Girl Friday to Antony Terry, a distinguished 

and charismatic investigative journalist who was European Editor of The Sunday Times, based in 

Paris.  I know she could tell a few good stories of her own!  It was a very busy life for us both, but 

great fun.  We ate out a lot, had some enjoyable holidays and often spent the weekends exploring 

with young colleagues from the Embassy, several of whom are friends to this day.  Family and 

friends from the UK did not miss the chance to visit us, on what was to be our only posting without 

children and in a place that was easy to reach.  Fortunate as we were to be living in the centre of 

such a beautiful city, I don’t think we saved a penny!  

 

Korean language student, Seoul, Republic of Korea, 1975-76 
 
Come mid 1974 we were waiting to hear what would happen after Paris when I got a letter in the 

diplomatic bag- the standard form of communication then- to say that I was to learn Turkish at 

London University.  I assumed this had been chosen for me because I’d earlier expressed interest in 

learning a hard language and had taken a language aptitude test.  Presumably a posting to Ankara 

would have followed.  However, no sooner had I bought myself ‘Teach Yourself Turkish’ in W H 

Smith in Rue de Rivoli than another letter arrived with a change of plan: I was going to learn 

Korean instead.  It had been decided that since South Korea’s economy was starting to pick up pace  

the FCO should start a Korean language training programme.  Bill Skillend at SOAS was the only 

professor of Korean Studies in the UK at that time, but since his speciality was sijo, traditional 

poetry, it was felt that I should more usefully do all my language training in-country, ie in Korea.    

So that’s what happened.  To be honest, we had to get out an atlas to see precisely where the Korean  
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peninsula was, and reckoned that we had never knowingly met a Korean.  Little did we know then 

that Korea would become so central to my career and, with 13 years spent there in all, a very 

significant part of our lives.  

 

So, after a pleasantly warm couple of days in buzzing Hong Kong, our exhilarating first taste of 

Asia, we found ourselves in January 1975 in snowy Seoul where it was minus 15 centigrade.   Our 

Embassy had arranged for me to study at a Franciscan-run language school, where the Director was 

a charming Dutch priest who had himself produced their text books.  Most of the students were 

missionaries from the US, Ireland, the Philippines and Mexico, who expected to spend a lifetime in 

Korea.  They were kind folk, and the teachers well-meaning, but I soon realised that this course, 

with its considerable religious content, was of limited use for my line of business!  I therefore 

switched to South Korea’s top-rated Yonsei University, which had its own Korean Language 

Institute on its fine central Seoul campus.  This was a very good move, not least because being, in a 

sense, an alumnus of Yonsei,  gave me over the years valuable access to a very influential network 

of key Koreans.   I did nearly two years of full-time language training in all, necessary in order to 

pass the FCO’s Higher level exam.  For three of those months I lived Korean-style with a Korean 

family in Seoul to get a better feel for the way of life, but for the rest my wife and I lived for nearly 

5 years in a nice old Western-style house, originally owned by ESSO/KOSCO.  There we were to 

bring up our first two children, Oliver and Katharine, born in Seoul’s Cheil Hospital in 1976 and 

1978 respectively.    

 

Second Secretary (Political), British Embassy, Seoul, 1977-79 
 

Language-training completed, I joined the Embassy proper, spending the next three years as Second 

Secretary (Political).  At this time South Korea was a military dictatorship, and had been under the 

same leader, General Park Chung-Hee, since he had seized power in a military coup in 1961.  There 

was a curfew every night, with harsh penalties for those found out and about after midnight, 

monthly air-raid practices when all of us had to get off the streets immediately, and frequent violent 

incidents between South Koreans and North Koreans, usually at sea when fishing boats or patrol 

vessels were sunk.  Abandoned mini-submarines from the North would be found on remote 

beaches, North Korean invasion tunnels dug under the Demilitarised border (DMZ) were 

discovered, and occasionally jets were scrambled over some incident or other.  There were several 

violent scraps at the border, including one in August 1976 when two US officers were hacked to  



8 
 

death while clearing trees in the DMZ, which put the country on a state of high alert.  The US 

military, 27,000 of whom were (and still are as of 2020) stationed in South Korea, were very much 

in evidence then, with many based close to the front line.  Armistice Meetings were held on a 

regular basis at Panmunjom, with our Defence Attaché representing the Commonwealth, while the 

Armistice itself was overseen by a Neutral Nations Supervisory Committee (NNSC) comprising 

military representatives from Poland, Czechoslovakia, Sweden and Switzerland.  This curious group 

lived in the DMZ and were unique in having access to both North and South Korea.  We enjoyed 

the curiosity of visiting them at their shared camp.   

 

Life was challenging – and with regard to shopping, for example, no Western products were 

available and very little written in English - but it was a lively and stimulating posting, made much 

more worthwhile by my having the language.   At that time only the American and Australian 

Embassies had any diplomats who spoke Korean well, so it was a real bonus being a Korean 

speaker.  A few colleagues in our Embassy learned a little but none had been given the chance for 

any serious full-time study.  I interpreted for the Ambassador when he preferred to have a UK 

member of staff involved rather than a Korean one.  His background was the Colonial Service, and 

he came to Seoul from Guyana.  He learned virtually no Korean.   Sometimes of course the Koreans 

provided their own interpreters, which enabled me simply to listen and sometimes pick up helpful 

nuances.  Koreans were very rank-conscious, but being often with the Ambassador enabled me to 

make useful contacts to whom otherwise I would otherwise not have had access.  In those days 

there were very few competent English-speakers outside the Foreign Ministry and academia, so if 

you had business with eg the Ministry of Labour or the Ministry of Agriculture, or you went to 

another city, you would be hard pushed to find good English speakers.  I really did have to speak 

and read Korean a great deal during that first posting, more so than in my subsequent two postings, 

although knowledge of their rarely learnt language always pleased and impressed Koreans at all 

levels.   

 

In the 1970s South Korea was predominantly an agricultural country, with well over 50% of the 

population working on the land or fishing, and per capita income was around US $800 per annum 

(less than US$ 3 per day.)   Its economy had only just overtaken that of North Korea.  The rice 

harvest was hugely important, so getting out into the countryside to talk to farmers and rural 

officials was something I did regularly, and enjoyed.   (Some 30 years later fewer than 7% of the 

population worked at farming or fishing, with most in manufacturing or financial, IT and other 

services.)  The new National Assembly building which opened soon after we arrived stood in 
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splendid isolation on an otherwise undeveloped Youido.  And what by the late 1990s was the highly 

developed and affluent area of Kangnam, was where in the 1970s we would skate in the winter on 

flooded, frozen rice fields, with music from loudspeakers and kettles of hot rice wine provided by 

enterprising farming folk.    

 

In addition to my interpreting for the Ambassador and handling routine business with the 

government and the authorities, part of my role in the Political Section was to get to know people 

who weren’t supporters of the government: dissidents, activists and others who were opposed to the 

dictatorship or pressing for democracy, greater civil rights and press freedom.  There was no 

genuine Opposition, nor even NGOs; opponents of the regime were often under surveillance by the 

KCIA, and subject to arrest and imprisonment under the wide-ranging National Security laws.  We 

used to meet in dark coffee shops and seedy bars, where we could quietly chat, regularly looking 

over our shoulders to see who might be watching or listening.   They often didn’t speak English.  

Human Rights issues featured strongly in my work, with each week’s diplomatic bag containing 

large amounts of mail from British people concerned about the lack of freedoms in Korea, including 

the oppression of some well-known dissident writers and poets ... and, of course, about dog-eating!  

 

Another of my roles was trying to find out what I could about North Korea, and reporting thereon to 

London and some other Departments and Posts.   Like other Western powers - apart from Sweden,  

which had a small (husband and wife) Embassy in Pyongyang - we did not recognize the North 

then.  I would also look out for material in the BBC Monitoring Service’s output, follow certain 

local journals and news outlets, and talk to officials, academics and other North Korea-watchers; 

with a few exceptions, they were neither well-informed nor very forthcoming.  Only because I was 

a diplomat could I show such interest in the North.  Under the draconian National Security Law 

ordinary South Korean citizens were not allowed even to possess stamps or publications from NK.  

I had both, as well as NK leaflets I picked up on hillsides around Seoul, dropped by balloon from 

the North! 

        

Contrary to our expectations after life in Paris, there was plenty to do in and around Seoul, and an 

active cultural scene.  Koreans love dance and music, modern, Western and their own traditional, 

and there was a lot happening on the cultural front, with some outstanding Korean musicians 

becoming well know abroad.  Because the UK was one of the UN nations who had come to the aid 

of the South in the War – the second largest contingent after the Americans - we were given access  
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to some facilities on the huge US 8th Army base in Seoul, which provided an occasional welcome 

treat, especially on the food front!  There was even a platoon of British soldiers - on rotation from 

Hong Kong - who were part of the resident Commonwealth Liaison Mission.  Living on the US 

Forces compound in Seoul, they also served as part of the UN Honour Guard at various ceremonies.  

They had their own British Forces Post Office (BFPO), which we could use, and a mess hut where 

we enjoyed excellent dinners and made some useful US and other military contacts.  ( Later, as 

Deputy Head of Far East Dept, with 1997 approaching, I had to wind it up.)  The British Council 

had just set up shop and were becoming very active, enabling the Royal Ballet, for example,  to 

come to Seoul on tour.   For a time my wife recorded English language film sound-tracks for the 

Korean government’s overseas information service (KOIS), usually about Korea’s history and 

culture.  In addition, my two years of language training had included some vacation time, so we 

made good use of that, when we weren’t caring for new-born babies, to explore as much as we 

could.  We had imported a brand new Ford Escort, the only one in Korea - having a British car was 

an FCO rule then -  and took it all over the country, often on dirt roads.  It was great to escape the 

city, as the Korean countryside was beautiful, with many places to hike, splendid autumn colours, 

mountains, rivers and fishing villages, temples and shrines.  It was far, far less industrialised then.  

We were lucky to have this opportunity, plus the confidence that my knowing the language brought 

to our many explorations off the beaten track.   

  

One highly significant event occurred at the time of our departure in October 1979, by which time 

we’d been in Korea for almost five years.  For the last three years I had done political work in this 

quite challenging environment, amid ever-present concern that the South’s President might be 

assassinated by North Korean agents.  Indeed there had been attempts on his life, his wife having  

been killed in one attempt, at Seoul’s National Theatre in 1974.   Our date of departure from Seoul 

had long been fixed for 26 October 1979 and we flew that morning to Penang for a break on the 

way back to Britain.  Next morning the hotel receptionist ran over to us saying:  ‘Mr Morris, you’ve 

come from Korea, your President’s been killed!’  President Park had indeed been killed, shot by his 

own Intelligence Chief at a dinner in Seoul the previous evening.  No-one had seen that coming!  

We were shocked, and felt for the three Park children, to one of whom Pam had given some private 

English lessons.  I couldn’t help but feel disappointed professionally to have missed this major 

event by just a few hours, and wanted to head back to Seoul.   Quite rightly however my wife 

reminded me that I had left, and it was up to my successor, who had just completed his own 2 years 

of language training, to face what was for several weeks a worrying and very tense situation on the 

Korean peninsula.   
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With hindsight this was probably a good moment to leave.   The assassination marked the end of a 

significant era, which had seen the start of South Korea’s dramatic rise to economic prominence.  

Although there were to be two more Generals in charge of the country things were soon to start 

moving, slowly but surely, towards civilian leadership, a steady improvement in human rights and 

the system of democracy that South Korea enjoys today.   

 

Private Secretary to Deputy Permanent Under-Secretary, FCO, 1979-81 

 
Back in London after Seoul, I was to do a series of three very different jobs.  The first was as 

Private Secretary to the FCO’s Deputy Permanent Under-Secretary, a newly created post that I 

don’t think existed before or since.  A very senior diplomat and Arabist, Sir Donald Maitland, who 

had been Ambassador to Libya and then the UK’s Permanent Representative at the UN, was back in 

London with the specially created title of Deputy PUS.  As such, in addition to the very experienced 

Monica Harkin as his PA, he was allowed a Private Secretary.  This proved a great opportunity for 

me to gain insight into the upper echelons of the FCO’s work and its relationships within Whitehall.  

I had been due to take up the post in January 1980, but was called in on Boxing Day 1979 following 

the Soviet Union’s sudden and unexpected invasion of Afghanistan.  I worked for Sir Donald for 

about 20 months while he led the FCO's work on Afghanistan, Middle East and Gulf issues. He also 

deputised on various occasions for the PUS.  (Unhappy with the tatty state of the plumes on the hat 

forming part of the diplomatic uniform worn on certain ceremonial occasions eg at the Palace, he 

went one lunchtime to Jermyn Street to see about getting them replaced.  He returned, indignant and 

incredulous, with the news that no ostrich feathers were available in London having all been bought 

up for drag artist Danny La Rue's costumes!)  In 1982 he became Permanent Secretary at the 

Department of Energy.   

 

Sir Donald was both amusing and demanding.  Short in stature, crisp in speech and very energetic, 

he was known by some as ‘the clockwork mouse’.   Sent to protest in Iceland at the time of the 

“Cod War”, and knowing his Icelandic counterpart, he reportedly went into the latter’s office, stood 

on his coffee table, and said: ‘I’ve been asked to protest at the highest level.’  He hated paper clips 

and badly stapled documents, and would strike out adjectives and adverbs, wanting straightforward 

and unembellished facts.  He especially disliked the word ‘vital’, too often used in submissions 

coming up from Departments.   ‘This word should be used only if it really is a matter of life or 

death!’ he’d cry.   The job was fascinating and I learned a lot from him. 
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Personnel Operations Department, FCO, 1981-82 

 

The next 2 years I spent as a Postings Officer in Personnel Operations Department, now part of 

Human Resources, in the Curtis Green Building by old Scotland Yard.  I was mainly involved in 

posting officers at Second and Third Secretary level.   We held regular boards at which we sought 

to match ‘horses to courses’, while also taking account of each individual’s developmental needs.  

Individuals had really no say then in where they were posted, but we tried hard to match people to 

jobs, and to give them experience they needed in order to progress.  I found the work surprisingly 

gratifying, and learned a lot about human nature.   It also made one realise how fortunate one was.   

There were colleagues with all kinds of problems and family or health factors that we tried to take 

into account.  But at the end of the day every vacancy had to be filled, and every officer found a job, 

so there were always a few unhappy customers.  The job taught me a great deal about how the FCO 

worked internally, including staffing and training needs, career planning, gradings, promotions, and 

disciplinary cases, as well as the pressures on people’s lives in difficult posts.  All that stood me in 

good stead for middle and senior management roles later.  I remember a couple of occasions when 

colleagues brought their spouses when they came to see me,  one wife complaining bitterly that 

their marriage had been nearly wrecked due to some previous posting.  But we got through it and I 

think most people and their families ended up pretty satisfied. 

 

First Secretary, Hong Kong and General Department, FCO, 1982-83 

 

After three years on this home posting – with by now three young children - we were hoping for a 

move overseas.  I had my eye on a posting to Australia!  Instead however I was promoted to First  

Secretary (DS6) and moved in early1982 to the oddly named Hong Kong and General Department, 

headed by Dick Clift, and including a secondee from the HK Govt, for a time Richard Hoare.  This 

Dept looked after the external interests of Britain’s Dependent Territories and our relationship with 

them.  It handled an unusually wide range of subjects including: the appointment of Governors and 

some of their staff,  the approval of new postage stamps, issues relating to prisoners and the 

Judiciary in those Territories, Parliamentary Questions (PQs), funding by HMG of various large 

projects etc etc.  No sooner had I joined HKGD than a major and far-reaching issue suddenly came 

to the fore: the Future of Hong Kong.  This happened when it did for the simple reason that land 

leases in HK had always been issued for 15 year terms, which meant, as the lawyers suddenly 

realised,  that leases taken on after July 1982 would come up against the problem of 1997.   
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Accordingly, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher raised this issue in Beijing with China’s Premier 

Deng Xiao Ping – the first real discussion there had ever been with the Chinese about the future of 

HK – hoping, I think, that the Chinese would be relaxed about the return of HK to China.  Not so.  

As is now well known, Deng made it absolutely clear that China expected to get back the New 

Territories and Hong Kong Island ‘on schedule’, ie in July 1997.  Clearly there was now some very 

serious international diplomacy and negotiation to be done. 

 

Almost at once, responsibility for the other much smaller Dependent Territories was hived off, 

HKGD was restructured and renamed Hong Kong Dept, and I was moved, alone at first, to a newly 

created  ‘Future of Hong Kong’ desk.   Over the following weeks, months and years a whole team 

of officials was to be dedicated to the HK issue, including top China hands like Sir Percy Cradock 

who returned from being HMA Beijing to be the PM’s Adviser on HK, the FCO’s Sir Edward 

Youde who was to head out to HK as the new Governor, and Sir Alan Donald, another China hand, 

who was the FCO’s Assistant Under Secretary (AUSS) for Asia.  For the next 2 years during which 

I was involved, complex high level negotiations went on between officials and senior figures in 

London, Beijing and Hong Kong on the many and varied aspects and implications of the future 

handover.  These included things like the future of our military presence in HK, complex 

citizenship issues, the handling of Vietnamese refugees in HK, the need for confidence to be 

maintained in the Territory’s economy, and how to ensure that some form of democracy and rule of 

law would continue to prevail.  I made several visits to HK during that time, especially to look at 

the Vietnamese refugees issue, including visiting their camps, as well as discussing border security 

issues which involved flying around in Army helicopters.  By then Richard Hoare had returned to 

HK as Private Secretary to the new Governor, Sir Edward Youde - who very sadly was to die there - 

whose extensive progamme of pre-posting briefings I had been responsible for arranging.  It was 

during my time in HKD that I was invited to sit what was called the bridging exam, which resulted 

in my being promoted to Grade 5 in the Administrative Stream. 

  

I continued working on future of Hong Kong issues until shortly before agreement was finally 

reached in 1984 on the Joint Declaration, which allowed for HK to become a Special 

Administrative Region (SAR) of China for at least 50 years.   It was fascinating, and a privilege, to 

play a small part in this unique process, and of course I watched with particular interest the 

handover itself in 1997, and developments ever since. 
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First Secretary (Commercial), British Embassy, Mexico City 1984-87 

 

Being keen to do a job involving trade and investment, an area of growing importance for the FCO,    

I was pleased to get the post of First Secretary (Commercial) in Mexico City.  It was also a 

welcome opportunity to develop my Spanish, which I’d studied only briefly at school.  Britain at 

that time was trying to rekindle its rather neglected links with Latin American countries.  It was felt, 

including by the media, that we had been focussing too heavily on our traditional Commonwealth 

links, and also of course on Europe, rather ignoring Latin America.  Mexico was one of the 

countries with which we wanted to increase trade, and where it was felt there were new investment 

opportunities for UK plc.   

 

But first I had a fair bit of training to do.   This included an internal Economics course, a lengthy 

Department of Trade and Industry course, and another at the Civil Service College in Sunningdale.   

I also made an extensive round of calls on British companies and Chambers of Commerce who had 

dealings with Mexico, including Manchester, Sheffield and Glasgow.  Budgets for that sort of thing 

were quite generous in those days! 

 

As for my limited Spanish, I first undertook a few weeks of classes at the FCO’s Language Centre, 

but then was sent on three months of full-time immersion language training in the small colonial 

town of Cuernavaca, a couple of hours from Mexico City.   That was really useful as well as great 

fun.   Cuernavaca has a lovely climate, the language school which I attended 5 days a week was 

stimulating, and the two different Mexican families I stayed with were most kind.   The second had 

teenagers who let me go around with them, so by the time I started work in the Embassy my 

language skills and accent were much improved.  The job was a straightforward trade and 

investment promotion job, with a requirement for some economic reporting.  I found it much to my 

liking, not least because one could contribute in a measurable way to tangible successes or 

outcomes.  That said, the posting was made especially memorable by two, albeit very different, 

events.  The first was the tremendous earthquake – around 7.2 on the Richter scale – which shook 

Mexico City around 07.15 hrs on 19 September 1985, while the second was the FIFA World Cup 

Finals which Mexico hosted in summer 1986, for which England, Scotland and Northern Ireland 

had all qualified.  More on those later.     

 

Although there was some established investment from the UK in Mexico, the country had fallen off 

many companies’ radar.  There were certainly individual businessmen who made regular visits, 
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sometimes under the auspices of regular Trade Missions from British chambers of commerce, like 

Birmingham, Manchester, and London.  But an important part of our job was to promote Mexico to 

companies back in the UK who were maybe unware or not taking advantage of the opportunities we 

saw for them.  On annual home leave I spent a good deal of time talking to chambers of commerce 

and trade associations around Britain about the opportunities Mexico offered, and how the 

Embassy’s Commercial team could help.  [Work aside, it was an exciting and mostly agreeable 

place to live; a huge country, with wonderful scenery and fantastic culture and history.]  As time 

went by our statistics showed that more British businesses started to take notice and to make 

enquiries - free of charge in those days- about opportunities.  We also urged people to look not just 

at Mexico City but at the border area with the US, at the northern city of Monterrey and at 

Guadalajara.  In both those places I made sure that our Honorary Consuls were attuned to local 

business activity.  (We also had an Honorary Consul in Acapulco, then an attractive stopping point 

for cruise ships.  Sadly most of his time was spent repatriating the bodies of elderly British people 

who had died on board the cruise ships!)   

 

As interest in Mexico grew in Whitehall – especially as inflation there was tamed -  we produced a 

monthly economic round-up sent to a wide range of Departments to sharpen their interest in the 

country and how it was changing.  When we arrived in 1984 inflation had just hit triple figures.  

Within 3 years it was down to under 20%.  Credit was certainly due to the Government of Mexico 

for its efforts on that front. 

 

As in other jobs I had, it was important to get to know relevant Mexican officials and business 

leaders; typically this would happen in an agreeable restaurant over a long and often heavy lunch, 

seen in Mexico City as very much the main meal of the day.  This more easygoing Mexican way of 

life contrasted sharply with that of the Koreans, and it took me some time to adapt, especially as 

lunch often didn’t start much before 2.30 p,m.  I can remember too evenings at home in our early 

weeks where having invited people for say 8pm, no Mexicans would turn up until 9pm, or we’d get 

a phone call from some Under Secretary saying: ‘I’m coming, I’m coming, but can I bring Xavier 

and Pedro as well?’  Of course, we soon learned to adapt, and to appreciate socialising the Mexican 

way.  But the relaxed nature of many Mexicans did waste a lot of time.   I remember taking the 

Ambassador to one particular appointment on the far side of the city, which took ages in the usual 

heavy traffic.   When we arrived the typically glamorous secretary, filing her nails, had no idea 

where her boss was, or even when or if he might appear.  This sort of thing was a frustration, 
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however hard one tried to adapt, and I’m sure it put off some foreigners from wanting to do 

business with Mexico. 

   

I mentioned the 1985 earthquake.  This struck Mexico City at about 7.15 am.  Thankfully children 

were not yet in school and most people were not yet at work in offices.  But of course many 

residential apartment blocks and hospitals were occupied.  My family were in England, about to 

rejoin me after leave.  I was at home, shaving, at the time and experienced the shaking, the ceiling 

lamp swinging and small trees in the garden swaying unnaturally.  Phone lines were down and 

electricity off but I drove my usual route to the Embassy in the centre of the city, seeing very little 

damage on the way and no sign of the authorities or unusual police activity.  (In fact it later 

emerged that, incredibly and unforgiveably, the Governor of the Federal District took no action for 

36 hours, which apart from anything else must have resulted in many people buried in collapsed 

buildings not being saved.  For the first day or two rescue work was done by ordinary citizens.)  

 

Our Embassy for a time had no power or water, but no damage either, probably because it was an 

old and solid building.  In fact immediately around it nothing appeared damaged, yet only a few 

hundred metres away, including the area where I frequently met people for lunch, there was 

appalling devastation, as there was in several other parts of the city.  It was mainly the more modern 

buildings that collapsed, especially ones built by or for the Government.  The Ministry for 

Construction was said to have collapsed spectacularly.  But that meant schools too, low-cost 

housing blocks and, tragically, hospitals, which by their very nature were occupied.  Hundreds of 

patients and medical staff died, notably in the large Hopital Suarez. 

  

In brief, for 2 to 3 weeks the Embassy’s normal work ceased.   Staff were allocated new tasks, 

including liaising with the City and national authorities to see what help HMG could provide, 

checking on the safety and whereabouts of resident British citizens, fielding messages from the UK 

about the general state of things and about Britons believed to be travelling in the area, and getting 

out and about to see for ourselves the situation on the ground so as to be able to report accurately to 

London.  As the days went by, the Mexican Red Cross, Salvation Army and other voluntary bodies 

helped to feed and clothe the many Mexican poor who had lost everything, and who were living, 

destitute in some cases, in parks and on the streets.  A group of Embassy spouses, including Pam, 

joined this effort, sourcing the ingredients and making up hundreds of filled rolls each day.   I was 

involved in arrangements to get the London Fire Brigade’s rescue specialists out to help, which 

included grappling with the Mexico’s bureaucracy over clearance for their thermal-imaging kit, and 
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helping identify where they could be most useful.  Disappointingly, because at first the authorities 

refused all foreign assistance, the team’s involvement on the ground, and that of others like the 

French, came very late.   

 

As for my wife and our daughters, aged 7 and 3, they had flown out of London just hours before 

news of the earthquake broke.  Only after they had changed planes as planned in Houston and the 

aircraft bound for Mexico City had taken off, did the crew alert passengers to news of the 

earthquake.  Remarkably, because the damage to the city was in certain areas only, I was able to 

drive to Mexico City’s airport, meet them, and drive home again, unimpeded.    

 

I was given another task that first week.  Because our communications with the outside world were 

still so poor, I was instructed to fly to Houston from where I was to call the FCO, and a couple of 

other Departments to report as fully as I could on the effects of the earthquake, including eg the 

casualty rate, what we knew about the safety of Britons in the country, and to discuss what further 

help HMG might supply.  It was a strange experience making these calls from the calm and balmy 

surroundings of our Consul’s home in Houston before flying the following day back to Mexico.   

 

The death toll has never been clear.  Although the Mexican authorities claim, I believe, around 

6000, other reliable sources think it 20,000, or more.  One reason for this was that the City was the 

workplace for many poor Mexicans (paracaidistas) from distant provinces, including illegal 

immigrants from neighbouring countries, mostly living in slum areas.  These people would not have 

been registered with the City authorities, so their deaths could not have been taken into account in 

official figures.     

 

In stark contrast, the following year 1986 saw Mexico host the FIFA World Cup Finals, with 

England, Scotland and Northern Ireland all qualifying.  Realising that this would entail large 

numbers of fans coming from the UK, at a time when, because of a small minority, our football fans 

had a poor reputation for their behaviour, our Embassy designated one member of staff to be the 

liaison officer for each of the three teams.  The role included eg helping with media relations, 

security liaison, and general trouble-shooting to sort out any issues which arose locally.  Extra 

Consular support was sent to help with anticipated incidents once the fans arrived.  Tasked with 

being the LO  for the England team, I was relieved of my normal role and instead concentrated on 

contact with Manager Bobby Robson and accompanying officials from the English FA and 

Scotland Yard.  This meant building a relationship with the media pack following the team, and 
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spending time in Monterrey in advance of England’s first-round matches there to help prepare for 

various eventualities.  This involved eg meeting with the local Organising Committee, with the 

Monterrey-based media, and establishing local police and security contacts. 

 

While it was hard work, with some especially long evenings ‘patrolling’ the city’s streets, it was 

something totally different,  a chance to put my Spanish to good use, to broaden my people skills, 

and to increase my contacts in Mexico’s main business city.  I also accompanied our Minister for 

Sport for two days.  Somehow England got through to the quarter-finals, but their run ended, 

despite heroic efforts by Gary Lineker, when Maradona got away with the notorious ‘hand of God’ 

incident.  In the end, although I had to have words with some of the British journalists and a number 

of fans, the Mexican police and media were pretty tolerant, and only a few English fans were 

arrested, mainly for drunken behaviour or disrespecting the Mexican flag, with most soon released.  

Much impressed by the sunshine, the low cost of Monterrey beer and the charm of the Mexicans, 

several fans stayed on and married Mexican girls!  

 

Mexico was not the easiest place to get things done, and there were corruption and security issues, 

but the country’s fascinating history, culture and varied scenery provided lots of opportunity to 

explore, and take relaxing breaks.  From the city one could occasionally see the surrounding 

volcanoes, and the nearby Aztec pyramids of Teotihuacan were extraordinary.  Its people, socially, 

were great fun.  As a family we made many memorable trips, including to the jungles of the 

Yucatan peninsula, to places like Taxco, Oaxaca, Tulum and Chichen Itza, to picturesque haciendas 

for weekend breaks, and to coastal resorts where the water was perfect for swimming or 

snorkelling. 

 

First Secretary and Head of Chancery, British Embassy Seoul, 1988 
 

As our time in Mexico came to an end, an opportunity to return to Korea presented itself.  After a 

few months back in the UK, including scraping the rust off my Korean, and moving house, we 

headed in the spring of 1988 back to Seoul. 

 

My role this time was Head of Chancery, which meant Head of the Political Section and, in the 

absence of a designated Deputy Head of Mission, head of coordination as a whole within the 

Embassy.   It was fascinating to return, almost ten years after we’d left, and with no trips back in the 

interim.  South Korea was clearly moving towards democracy, and within a few weeks of our 
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arrival Seoul was to host the 1988 Summer Olympic Games.   Those Games were to be a major 

milestone and showcase for the country, the first time it had opened its door to citizens from the 

former Soviet Union, Iron Curtain countries, Central Europe etc.   On our previous posting it was 

firmly closed to such people.   

 

We got to Seoul in the spring of 1988 and the Seoul Olympics took place in the late summer.   By 

any standard they were very successful.  The one disappointment was the absence, despite 

encouragement from the South, of a North Korean team, but worries that the North might try to 

sabotage the Games came to naught.  Seoul in particular was full of visitors and athletes from all 

over the world, able not only to admire at first-hand South Korea’s impressive economic and  

infrastructural progress, but also to experience a country on the road to democracy.  In November 

1989 the Berlin Wall would come down, and the Soviet Union would start to collapse.  The Seoul 

Olympics marked for South Korea both an opening up of the country, and the start of a dramatic 

shift in its relations with former socialist and communist countries.  It was not long before the first  

Eastern bloc country, Hungary, moved its Embassy from Pyongyang to Seoul - with a good deal of 

practical advice from our side -  which soon led others to follow suit.   

 

South Koreans are very efficient people, determined always to put on the best possible show, and 

this was far and away the biggest international event they had ever hosted.   Once they had won the 

right to host, they used the prospect as a catalyst for change; not just political but in terms of 

infrastructure too.   Where there had been dirt roads on our first posting, there were broad highways.   

Where the Han river that runs through Seoul had been black and filthy with slum housing along its 

banks, it was now clean, with riverside expressways and high-rise apartments.   Where there had 

been just three bridges across the Han, there were now more than twenty.   This was South Korea 

showing what rapid strides it had made, thanks especially to the close links between the government 

and the big home-grown conglomerates known as chaebol.  When we’d arrived in the mid 1970s 

the Koreans were still building their first shipyards at Ulsan, previously a fishing village.  By the 

late 1980s they were world leaders.  Similarly in the mid to 1970s they were just starting to build 

cars and yet by the late 1980s Hyundai and Daewoo cars, and later Kia too, were exported all over 

the world.  It was the same story with their steel plants, and then with electronics.  During our first 

posting the chaebol Lotte was primarily a sweet and chewing gum manufacturer; a dozen years later 

it owned hotels and amusement parks and was a major foodstuff producer.  The Olympics were an 

opportunity for Korea and the chaebol to show off to the world.    
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It was also a time of demonstrations, popular in modern-day South Korea after years of repression.   

Although the Games themselves went off peacefully, pro-democracy demonstrations, especially in 

Seoul,  increased in size and number during our second posting, often involving tear gas and masses 

of riot police, frequently around the City Hall area close to our Embassy.  Although these 

confrontations  looked scary, it was rare that anyone was hurt.  It was all a precursor to the giving-

up of power by the series of ‘generals in suits’ who had assumed the Presidency, and to the advent 

just a few years later of democratic elections and civilian Presidents. 

 

Koreans had historically expected and admired strong leadership, and during the leadership of Lt 

General Park Chung-hee, who had seized power in 1961 that tradition was maintained.   There was 

a strong Confucian tradition: male-oriented, age-oriented, strong leader-oriented, top-down.   Less 

so now, but that is what many Koreans still felt comfortable with in the 1980s.  For nearly 20 years 

until 1979 President Park, a general in a suit, was their Leader.  While he had little time for civil 

liberties, freedom of speech and workers rights, he was a tremendous driver of economic growth, 

making it the main thrust of his Presidency.  Soon after seizing power he had called together several 

trusted senior military colleagues and instructed them, one by one, to go and establish a chemicals 

industry, a steel industry, a car industry, a shipbuilding industry etc, and they went off and did just 

that, in a no-nonsense, no-holds-barred way, working closely with a number of Korea’s emerging 

industrial groups or chaebol.   They were hard taskmasters, but it worked, pulled millions out of the 

poverty stemming from the War years, and resulted eventually in South Korea becoming the 12th 

biggest economy in the world.   The economic and security achievements of the tough military-style 

leadership which ran from 1961 until 1993, with more than decade of 10% growth per annum 

between the mid 1970s and the mid 1980s, were what put South Korea firmly on the world map.  

And the 1988 Seoul Olympics were the icing on the cake, a showcase for all to see what the 

country, its leadership and its people had achieved, and the direction in which they were going.   

 

Two unusual trips I made during this posting are worth a brief mention.  The first was in June 1990 

when I linked up with my counterpart in Beijing, Dr Jim Hoare, like me a Korea specialist, for a 

visit to the Yanbian Korean Autonomous Region of China, the main centre for Koreans in China 

since the late 19th century.  From Beijing we flew to Shenyang where we spent 24 hours exploring 

and talking to the US Consulate-General, before flying to Yanji, the Region’s capital where we 

spent several days on a programme in the area organised through the local Office of Foreign 

Affairs.  This included Yanji university, a tobacco factory, a free market, and the towns of Longjin 

and Tumen.   The latter was interesting as it sits on the Tumen river which marks the border 
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between China and North Korea, and is one of China’s three border crossing points with North 

Korea.  Many huge slogans could be seen on the hillsides of the North.  (At this time there were no 

diplomatic relations between South Korea and China.)  The Korean community in Yanbian is well 

integrated, and at that time the region claimed the highest level of literacy in China.  The Korean 

language, traditional dress, way of life, food and Korean script signage were all very noticeable.  It 

was, we believe, the first visit to the area by British Embassy Political Officers since the 1940s.  As 

of June 2020, a more detailed account of the trip is about to be published.   

 

The other trip was to Hong Kong, at the request of Special Branch there.  They needed a Korean 

speaker with the right security clearance to listen to and transcribe some recorded material relating 

to the abduction in HK in 1978 of a well-known South Korean actress, Choi Eun-hee, who spent the 

subsequent 8 years in North Korea.  Although Choi and her film director husband, who later joined 

her in the North, escaped in 1986, there was always something of a mystery around the whole affair 

and who had been involved.   HK’s Special Branch had new material they hoped might be of help.  

In the event the incessant traffic noise on the tapes made much of the dialogue impossible to make 

out.  I have never been convinced that my efforts bore much fruit, but it was an interesting 

challenge, and an unusual couple of days.    

 

I was glad to be back in Seoul between 1988 and 1991 when trade and investment in both directions 

was increasing, and bilateral political links were growing as democracy began to take root.  But if I 

had not been there also in the 1970s I would not, could not, have appreciated what remarkable 

changes had been wrought, and how rapidly the country had developed its economy.     

 
Return to London, and the FCO’s Far Eastern Department, 1991-93 
 
In mid 1991 I returned to London and reported for duty as Deputy Head of Far East Department 

(FED).   The FCO insisted on calling it the Far East Department (FED), when it should properly 

have been be called North-East Asia Dept.   The Far East is a vague, somewhat derogatory term, 

and after my time it was eventually changed.   In the 1990s the Department dealt with China, Japan, 

North and South Korea, Taiwan and (Outer) Mongolia.   Because of my Korea background, I had 

particular oversight of Korean peninsula affairs, but as Deputy to the Head of Department, who was 

usually a China or Japan specialist, I obviously had to be up to speed generally on our business with 

the region as a whole.  It was a pretty standard Deputy Head of Department job, involving a lot of 

coordination, oversight of Sections within the Department, personnel and staffing issues, pulling 
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together briefing for Ministers and Parliamentary Questions (PQs), annual budget requirements, 

staff reports etc  

 

On the work front two things stand out in the memory.  One was arguing, on a regular basis, with 

Chinese Embassy officials about any UK, official or private, dealings with Taiwan.  This became 

especially heated when we decided to upgrade our Trade Office in Taipei previously headed by a 

British businessman, to broaden its responsibilities, and henceforth to have it headed by a British 

diplomat.  The Chinese were most unhappy, as they were with BA starting flights to Taipei.    The 

upgraded Trade Office worked well as I saw for myself on a most interesting visit to Taipei.    

 

The other highlight was being involved in our first tentative links with North Korean officials.   To 

go back a bit, in early 1991, some months before leaving Seoul, I had spotted an opportunity to visit 

North Korea.   The British Government didn’t recognise the North then.   We didn’t have 

diplomatic relations.   But in May 1991 Pyongyang, somewhat incongruously, was to host the 

annual Meeting of the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), normally attended by Parliamentary 

delegations from all over the world.  Realising that a delegation of British MPs were to attend, I put 

it to London that someone, preferably a Korean-speaker, ought to go with them, ready to assist and 

advise them in such unusual circumstances.  The upshot was that the FCO and the IPU’s British 

Group both agreed, as did my Ambassador in Seoul.  So, much to my delight, I was assigned to 

accompany them as part of the official delegation, along with Mike Bates, an FCO colleague 

working in the FCO’s Parliamentary Relations Unit.    

 

Although Pyongyang is only a couple of hours by road from Seoul, the only way to get there was 

first to fly from Seoul to Hong Kong, where I met up with the delegation, before we all flew on to 

Beijing, where our visas were issued, before flying on North Korea’s Air Koryo to Pyongyang.   

Thus Mike and I found ourselves the first British officials to visit North Korea since the end of the 

Korean War.   There had been no formal contact at all, so it was quite exciting.  Although ostensibly 

my role was to be of assistance to our Parliamentary delegation- including reminding them 

occasionally that they were in North and not South Korea - I slipped away whenever possible, 

including jogging in the early hours, to see what I could of the city and the life of the people there, 

on which I of course later reported back to the FCO.   

  

So, when some months later, Ministers decided that it would be acceptable to start formal talks with 

the North Korean government, I took part as Deputy Head of FED in the first couple of meetings 
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ever held within the FCO with visiting Foreign Ministry officials from Pyongyang.   Those first 

exchanges were pretty sterile and difficult, but it was the beginning of a process aimed at striking up 

a more normal relationship.   It was to be a few more years before those first links developed into 

the establishment of full diplomatic relations and the opening of reciprocal embassies, but that 

finally happened in 2000-2001.   I rather enjoyed these first dealings with North Koreans, in both 

Pyongyang and London, and even though in their eyes I was probably tainted, having spent a long 

time in South Korea, the fact that I could speak Korean with them was useful, despite my Southern 

accent, and of course in Pyongyang I had been able to read the anti-US posters and patriotic slogans 

in Korean script displayed all over the city.     

 

While in FED I made a working visit to Mongolia where we had a small Embassy in Ulaanbaatar, 

which no-one from FED had visited for several years.  I was glad I volunteered, as it was 

fascinating to see this vast but thinly populated country, at a time when it had just been ‘abandoned’ 

following the collapse of the Soviet Union.  Its mines lacked machinery, supplies of all kinds were 

low, and there were long queues for food.  But international aid agencies and financial institutions 

were much in evidence, helping the government and its resilient people to recover.  One adviser I 

met was from London Transport International, tasked with improving the bus services in the capital, 

introducing time-tables, inspectors etc.   I also met with several impressive young politicians, 

academics and entrepreneurs, a new generation working hard to get life back on the rails, and to 

introduce elements of democracy.   I was even proudly shown the country’s new, mini Stock 

Exchange, in a converted cinema.  The UK desk officer in Mongolia’s Foreign Ministry was a 

pleasant and helpful young man, who later won a British scholarship for further study in the UK - I 

visited him at UEA in Norwich - and much later became an Ambassador in Europe.  We remain in 

touch.   Amidst the shock of Soviet abandonment it was encouraging to see hopeful signs for 

Mongolia, with new thinking and new political and economic systems emerging. 

 

Head of the Intelligence Services (IS) Bill team, FCO 1993 

 
After I finished in FED, and was awaiting my next job, Personnel Department contacted me to ask:  

‘Have you ever dealt with legislation?’. I replied that I had not, because, frankly, unlike 

Departments such as the Home Office, Health or Education, the FCO’s work had no need for 

legislation.  ‘Well, since nobody in the Office has experience of legislation, you’re as good a 

candidate as anybody for this job.’ was the reply.  Nice to be hand-picked!   In short, a few years 

earlier the Security Service (MI5), whose parent Department is the Home Office, had been formally 
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avowed, ie recognised as existing, through Parliamentary legislation resulting in the Security 

Service Act 1989.   As part of the general move towards greater openness, it was now the turn of the 

Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) and the Government Communications HQ (GCHQ) to be 

similarly ‘outed’, given proper legal status, and put on the statute books.   Legislation in the form of 

a Bill had thus to be drafted, worked over by Committees, debated in both Houses of Parliament, 

and finally passed into legislation as an Act of Parliament.   Since both MI6 and GCHQ come under 

the FCO’s wing, it was for the FCO to take on this responsibility.  Promoted to Grade 4, 

Counsellor, I was put in charge of what was to become a cross-Departmental and cross-Agency 

team, strongly supported by excellent Legal Advisers, most notably the FCO’s Elizabeth 

Wilmshurst (who much later was to resign in protest over the Iraq dossier.)  As well as two or three 

FCO people, the team I assembled comprised representatives from the Ministry of Defence, 

Defence Intelligence, Home Office, GCHQ, MI6, and MI5, with periodic consultation with others 

such as the Cabinet Office.  The past experience of MI5 with their own legislation was especially 

valuable.   Douglas Hogg was the FCO Minister to whom we reported, with Douglas Hurd, FCO 

Secretary of State, involved at key stages.  It was a fascinating and unusual task, and whilst 

everybody realised that this openness was coming, some individuals were very nervous about it.  

They couldn’t bear the thought of openly admitting that we had these organisations and, worse still, 

that their role and activities would be discussed in Parliament and the media.. 

 

Of course there had to be meaningful discussion in both Houses of Parliament, but there had also to 

be limits.  Some things couldn’t be talked about openly, such as anything to do with individual 

agents, or that might lead to anyone, or the nation, being put in danger.  Great care had to be taken 

over references to our intelligence allies, especially the US.  So we went to great lengths to draw up 

guidelines as to what could and could not be discussed, which still allowed for extensive and 

broadly useful discussion in Parliament and elsewhere.  We also briefed selected Members of both 

Houses, some whom we felt had a genuine interest, and others whom we wanted to understand 

more clearly what this was all about.   We similarly briefed certain journalists, to make sure there 

were no misunderstandings.   As I remember, MI6 and its Chief (C) were pretty positive about it all, 

GCHQ less so.   In the event, the Bill went through smoothly enough, and I don’t think any catches 

were dropped or damaging secrets revealed.   Douglas Hogg and Douglas Hurd did an outstanding 

job leading the debates in the Commons, and the Lord Chancellor similarly in the Lords.   The  

Committee stages, not recorded in Hansard in the same way as debates, were particularly interesting 

and at times challenging.   
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Like any legislation, the Bill had first to go to the Commons, then to the Lords, then back again 

with proposed amendments and so on.   It was quite exhilarating as the Bill progressed, but nerve-

racking in the officials’ box during debates, waiting for the Minister to be asked a particularly tricky 

question and then having hastily to scribble out something for him, while worrying about the 

security aspects of what was about to be said!  But we tried to be as open as possible within the 

agreed guidelines.   

 

After it was over and the Bill was passed, I think even the sceptics were content.  I remember the 

then Head of GCHQ, so worried about facing the press for the first time, feeling so much better 

afterwards!  As part of the legislation we established a Parliamentary Intelligence Committee 

chaired initially by the veteran MP Tom King, to provide general oversight of the two agencies, as 

well as an Intelligence Ombudsman to handle complaints from the public.  I believe both continue 

to operate effectively.  There was a requirement introduced too for an annual report to the Prime 

Minister, with an expurgated version posted in the Parliamentary Library.   In short, a set of checks 

and balances to give the public and others confidence in the workings of those two Agencies.   

 

That task took just under a year, and culminated with the passage of the Bill, which subsequently 

came into force as the Intelligence Services Act 1994.  With no overseas posting imminent I then 

spent a further year and a bit as Head of the Permanent Under-Secretary’s Department (PUSD) – 

later renamed Whitehall Liaison Department - which was that part of the FCO responsible for day 

to day liaison with the Security and Intelligence Services.   Since I’d already worked closely with 

them on the Bill I was seen as well qualified for this slot, which had unexpectedly become vacant.  

My office and small team were based in MI6’s brand new Headquarters at Vauxhall Cross – an 

experience in itself - while my boss was the Director General for Defence and Intelligence in the 

FCO.   All in all, those two related jobs were especially satisfying, and provided me with new 

insights into the workings of government and Parliament, and a real appreciation of the, on 

occasions, vital activities of our Agencies at home and abroad.  It was an opportunity too to work 

alongside some extraordinary individuals.   

 

Posting to the British High Commission, New Delhi, 1994-98  

 

In 1994 I was posted to our High Commission in New Delhi as Economic and Commercial 

Counsellor.  At that time India’s economy was said to be on the cusp of taking off.  It was regarded 
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not as an Asian tiger so much as an Asian elephant: ‘Now that it was starting to trot, there’d be no 

stopping it.’ 

 

The FCO had just opened the way for people to bid for postings, and having made a pitch for this 

job, I was thrilled to be selected.   We had never been to India and were very excited.  Moreover it 

coincided with the 50th anniversary in 1997-98 of the country’s independence, which was to be 

marked by a State Visit by HM The Queen, who would also visit Pakistan.  This important 

anniversary was being used for a renewed British business drive in India, to include a major British 

industrial trade fair in Delhi with British companies large and small taking part.   

 

With an India-wide brief, a large team of staff, and, at first, aid and development issues part of my 

responsibility too, it was in many ways the most challenging job I ever had.  Fortunately, we had 

long-established Deputy High Commissions (DHCs) in three other cities in this vast country: a 

well-staffed and very active one in Bombay, the main business centre, a fair-sized one in Madras, 

and a smaller one in the old capital Calcutta.  Within a year or so, with Bangalore emerging as a 

very fast-growing IT centre, we opened a Trade Office there, and soon we would open similar, 

locally-staffed offices in Pune, Ahmedabad, Chandigarh and Hyderabad.  In Delhi itself I inherited 

a strong Trade and Investment team of British and Indian staff, a small Economic analysis team, 

and a group of development officers who specialised in issues like clean water, poverty and 

education. 

 

Particularly at the start I travelled a lot, to meet and encourage the Commercial teams in our various 

offices, to acquaint myself with regional priorities and challenges, and to meet key movers and 

shakers in certain states.   I tried to meet quarterly with the DHCs and brought the India-wide 

Commercial teams together for a couple of days each year for brainstorming and briefing - usually 

in an agreeable venue like Goa - with some of the London team invited along too.  There was plenty 

of travel usually involved too when Ministers visited India, as they did frequently at that time, 

partly because of the 50th anniversary, and partly because of economic change in India.  There was 

also a growing realisation in UK political circles that because Britain had a very substantial 

population of Indian origin, greater involvement with India was desirable.  This was encouraged by 

a number of prominent Britons of Indian origin – Non-Resident Indians (NRIs), as the Indians 

called them – who were themselves starting to invest significantly in India.   
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In recognition of these developments and to strengthen and promote business ties, a body called The 

Indo-British Partnership (IBP) had been established with the backing of public and private sector 

big hitters from both sides.  The UK Secretariat was in the Department of Trade and Industry while 

the Indian Secretariat was the powerful Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) led by its charismatic 

Secretary-General, Tarun Das, with whom I developed a close relationship.  Much of what we did 

during my time in Delhi was under the banner of the IBP, including visits by Members of the Royal 

Family, the Prime Minister John Major and other Ministers, trade and investment missions, 

conferences, trade fairs etc. 

 

With one thing and another, including adjusting to the climate, I struggled in the early months to 

keep my head above water.  I remember being on a plane with the then High Commissioner, Sir 

Nicholas Fenn, a delightful and very experienced man, who asked me how I was getting on.   I 

confessed that after three months in the job I was not sure I was coping well.   ‘Don’t worry’ he 

said.   ‘I felt exactly the same when I came here as High Commissioner.   After three or four months 

I said to my wife: I don’t think I can handle this.’  She had encouraged him, and he encouraged me, 

and we all got through it.   But it was very heavily loaded, and I was mightily relieved when after 

about 6 months the Department for International Development decided to set up its own, separate 

office in Delhi, separate from the High Commission, and augmented by additional DFID staff from 

London.  That allowed me to concentrate purely on Trade and Investment. 

  

High level visits took up a lot of time.  In addition to the State Visit in October 1997, I recall visits 

by the Duke of York, and by the Duke of Gloucester.  The latter was charming, even when in some 

building in Calcutta the two of us got stuck in an antiquated lift which stopped between floors.  

After much shouting and yelling by invisible people we were passed a wooden stool which enabled 

us to clamber out.  I was petrified that the lift would suddenly move as HRH was only half out!  The 

Chancellor Ken Clarke came for several days, tacking on a private weekend, on which I 

accompanied him, to go birdwatching in Rajasthan.  A well-known twitcher, he was also a lot of 

fun, especially once I’d persuaded the accompanying posse of well-intentioned armed police to 

keep a much lower profile!   (Earlier, after lunch at our house on the compound, he had vanished 

into our garden in pursuit of a hornbill, and on another occasion upset Indian security officials as he 

wandered off with his binoculars on the tarmac of a security-conscious regional airport.)  

   

One particularly heavyweight visit in January 1997 was by Prime Minister John Major, 

accompanied by over 50 senior business executives and captains of British industry, who between 
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them represented 20% of the UK’s total turnover.  His message at an IBP Summit was for India to 

press ahead with liberalisation and to open markets.  While he was in Calcutta, a short break was 

built into his programme so he could watch a visiting English county cricket team playing an Indian 

eleven at the Eden Gardens ground, prior to making a call on the distinguished veteran Governor of 

West Bengal, Jyoti Basu.  But could I get John Major to move when the time to depart arrived?  

‘Just one more over,’ he kept saying as I could hear the impatient police outriders revving up their 

motorbikes!  Although we arrived a little late, Jyoti Basu was sympathetic, since like most Indians 

he was an avid cricket fan.  A long-time communist, he used as his office the former British 

Viceroy’s very grand Residence, where we were served afternoon tea by uniformed, white-gloved 

staff, with the finest bone china and elegant teapots ... very probably vestiges of the British Raj.   

 

In March of that year, we were fortunate to have use of the the Royal Yacht Britannia in Bombay 

and Madras to hold Indo-British Partnership business seminars on board for top local industrialists.  

This was part of the Yacht’s final deployment, which would end in Hong Kong for the handover in 

July.  Space was limited and getting the guest list right was a challenge.  So smoothly did the Yacht 

move that one businessman, who decided he had to leave early, was astonished to find he couldn’t 

because the ship was by then a considerable distance from the shore.  Watching the band of the 

Royal Marines beating retreat up and down the quayside in Madras at sunset was a moving 

experience for many British and Indians alike.    

 

The biggest event, which naturally required the most detailed and lengthy preparation, was the State 

Visit by HM The Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh, in October 1997.  Her third to India, it was 

nearly a week long, taking in Delhi, Amritsar, Bombay for the Duke, and finally Madras.  The 

invitation and acceptance had come during the premiership of John Major, the Conservative Prime 

Minister.  However in the January 1997 General Election the Conservatives lost heavily to Labour, 

so that by the time of the Visit the Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary, who was the Minister-in-

attendance to the Royal party, was Robin Cook, a forthright individual determined to shake up 

Britain’s foreign policy.  On the ground, and by the majority of the Indian public, thousands of 

whom met Her Majesty and the Duke, the State Visit was regarded as a success, but it was 

somewhat marred by tactless remarks by Robin Cook while in Pakistan about the sensitive and 

disputed region of Kashmir.  These were angrily reported by India’s lively media, casting a shadow 

over the subsequent visit to India.   This was hugely frustrating for the HC David Gore-Booth and 

all of us who had worked on the India leg, which included a sensitive and ground-breaking visit by 

The Queen and the Duke to Amritsar, to the Golden Temple, home of Sikhdom, and to Jalhianwala 
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Bagh, scene of the notorious 1919 massacre.   (As if that wasn’t enough, Robin Cook returned to 

London in the weekend gap between the two visits and announced he was leaving his wife for his 

Diary Secretary!)  But as I say, on the ground the Visit went well and the Royal party were very 

well received.   I retain personal memories of accompanying Her Majesty as she toured the British 

Industrial Exhibition in Delhi, of Her Majesty meeting British and Indian staff and families on the 

High Commission compound, and of accompanying the Duke of Edinburgh as he met scores of 

delighted Indian guests at the High Commissioner’s Garden Party at his Residence in Rajaji Marg.    

 

On a less positive note, while corruption was at times an issue, though probably worse then in 

Mexico than in India – the real bugbear was the heavy hand of the bureaucracy, especially at lower 

levels.  Everything took so long.   I remember a meeting with India’s Finance Minister, at which we 

said:  ‘Look.   These crucial power projects, which India so badly needs and in which several 

British companies are closely involved, are moving terribly slowly.   What’s the problem?’ His 

reply was ‘Well, you British taught us how to be bureaucrats!’.  I remember saying: ‘With respect 

Minister, that was 50 years ago; surely like us you’ve had the chance to speed things up, improve 

things, and simplify procedures since then?’  He just laughed.    

 

The thing is there had been something of a stagnation in thinking, especially in government 

organisations.  It was starting to change – and there were some outstanding senior civil servants, 

especially in the Finance Ministry - but some old ways die hard.   It was the same when we went in 

to discuss the Y2K problem with India’s Minister for Industry in 1998, when the world was getting 

concerned about what would happen to computers systems as the new millennium began.  After 

listening for a while, the charming but elderly Minister of Industry simply said, with a sigh: ‘How I 

yearn for the days of the ox cart.’  This was India on the cusp of economic liberalisation!  In the 

event Y2K was not the problem people expected it to be, and since for the Indian Government at 

that time the majority of their records were still on paper, the issue didn’t really bother them.  Now, 

of course, India has become a global centre for cutting-edge IT. 

 

Some frustrations of work apart, we had a tremendous time in India, all the family did, as did the 

many friends who visited.  So much to see, so colourful, so many wonderful places to explore, and 

so many new cultural experiences.  We journeyed as much as we could, making good use of our 

Landrover Discovery, and staying in some extraordinary places.  And such remarkable and resilient 

people.  We have been back since to visit some places we never got to, and for a very happy 
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celebration of the marriage of our daughter Katharine and Vijay.  But India is so big and so diverse 

that we’ve barely scratched the surface.   

 

It was exciting to live in India as the economy was starting to take off, and to have encouraged and 

helped British companies to do business there.  India still faces plenty of challenges – including 

reducing poverty and illiteracy-but its huge potential is finally starting to be realised. 

 

 Royal College of Defence Studies.  London, 1999 Course 

 
After New Delhi we returned to the UK where, perhaps as a reward for nearly four years of hard 

slog in India, I was selected for a year-long sabbatical at the Royal College of Defence Studies in 

Belgrave Square, a Ministry of Defence-run establishment which began life as the Imperial War 

College.  Every year it runs a non-residential course, mainly for military of Colonel rank or 

equivalent, but always including a handful of diplomats, police and the like.  It involves 100 

members in all, 50% British, 50% non-British, the latter from 40 to 50 different countries.   I was 

the one FCO member on the course of 1999.  The syllabus covers a wide range of subjects 

including international affairs, military and security matters, social and economic issues, global and 

geopolitical challenges etc.  Once I’d got used to the military atmosphere it was a very enjoyable 

and stimulating 12 months, and great not to have an in-tray, phone or a long daily ‘to do’ list.  We 

had lectures to attend – with some excellent speakers - lively seminars, some of which we ran 

ourselves, and well organised study trips to various parts of Britain, from sensitive military  

establishments and air force bases  - on one occasion going up in BAC111 air tanker to watch it 

refuel a jet mid-air - to places like Bradford, to hear about tackling inner city and racial problems, 

and the Yorkshire Dales to look at the challenges of farming and tourism.  It was fascinating being 

among so many different nationalities - including for the first time on the course a Chinese PLA 

officer - through which some valuable relationships were forged.  I certainly increased my 

knowledge of defence and security issues, and of the UK generally.   Each of us had to write a 

research paper.  Mine was ‘A changing FCO in a changing world’ on the eve of the start of the 21st 

century. 

 

A high spot every autumn is the month-long Overseas Study Tour.  The course split into six groups, 

each going to a different part of the world.  Never having been there I chose the Middle East tour, 

and did not regret it.  Each group is led by a Member of the Directing Staff or a retired senior 

officer.  Our tour involved a week each in Israel - including visiting the occupied territories, 
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Jerusalem, the Holocaust Museum, the Golan Heights and Tel Aviv; Jordan where we visited Petra, 

Jerash, Wadi Rum and the Dead Sea, and Syria, where we took in the old City and souk in 

Damascus, Palmyra (before ISIS damaged it) and the fort and tombs of Krac des Chevaliers.  We 

also had three days each in Bahrain and Qatar.  I have very fond memories of wandering around 

Damascus on my own, amidst friendly people, soaking up the history of the world’s oldest 

inhabited city.   In each country meetings had been arranged for us with politicians, senior officials, 

academics, military figures, civic leaders etc, and with the resident British Ambassador.   In 

Amman we were privileged to have a long meeting with HRH King Hussein.  On return to London 

each team put on a detailed presentation to the other groups.  It was such an informative trip, and all 

in all a fascinating and stimulating year.   

 

Her Majesty’s Ambassador, Hanoi, 2000-03  
 
Towards the end of my 12 months at RCDS I was thrilled to learn that I was to go next as 

Ambassador to Vietnam, a job I had bid for.  Although I’d never been there, I’d heard exciting 

things about its rapid development, and I was keen to get back to Asia.   After the usual briefings 

and being received by HM The Queen, we set off in July 2000 to Hanoi, where we were to stay for 

3 years.    

 

Vietnam having been reunited after the Vietnam (or American) War, our Embassy was now in the 

north, in Hanoi, seat of the Communist Party and Government ministries, with our Consulate-

General situated in Ho Chi Minh City, formerly Saigon, the capital of what had been South 

Vietnam.   Many people think of Vietnam as a small country, but its population in 2000 was around 

80 million (90 million by 2020) making it the 13th most populous country in the world.   With a 

young, well-educated, literate population, the work-ethic was strong, with everybody striving to 

improve their lives.   Interestingly, when we first went to Korea in 1975 that was about 25 years 

after the Korean War; when we went to Hanoi in 2000 it was about 25 years after the end of the 

War there.  Both wars had been devastating for all parties, with huge loss of life and displacement 

of people, but in both countries we saw the same tremendous drive by government and the people to 

rebuild the country and to develop the economy.  By 2000, and throughout our time there, 

Vietnam’s GDP growth per capita was between 7% and 8% year on year, and it has continued to do 

well ever since.  Although the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) kept a pretty firm hold on 

certain aspects of society and tolerated little dissent, it was encouraging considerable economic 

freedom.  As a result, entrepreneurial Vietnamese, particularly younger ones in urban areas, were 
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busy setting up businesses and generating much needed new income.   As soon as they could, 

people were graduating from a bicycle to a motorbike – on both of which huge loads were carried - 

and in some cases, for the first time, to a car.   There was an eagerness to learn from outside, and 

everyone seemed busy, at least on the teeming streets of the main towns and cities.  This gave the 

place a real buzz, creating an uplifting atmosphere in which to do ones own work. 

 

The ‘American’ War in Vietnam is well documented.  Both the North and South were left in a hell 

of a mess.  Part of the legacy is the amount of unexploded ordnance left by all parties around the 

country, and resulting still today in frequent fatal accidents.  Also the wartime use by the Americans 

of untested chemical defoliants, especially Agent Orange, still causes large numbers of babies to be 

born, especially in certain parts of the country, with terrible disabilities, something the US 

government – unlike many US veterans - by and large still fails to recognize.  But despite that, the 

Vietnamese, who are very pragmatic when it comes to business and finance, were happy to have the 

US as their major trading partner, and to welcome investment from South Korea, another adversary 

from the War years.    

 

When we arrived in Hanoi in 2000 it was only three years since the US had established full 

diplomatic relations with Vietnam and appointed in 1997 their first Ambassador to the unified 

country, some 25 years after the War’s end.  This long overdue new phase in the relationship was 

marked by an official visit in November 2000 by President Clinton, with his wife and daughter, 

which lasted 4 days and took in both Hanoi and HCMC, a visit very well received by most 

Vietnamese. 

 

That first US Ambassador was Pete Peterson, a former businessman and then Congressman, but 

earlier, and this was the key thing, he had been a US Air Force officer who was captured after being 

shot down and injured during the War in Vietnam.  He had then endured two very tough years in 

‘The Hanoi Hilton’, as the city’s prison was called.  His appointment by Clinton was a shrewd 

move.  He was a delightful man, whom I much enjoyed dealing with, who held no grudges against 

the Vietnamese, who in turn were touched that he was willing to return to their country and play a 

part in its recovery. 

 

As for the UK, interest in trade and investment opportunities was growing fast as Vietnam’s 

economy took off, our development assistance programme run by DFID was significant and 

increasing, and Vietnam’s bright young population was seen as both an opportunity for English 
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language teaching and attractive to British higher education.  The FCO’s Chevening Scholarships 

were increased and hugely sought after.  French no longer held sway, being used mainly only by 

elderly Vietnamese who’d learned it at school up to the early 1950s.  Most ambitious Vietnamese, 

including older and senior people in government like the then DPM, recognised that English was 

the springboard to success.  The Vietnamese being excellent linguists, progress was usually 

impressive.   

 

As for UK companies, BP was the most prominent then, working with the Vietnamese on a major 

offshore gas project, but HSBC was expanding and Prudential had just become the first foreign 

insurer to be granted a licence to operate there.   To take better advantage of these new business 

opportunities I managed to increase the Embassy headcount, and committed myself to supporting 

the British Council’s expanding activities, especially English language testing and teaching,  in 

which, as on our second posting to Seoul,  my wife was actively involved.    Meanwhile the UK’s 

Department for International Development, impressed by the effective use the Vietnamese 

government made of their project funding, expanded their team in Hanoi and increased their 

funding for Vietnam, to the extent that before I left it was the fastest growing programme they had 

anywhere.  Seeing at first hand the results of DFID- funded projects in some of the country’s remote 

highland and border regions was very satisfying.  In concert with several other like-minded 

Ambassadors I also broke the mould by which our locally engaged staff, often of dubious ability 

and provenance, could only be provided by the authorities.  Despite opposition from the relevant 

Ministries we started openly advertising vacancies and interviewing candidates, thus getting, on the 

whole, much more able and less ‘suspect’ local staff.   

 

During my time we did much to promote the UK as a valuable new partner for Vietnam in a number 

of fields, and it was clear from the variety of visiting Ministers, officials and delegations we 

received that interest at the UK end in what Vietnam had to offer was definitely growing.  HRH The 

Princess Royal, primarily wearing her Save the Children hat, was one of our high-level visitors, 

staying for nearly a week.  She worked very hard, visited several poor rural areas, and impressed 

everyone with her knowledge.  She was Guest of Honour at the Queen’s Birthday Reception Pam 

and I hosted in 2003 to mark the 30th anniversary of diplomatic relations with a reunited Vietnam.   

   

That said, on my trips back to the UK to spread the word about opportunities in Vietnam,  it was 

disappointing to find that many people still only knew about the War, sometimes not even realising 

that the country had been reunified for over a quarter of a century. 
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 Rather as Shanghai is to Beijing, so Ho Chi Minh City is to Hanoi.  Much more of a business 

centre, HCMC is bigger, brasher, more dynamic and business-minded than Hanoi in the north, with 

past experience of the US and capitalism.    Hanoi is where the politburo, the Ministries and main 

political/Party movers and shakers are based, so it was there that as Ambassador much of my work 

had to be focussed.  But as our Consul-General in HCMC had operational oversight of trade and 

investment work throughout the country, working closely with the local British Business Group in 

Vietnam, I would fly down their regularly to support their activities, talk with the British business 

community, visit British NGOs,  and meet with the city’s People’s Committee and other local 

leaders.  Danang, Vietnam’s third city and its fast-growing, was also an important place to get to 

know, and close to one of the most popular areas for the growing number of foreign, including 

British, tourists, by then becoming a major growth area for the country’s economy.     

 

Although when we arrived in 2000 average per capita income was only around $2 per day, signs of 

growing wealth and the seizing of economic opportunities were very much in evidence.  The 

Communist regime was in full control, liberal as regards economic activity but firm on what it 

regarded as dissent or troublemaking, including online.  Despite some lingering distrust in the north 

towards southerners, and discrimination towards those who had collaborated with the southern 

regime, like ethnic minorities in the border areas, most people’s lives were improving.  There was 

every sign that the Vietnamese economy would continue to make good progress, drawing on ideas 

and experiences from around the world, including from China, other ASEAN countries and Europe.  

Certainly during our time there was no significant pressure from any quarter for more far-reaching 

changes while economic freedoms brought new and welcome benefits.  These may come 

eventually, but while more and more Vietnamese are able to make more money, and to spend it eg 

on educating their kids and improving their housing, that is probably the priority for now.   I never 

detected widespread pressure for political change.   

 

All in all our Vietnam posting was hugely enjoyable; we enjoyed travelling extensively – including 

to neighbouring Cambodia and Laos - and became fond of many Vietnamese, from various walks of 

life.  During our first year we had the added pleasure of having our younger daughter Sarah on a 

Gap Year with us, and we learned a lot through her work with two British wildlife NGOs active 

there.   It was heartening to be in a country which, after a terrible war, had picked itself up, and 

without the massive international support that South Korea, for example, had received.   People 

were really starting to reap the material benefits of hard work.  That said, there were beggars in the 
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cities, and hardship still in more rural areas, eg among farmers, fisherfolk and ethnic minority 

groups, where the standard of roads and schooling was often very poor.  As in other communist 

countries the media was very much State-controlled, elections were not as in democratic countries, 

religious freedoms were closely monitored – although plenty of churches held well-attended 

services - and people were expected to be respectful of authority and the system.  So long as they 

were, they had a considerable degree of freedom and opportunity. 

 

In addition to President Clinton’s ‘historic’ visit, there was a memorable one by President Fidel 

Castro, whose major speech we attended at Hanoi’s delightful Opera House - where Clinton had 

played his saxophone.  Castro’s charisma was such that at the end of the event he dragged all the   

stuffy CPV leaders seated in the front row up onto the stage to sing patriotic songs in Spanish and  

Vietnamese!  I recall too shaking hands with the famous General Vo Nguyen Giap (1912-2013), 

then in his late 80s and usually wearing army fatigues, who had played a leading role first for the 

Viet Minh in defeating the French at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, which led to France’s 

withdrawal from Indo-China, and then in North Vietnam’s defeat of the US and the South 

Vietnamese regime.  One of the world’s most remarkable military figures.  And finally two unusual 

events.  Firstly the moving memorial service, at which I was asked to speak alongside the US 

Chargé d’Affaires following the terrible 9/11 event.  Secondly, being in our Residence while it was 

stoned by a group of youngsters protesting at Britain’s attacks on Iraq.  This rare flare-up caught the 

Vietnamese authorities off-guard and they quickly quelled it, but not before a lamp or two on our 

gates had been smashed and our driver and domestic staff, unused to any kind of protest, reduced to 

quivering wrecks!  

 

In the years since we left in mid 2003, thousands of young Vietnamese have studied at all levels in 

the UK, the number of British tourists visiting Vietnam has reached over 250,000 annually, two- 

way business is growing steadily and, satisfyingly, DFID have wound up most of their programmes 

there because of improved local capacity, rising incomes and greater need elsewhere.    

  

Her Majesty’s Ambassador, Seoul, November 2003-08 

 
 We would have happily stayed longer than 3 years in Vietnam but the Seoul job fell vacant and 

London wanted me back there.  So in the autumn of 2003 we began our third posting to Seoul, 

which this time was to last over 4 years, making a total of 13 years in all in South Korea.   
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Fortunately each posting was quite different.  In some countries things change little over twenty or 

thirty years, and in some living standards deteriorate, but the South Korea of the mid 1970s - 

sometimes still called ‘the hermit kingdom’ - a mainly rural country, run by a military dictator, 

closed to many countries, and in a tense stand-off with the North, was very different from the South 

Korea of the late 1980s when it was moving towards democracy, hosting the Olympics, and starting 

to impress the world with its industrial clout.  By 2003, South Korea was very different again: an 

established democracy, a leading economic power – the 12th biggest economy in the world – and at 

the cutting edge of a range of technologies; it had also gained an international following for its films 

and modern culture, and was becoming involved in a series of projects aimed at improving relations 

with North Korea.  It also celebrated, in 2004, the 10th anniversary of its diplomatic ties with China, 

a country which while it still backed North Korea, had fast become a major trading partner of the 

South.  One of the few things which had not changed was South Korea’s uncomfortable relationship 

with Japan, a legacy of history and still an issue today.    

  

We arrived just after President Roh Moo-hyun had taken office, against many people’s 

expectations, in early 2003.  A leftish human rights lawyer, who had studied at night school, he had 

been a student activist during the 1960s and 70s.  Cut from very different cloth from his 

predecessors, he was at first regarded by many as a breath of fresh air.  But traditionalists and 

academics were scathing.  Several tried to tell me he was a Communist, mainly I think because he 

was less pro the US than previous Presidents, while others looked down on his academic 

achievements, his lack of economic or foreign affairs knowledge – he had been Fisheries Minister 

for a while - and his poor diplomatic and language skills.  It is true that on several occasions when 

he met with the Diplomatic Corps we were left baffled by his remarks.    

 

However where he did make his mark, at least at first, was over improving relations with North 

Korea, continuing the Sunshine Policy of his predecessor, the veteran politician Kim Dae-jung.  

Under Roh’s leadership all kinds of projects and bilateral committees were created, with 

unprecedented numbers of officials travelling in both directions for regular exchanges and 

discussions.  That so many North Korean officials actually got to see the South at first hand was 

quite remarkable.  New infrastructure was put in place aimed at reopening road and rail links, and in 

2004 the Kaesong Industrial Zone, involving North and South Koreans, was established amidst 

much excitement, on the Northern side of the border.  This involved thousands of North Korean 

workers being employed by South Korean companies, mainly on assembly work.  They received 

decent wages – though part went to the North Korean authorities – and enjoyed better working 
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conditions and food than they were used to.  In addition, an attractive, albeit strictly delineated, 

mountainous area on N Korea’s east coast, Kumgangsan, was ‘leased’ from North Korea and made 

accessible to visitors from South Korea.  This involved 2-3 day stays at a hotel owned by the 

South’s Hyundai Group, but with N Korean staff and entertainers.  Hundreds of thousands of 

curious Southerners, carefully vetted, made the trip from Seoul in convoys of coaches, as well as 

some foreigners including my wife and our younger daughter Sarah.      

 

Although there were some sceptics, including I think the US military, these confidence-building 

activities and the reduction in tension did create, perhaps for the first time, a real feeling that some 

form of reunification was possible.  Sadly though this was not to last, in part because as time went 

by more and more South Koreans felt the South was making all the concessions, including a huge 

financial commitment, while the North offered nothing significant in return eg by way of internal 

changes or in its long-term aspirations of conquering the South.  Moreover, in October 2006, to 

worldwide concern, the North carried out what was to be the first of several underground nuclear 

weapon tests.  Although several rounds of what were known as 6 Party Talks had been held, with 

both Koreas involved, by the time President Roh met in Pyongyang with North Korea’s leader Kim 

Jong-Il in October 2007, for a visit strong on symbolism but thin on substance, the optimistic mood 

in the South was fading fast, and Roh’s personal popularity falling rapidly.  Frankly, Roh’s efforts 

and intentions had impressed me, especially given my past experience of the two Koreas.  I think 

my excellent US colleague, Ambassador Chris Hill, who took part in the 6 Party talks until they 

finally ran into the sand, also believed that a long-term settlement of the North-South issue might 

have been achievable.  However the North’s continuation of its nuclear and missile tests, in spite of 

global protestations, and its return to a hostile stance, dashed any such hopes.   

 

Analysing and reporting on how a country is being led is part of every Ambassador’s work; but in 

Roh’s case it was especially important because, firstly, when he came to power he was such an 

unknown entity, and secondly because in December 2004 he was to be the first South Korean 

President to be invited on a State Visit to the UK, as the guest of HM The Queen.  I can’t go into 

detail on all the preparations for the Visit, other than to say that it was not straightforward, and I 

spent a great deal of time negotiating between the Palace, the FCO, No. 10, the Presidential Blue 

House and the Korean Foreign Ministry – where Foreign Minister Ban Ki-moon was always most 

helpful.  In the event the Visit itself went off smoothly and well enough, but President Roh’s stilted 

manner, lack of English and scant experience of international affairs was something of a handicap.  

Part of the problem too was that London wanted the Visit, in the words of No.10, to ‘deliver’ all 
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manner of things, while the Korean side saw the Visit more as a symbol, or as the icing on the cake, 

of a good bilateral relationship.  Nonetheless, to be involved in the preparations and then, with my 

wife, to be part of the accompanying official suite was a great privilege.  Memories of the ‘Family’ 

lunch hosted by the Queen at the Palace, the open carriage ride down the Mall, the Lord Mayor’s 

dinner in the historic Guildhall and the State Banquet will remain with me. 

 

Having perforce to spend more time than is normal with senior figures around the President before 

and during the Visit was invaluable.   His Economic Adviser Cho Yun-jae would go on to become 

Ambassador to the UK, and later to the US; his Foreign Affairs Adviser would later become 

Foreign Minister; and his influential Secretary for Civil Affairs, later Chief of Staff, Moon Jae-in, 

would himself become President of South Korea in 2017.  As for the very approachable Foreign 

Minister Ban Ki-moon, a career diplomat, he went on in January 2007 to become UN Secretary-

General.   There were several candidates from around the world for this role and HMG naturally 

had to decide who to back.  I like to think my own reporting to London about Ban’s character, 

modus operandi and strengths was deemed helpful.  Anyway, he got HMG’s vote, and served two 

terms.   

     

Of course much of my time as Ambassador was spent promoting various aspects of the UK and in 

particular assisting our companies in their business dealings.  In contrast to our first posting, many 

British brand names, like Burberry, Pringle, Portmeirion, and M&S - who had opened a store in 

Seoul - were by then well-known in Korea; British consultants were involved in large projects like 

the Incheon Bridge, and Standard Chartered, after a fierce competition, acquired Korea First Bank, 

their biggest investment anywhere overseas at that time.   Rolls Royce, Unilever, British Aerospace, 

Shell, and BP were all actively engaged, as was the Scotch Whisky Association, while Korea’s 

shipyards were building ships for BG and oil platforms for Shell, as we had the pleasure of 

witnessing on several occasions at Hyundai or Samsung shipyard ceremonies.     

 

In short, by 2003 the two countries were increasingly engaged in collaborative projects and enjoyed 

a thriving bilateral relationship, which it was my and my team’s job to maintain and develop.  Over 

the decades and still to this day, we are helped in this by the Koreans’ own deep appreciation of the 

role the UK played in the Korean War.  The respect and affection shown year after year to visiting 

British veterans - 800 of whom lie in the well-kept UN cemetery in Pusan - was always very 

moving, as was our own personal contact with them.  That will stay with me always.   
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Another growth area then was the number of young South Koreans going to the UK to study, from 

secondary school level through to higher education.  Encouraged by the British Council, by 2008 

there were some 25,000 Korean students in the UK, joining a substantial Korean business 

community, mostly based in the Kingston/New Maldon area.   At the same time around 40,000 

British people were living in Korea by 2008, including – as in Vietnam - lots of English language 

teachers.  While, originally, bright Koreans had almost all gone to the US for higher education, they 

now saw the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Singapore as excellent alternatives. 

 

Before ending, I should mention a visit of several days that Pam and I made in May 2004 to North 

Korea, along with the Political Counsellor from Seoul.  Unlike my visit in 1991, there was by now a 

small British Embassy in Pyongyang, set up in about 2000 by my old friend Jim Hoare.  It was still 

impossible to travel direct to Pyongyang from Seoul but we were now able to fly direct to Beijing, 

where our visas had to be collected and where I had talks with Embassy colleagues, before taking 

Air Koryo to Pyongyang.  There we stayed with our Ambassador on the compound the UK shares 

with the Swedish and German Embassies, originally the home of the substantial East German 

diplomatic community.  After I had taken part in some notably unproductive talks, in freezing cold 

offices,  with various North Korean officials, we were able to wander around the city, take the 

subway,  visit several of the sights, and even find a place for some lunch, unimpeded and 

unaccompanied.   With our Ambassador we also travelled outside the capital, including to the old 

capital Kaesong, to Panmunjom – which we’d visited so often since the 1970s from the Southern 

side – and to Nampo, where we observed a WHO inoculation programme and visited a day-care 

centre for workers’ children, including a surprising number of twins!  We also visited a school 

where our Embassy had earlier presented teaching aids - now locked way in a cabinet - a barely 

functioning factory, and a farming project.  The only hassle we encountered was when my 

colleague took some photos in a People’s market, and only after a lengthy argument in the 

manager’s was able to keep his camera.  For me it was especially interesting to see more of the 

place I had visited some 13 years previously, but it was sad to see so few changes in the way people 

were living, especially in the still very backward rural areas.   

 

My final posting to Seoul ended after a little over 4 years in late January 2008.   As I was just a few 

months short of my 60th birthday, for so long the compulsory retirement age - though soon to 

change - I signed off after nearly 40 years in the Diplomatic Service.  For most of the time we had 

loved the life, so it seemed fitting that my last payday fell on St Valentine’s Day! 
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Conclusion 

In closing this account of nearly 40 years working for her Majesty’s Diplomatic Service, hugely 

supported throughout by Pam, who oversaw the successful organisation of all manner of successful  

events and entertainment, as well as the running of two official Residences, I can honestly say that I 

enjoyed enormously the range of experiences the different postings offered, and the challenges and 

opportunities they presented.   I hope the Service felt they made the right decision in 1974 to start a 

Korean language training programme, and that posting me to Seoul three times brought advantages.  

Certainly many Korean contacts and friendships I made there in the 1970s proved valuable in my 

later postings.  The academic-turned politician Han Seung-soo, made Prime Minister just as I left in 

2008, I had known for 30 years.  Several senior Government officials and diplomats, including Ahn 

Ho-yong who was to become Korea’s Ambassador to Washington, I had known in the 1970s when 

they were students, when I spent many Saturday afternoons as English language adviser to a group 

of them.  Among various other Korean academics, politicians, journalists and business people 

whom I’d known and watched over the years, one became Foreign Affairs Adviser to the President 

and another a Provincial Governor and Party leader.  The present (2020) Foreign Minister, Kang 

Kyung-wha,  the first woman to hold that office, I got to know well during my second and third 

postings as she climbed the Foreign Ministry and UN ladders.  I like to think that such relationships, 

built over several decades and maintained still in several cases, have added value to the long-

standing and now substantial relationship which exists today between the United Kingdom and the 

Republic of Korea.  They certainly contributed greatly to my better understanding of Korea and the 

Koreans. 

 

It is worth adding that during my two postings as Ambassador I enjoyed frequent contact and a 

close working relationship with my EU colleagues and the resident Representative of the European 

Commission.  This involved not only sharing analyses of political and economic matters but also 

lobbying the host government on a wide range of issues including Human Rights, the death penalty, 

nuclear non-proliferation, terrorism, aid and trade issues etc.  There was plenty of like-mindedness 

and generally excellent cooperation.  Sadly, in my view, this is to be a thing of the past, and overall 

we shall be the poorer for it.  I also established quarterly meetings of the Five Eyes, useful but 

generally not in the same way as EU collaboration and joint actions. 

 

 In all I served under 15 Secretaries of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, from Michael 

Stewart when I joined in 1969, to David Milliband when I retired in 2008.  Of these, for me, Lord 

Carrington and Douglas Hurd stand out, followed by Jack Straw. 
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_________________________________ 

 

Note added in November 2021, on the legacy of the Korean war and particularly the esteem in 

which British Korean War veterans have always been, and still are, held in Korea:  

Too young to have direct memories of the Korean War ourselves, we were struck early on by the 

tremendous gratitude shown by Koreans, at all levels from the President downwards, towards the 

nearly 60,000 British military personnel - the second largest contingent after the US - who took part 

in the bitter fighting of the Korean War between 1950 and 1953. The ‘revisit’ to Korea each spring 

by a group of British (and other allied) Korean War veterans were a high spot in the calendar. 

Hosted by the Korean Government, the programme for the British always included a visit to the UN 

Memorial Cemetery (UNMCK) in Busan, where nearly 900 British Korean War servicemen are 

buried, as well as a moving ceremony at the British War memorial at Sol Ma Ri, commemorating 

the Gloucester Regiment's epic battle against overwhelming Chinese forces. That occasion always 

involved senior ROK military and government participation, often a UK Minister too, and a picnic 

lunch sponsored and attended by many of the British community. My wife and I took part every 

year, and were to continue doing so during our two subsequent postings to Korea, privileged over 

the years to get to know very well several of our remarkable veterans. 

 


