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IH-C:  This is Ian Hay-Campbell recording Sir David Reddaway on Friday, 13th May 2022.  

David, I noticed that you had a diplomatic father, as it were.  Was this the reason why you 

wanted to join the Diplomatic Service? 

 

DR:  No, on the contrary.  The one thing I knew I didn’t want to do was join the Diplomatic 

Service when I was at university and I only applied because I really didn’t know what I did 

want to do.  And it got embarrassing saying that.  If I was able to say that I had applied to the 

Foreign Office, I would then give the impression of having a sense of purpose.  As it was, the 

recruitment process went on, and I was accepted, and I still didn’t know what I wanted to do.  

So, I thought: “Well, I’ll take the job and see how it goes” and I took it from there.  But 

really, although I admired what my father had done, I simply did not want to join the Foreign 

Service at the outset.  So, it’s a rather dubious motivation!      

 

IH-C:  What were your first impressions when you arrived in the Office?  I mean, for 

example, was there some kind of induction course, did somebody look after you?  

 

DR:  There was a rather absurd induction course by today’s standards.  I think we did four 

days of training and were handed papers about pension arrangements on day one and Sir 

Ernest Gower’s Plain Words, and had some lectures and talks about what paper to use for 

different bits of work.  My real impression was that everybody else seemed to be much 

cleverer than I was.  My intake immediately divided into a more serious and clever group, of 

which I was not a member, and a more relaxed group who threw the pension arrangement 

papers away on day one.  It was a very short induction and then you were put into a 

department and had to swim, really. 

 

Desk Officer for GDR/Western European Union, FCO, 1975-76 
 

IH-C: And, of course, the head and assistant head of department were crucial figures.  Were 

they supportive? 
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DR:  They were very supportive, they were very kind.  I had David Goodall as my head of 

department and David Beattie was the Assistant.  They were very helpful, very patient.  I was 

completely useless, really.  Luckily the East German desk was not under huge pressure and 

sensitivity.  So there was time and space to learn.  I worked on that and the Western 

European Union. My superiors crossed out pretty much everything I wrote, and wrote it 

properly.  I began to get the hang of it after a while.   

 

IH-C:  How long did that last for?  A year, two years?  Because then you went off to do 

language training. 

 

DR:   Yes, the desk job lasted a year. During that time we all did the language aptitude test.  I 

was thinking I wanted to do Arabic but the Personnel Department was insistent that Iran was 

the place to go, and Persian the language to learn.  I wouldn’t have to spend my career in the 

Gulf, but could go to this stable and prosperous country, Iran, and to a stable and less 

prosperous Afghanistan once or twice and spend the rest of my career in more agreeable 

places, rather than doing much more time in the Arab world.  I only discovered afterwards 

that they hadn’t got a Persian speaker coming up and they needed one.  So I was persuaded to 

go down that route. 

 

Persian Language Training at SOAS and in Iran, 1976-77 
 

IH-C:  What was it like learning Persian? 

 

SM:  It was pretty ghastly, really.  I was in a small group at SOAS, and to go back to a 

situation of having homework every night after working in the Foreign Office for a year was 

fairly awful.  And it was hard.  I was full of admiration for our professor, Nancy Lambton, 

but she started on page one of the book she’d written and continued through it.  And by the 

end of it you could write an essay of a sort in Persian and you could read newspapers to an 

extent.  You couldn’t buy a loaf of bread or a bus ticket, however, because she said: “Well, 

we have to give you the structure.  Then you go to Iran and you put the conversation on top 

of it.”  I think that’s rather an old-fashioned way of learning a language.  

 
IH-C:  You didn’t have a spell in-country, as it were, just learning the language? 
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DR:  I did.  After doing the academic year at SOAS, the FCO sent me out to Iran.  I hung 

about the Embassy for a few days, which was very nice, and was then put on a bus to 

Mashhad out in north-east Iran where there was a British Council office.  I was told to set up 

accommodation and start learning.  Not many people in Mashhad appeared to speak English 

so it was quite a baptism. 

 

IH-C:  So, you were living with a family? 

 

DR:  Yes.  The first couple of weeks were in a hotel while we tried to find a family.  And, of 

course, the family had to be a family with no daughters because you couldn’t have a single 

young man in the house with unmarried daughters.  I was very kindly received by a 

photographer who had six sons in his family and I lived with them for three months.  

Mashhad was not hugely exciting; it was very isolated but it was quite good for learning 

Persian.  I think my biggest challenge was translating a Japanese camera brochure from 

Japanese English into Persian, at my host’s request.  I didn’t understand most of it in English, 

and translating it into Persian was a huge challenge.  But I felt that it was the least I could do 

for my host who was very kind, very generous. 

 

I moved to the livelier atmosphere of Isfahan for the second part.  I just couldn’t stand 

Mashhad any more, really.  Isfahan was much more agreeable as a place to live.  I did the 

second part of my six months language training there, then came up to the Embassy and 

joined the Commercial Department.  The plan was to do the Commercial Department for two 

years and then the Political Department for two years. 

 

Third, Second, First Secretary (Commercial then Political), Tehran, 1977-80 
 

The Ambassador was Anthony Parsons who was a very, very impressive figure who had 

clearly established a very good relationship with the Shah and with senior ministers.  He was 

a strong leader and David Miers, the Head of the Political Section, was also very impressive.  

It was a big Embassy: we had about 68 British staff including a big defence sales section and 

big military representation.  A big, busy Embassy. 
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IH-C:  I’ve got to ask you this because one has to ask it of anybody who was there just 

before the Revolution – what was Iran like in terms of any feeling that things might not 

continue as they had?  

 

DR:  I think a lot of people developed extremely good insights subsequent to the event.  It 

was a situation in which clearly there was dissatisfaction, particularly among western-

educated younger people.  Also, growingly, among the middle classes who should have owed 

everything to the Shah in terms of their prosperity.  But the steam had come off the economy 

a couple of years before, and they were feeling the pinch.  And because the construction 

industry had slowed down, a lot of the rural population who had come into work in the 

construction industry and related industries were in the cities, but dislocated and tended 

therefore to go to the mosques where they got support and listened to radical messages.  Also, 

as part of government cuts, the government had cut the subsidies to the mullahs, so you had 

the mullahs even more discontented than before.  But I think for most foreigners, the 

impression was that SAVAK, the secret police, had a pretty good grip on things and that 

these elements were unlikely to combine in a way that could bring down the Shah.  The army 

was huge and well-funded, the secret police powerful – I think most people were caught by 

surprise that the Revolution succeeded, or only saw that this might happen pretty late in the 

day.  

 

IH-C: So, as the Revolution erupted, how was it in the Embassy for you because conditions 

must have got more and more difficult?  

 

DR: Yes, they did.  Commercial work stopped because everybody went on strike in Iran.  So, 

in a way, my job got much more interesting because I was a Persian speaker of a sort and 

dispensable and young and unmarried, which meant that if the Embassy had to send 

somebody out to attend a demonstration it tended to be me.  

 

IH-C: Quite dangerous? 

 

DR: Quite uncertain.  You just didn’t know.  And one of the problems we had as the British 

Embassy was that the Ambassador was clearly urging the Shah not to let the army off the 

leash to put down dissent.  One of the reasons we were first attacked, on 5 November 1978, 

was because the military were exasperated that we were advising the Shah against letting 



 

6 

them deal with demonstrators.  There was one big shootout at Jaleh Square where they did 

shoot a large number of demonstrators, but basically, they held back.  But you never knew.  

When you attended a demonstration, you just didn’t know what was going to happen.  So, it 

was challenging. 

    

IH-C: It sounds as though you could have been attacked by both sides: the pro-Shah side 

because the British didn’t seem to be supporting him and those who thought we were always 

in cahoots with the Shah. 

 

DR: Well, that’s right.  The relationship between the UK and Iran is a very complicated one.  

Curiously, at the time, one of the most effective entities spreading information that was 

damaging to the Shah was the BBC World Service, because they were producing real time 

reports in a way that we’d think was entirely normal in 2022 because news is instant.  It 

wasn’t at that time.  You’d have the BBC saying that there would be a demonstration 

tomorrow in location ‘X’.  The demonstration was indeed planned.  But had the BBC not 

been broadcasting about it, many people wouldn’t have listened, wouldn’t have known.  So 

the BBC reporter in Iran was one of the most influential figures in Iranian life at the time.  

The Iranian government was horrified by it and kept wanting us to shut the BBC up, which of 

course we wouldn’t and couldn’t do.  Long held suspicions of the UK were really pervasive 

in Iranian society on all sides, with some justification in historical terms.  The problem was 

persuading the Iranians we weren’t doing what we had been doing in the past; and the less 

they could see us doing, the cleverer they thought we were.  So, we couldn’t really win. 

 

IH-C: You referred to it already as being a large embassy when you joined.  But then it had 

to be slimmed down.  There was an evacuation. 

 

DR:  There were a number of slimmings down.  And again, because I was young, spoke 

Persian and was dispensable, I was kept on.  We first sent away the dependents and the 

children, along with non-essential staff, and that was one of the less glorious moments in 

Foreign Office life because the families were evacuated and everybody left in post was 

immediately put on single allowances, which was not clever.  The Foreign Office is now 

much better at that sort of thing, but you can imagine the effect on morale of displaced 

families having to find places to live in the UK and having their money cut.  There was a 

logic to it but it wasn’t clever.  But yes – we reduced then and we reduced again just before 
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the attempt to free the American hostages by the Americans.  We went down to about four 

UK-based staff just before that attack.  

 

IH-C: You were there when there was this rescue attempt.  Was there any involvement on 

your part? 

 

DR: Well there was because first we had to get our people out just before it happened.  We 

did not know specifically what was going to happen.  But we knew there was a reason for 

slimming down the Embassy, and the Ambassador and most of the staff left.  I had to ring the 

Iranians when the rescue attempt went wrong and tell them it had happened.  They didn’t 

know anything about it when we rang them, because the crash of the helicopters up in the 

desert had simply not got through as news to Tehran on their networks.  We wanted to make 

sure that the Iranian Government knew what had happened and that it wasn’t going to be 

followed by something else, and the Americans had clearly asked us to help get that 

information through.  So I had to ring and tell the Iranians this.  And it was absolutely news 

to them at the time. 

 

IH-C: As the Revolution developed, of course, Iran became a great focus for the 

international media arriving.  Again, this must have been something that you had to be 

involved in, in the Embassy.  

 

DR: Yes, I became the press officer and I have to say that it was absolutely terrific because 

you had top class international journalists from all over the world gathering and staying – 

people weren’t just in for two or three days.  They were there for weeks, months, and they 

had a fantastic community, very lively, very interesting with top calibre people.  I was a link 

man to them and dealt with them a huge amount.  The relationship with the press was 

something we focussed on very hard. 

 

IH-C: You must have been – in a sense – almost lonely at times.  I mean here’s this slimmed 

down Embassy, your work has been curtailed to a certain extent anyway – certainly 

commercial work, obviously.  What was daily life like? 

 

DR:  It was a very curious mixture, because demonstrations would come up the road 

regularly – we had a lot of hostile demonstrations against us, plus attacks.  The day regarded 
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as the start of the Revolution itself, in February 1979, when we were being guarded by the 

army, the mob was wanting to attack the soldiers, and we had to get between them to stop 

things getting worse.  That was fairly stressful.  But at the same time it was extraordinarily 

exciting and I think the thrill of a hardship post often means morale’s rather higher than 

somewhere more comfortable and duller.  There was no lack of professional interest as you 

can see, and quite a lively social life.  So it was really a very strange mixture.  

 

IH-C: But it was also giving you much broader experience in a short time than you 

anticipated, I imagine. 

 

DR: Very much so.  I was very fortunate at the beginning, entirely by accident, because 

Anthony Parsons and even more his wife were very keen tennis players and they regularly 

recruited me to make up a four, and used to have tea afterwards.  They almost always had a 

journalist or somebody coming in for a briefing, and despite being Third Secretary 

Commercial I had access to the Ambassador and was just able to listen to this man, who was 

a top professional, talking to the press and analysing what was going on in the country.  So 

that was absolutely fantastic.  And then, when the trouble really began, my job changed and it 

was extraordinary to be given a pretty free rein.  I met my new, second ambassador, Johnny 

Graham, when I’d just come off the roof of a bus following Khomeini in a huge procession 

from the airport.  I turned up having basically spent 24 hours hanging about and waiting for 

this quite uncertain moment as Khomeini arrived from Paris.  I hadn’t shaved, hadn’t worn a 

suit for weeks because I was out with demonstrations, and met my Ambassador just after 

coming off the roof of a bus.  So it was a very unorthodox life.  Another unorthodox aspect 

was the way we handled our classified papers.  After our first experience when we were 

attacked in November 1978, we realised how vulnerable our documents were.  We destroyed 

virtually all of them.  I spent about three days shredding and burning documents with 

colleagues.  After that, we had a briefcase with an incendiary device in it, and all the 

Embassy’s sensitive papers had to be compressed into one briefcase, which one of us carried 

around wherever we went inside the Embassy compound.  If you went for a swim, you 

carried it to the swimming pool - because what we’d learned from the capture of the 

American Embassy was that if you had documents somewhere you couldn’t get at them 

quickly to destroy them, and if the Iranians got into an Embassy and stayed there, they would 

have time to get at the documents.  So we just had none.  We had no collective memory.  We 
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didn’t refer back to documents we’d sent because we’d destroyed them.  It was very, very 

unusual by civil service, by diplomatic, standards. 

  

IH-C: How did it all come to an end in Tehran as far as you were concerned because you 

were going to move on at some point or other.  What happened? 

 

DR: As far as I was concerned, I got a notification that there were reasons to believe that I 

was at risk and I was supposed to be out within 24 hours.  I didn’t get the detail of it but 

that’s what London told me.  I couldn’t really go in 24 hours so I negotiated to be allowed to 

stay for a week.  I left a week later without being able to say that I wasn’t coming back 

because we didn’t want to do anything that would excite attention.  I left, and such 

possessions as I had, I had to leave behind.  

 

But coming back to your question about the strain of it, there was certainly cumulative strain.  

For the last few months, I’d unscrewed the grille on a back window of my house, so that I 

could just push it off.  I left on the windowsill a pair of runners, a pair of jeans with money in 

the pocket, and a tracksuit top; and there was a big cupboard which I could push across the 

door of the room.  I reckoned that if people broke into the compound - by then the Americans 

had been hostages for over a year and I didn’t quite fancy that – I could get out of the back 

window and be over the wall of the compound and get out very quickly.  This was absurd, 

really, but it was a situation in which you just felt frayed by the cumulative tension of it.  I 

wouldn’t underestimate, with the glory of hindsight, how stressful it was.  It was frightening 

for people and of course at the same time the Canadians were hosting American diplomats 

who’d taken shelter there.  We always felt aggrieved because later, the film “Argo”’s account 

of all that suggested that the British had not helped, and we had.  I think a lot of people came 

out of the experience with sort of scarring because of the uncertainty of it all.  

  

IH-C: You obviously left under unfortunate circumstances but there you were back in 

London.  What happened at that point? 

 

DA:  Well, the Foreign Office was very kind to me and there was a posting coming up in 

Madrid which I quite fancied the look of and they said: “Right, you can have it” because they 

clearly felt they owed me one.  The Embassy in Madrid said that it was very important that I 

should be there quickly, so I had almost no gap and went off to Madrid. 
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But before doing that the FCO also sent me out to Washington which was quite 

extraordinary, really, for a 28-year-old junior diplomat.  I was sent to Washington to talk 

about Iran with the Americans, including half an hour with the head of the CIA which was 

quite an interesting experience and exposure, including talking to people about the topic 

which was absolutely at the top of their minds, which was: was Carter going to be able to get 

the hostages out before the American election?  Who knows what was going on in the 

background between the American parties and the Iranians?  But as we do know, Carter 

didn’t manage it.  I met Reagan’s campaign foreign policy adviser and that was the key 

question that he was asking, because they thought it could swing the election.  I was asked to 

do the trip because all the Americans diplomats in Iran were still inside their Embassy, and 

they were very keen to talk to someone else who had actually been around there. 

 

IH-C: It was clearly putting your broadened experience in Iran to good use. 

 

DR: Yes.    

 

IH-C: And one of the best people, obviously, to send for something like that. 

 

DR: Well certainly I was the most current, and the only one who had been right through from 

the beginning to that stage.  Whether my analysis was better than anyone else’s, I rather 

doubt.  But at least I could speak from recent first-hand experience. 

 

First Secretary (Political), Madrid, 1980-84 
 

IH-C: Talking of speaking, of course going to Madrid you needed Spanish.  Did you have 

any? 

 

DR: I’d done Spanish A-level at school but hadn’t really used it since.  I faced a rather 

humiliating situation in which I was dealing primarily with members of the Spanish 

Parliament because I was working on Spain’s internal politics, and I’m afraid I simply looked 

at everyone’s CVs and found all the English speakers, and rang them up to start with.  I took 

Spanish lessons before work every day,  

 



 

11 

IH-C: That’s hard! 

 

DR: It was hard.  The Minister at the Embassy, who’d had a number of Latin American 

postings, was not terribly understanding of it, but there we were.  I got better at Spanish and 

passed the FCO’s Advanced exam during my posting.  The real reason the Embassy wanted 

me there in a rush, it turned out, which meant I had no time for any training, was that they 

wanted somebody to be duty officer at Christmas, and that was my privilege! 

 

IH-C: But you also had the attempted military coup while you were there. 

 

DR: That’s right.  Just after I’d arrived, in February of 1981.  Colonel Tejero of the Civil 

Guard went into the Spanish Parliament, shot into the ceiling and arrested the members.  As it 

happened, I lived about 500 yards away from the Spanish Parliament so I went round there 

and, as I understand it, the crisis meeting in the Embassy said: “Well look, if David 

Reddaway’s had this effect on Spain, having had that effect on Iran, for God’s sake don’t 

send him back to the UK because we don’t want any more of that!”  As we know, the coup 

attempt failed after the King of Spain made a very effective broadcast in favour of 

democracy, and life got more normal again.  

  

IH-C: At the same time, within Spain there was this political process of devolution of the 

various parts of Spain, perhaps wanting a looser association with Madrid.  That was 

something that you were needing to report on? 

 

DR:  Yes, we did report a lot on that.  The establishment of democracy after the Franco era 

was still a work in progress.  During my posting was the first time the Socialists got into 

government since the Franco era.  Of course, as a diplomat, you have the classic position in 

which the Ambassador always concentrates primarily on the relationship with the 

government and the government party, and the more junior political officers tend to do more 

time on the opposition.  I built up very good contacts with the Socialists and had to hand 

them all over when the government changed to the Ambassador.  I then had to start again 

really on what were now the new opposition parties, who were now out of favour.  But it was 

a fascinating time in Spanish politics.  You could see the challenges of a very strongly 

centralised state having to deal with pressures in Catalonia and the Basque country and trying 

to apply a model which they described as ‘coffee for everybody’ which was to limit the effect 
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of the devolution and the historically separate entities of the Basque country and Catalonia by 

giving everybody autonomy.  Which didn’t really work because by definition the Catalans 

and the Basques wanted more than anybody else got, and wanted to be seen as different.  

That experiment was working its way through when I was there.  ETA, the Basque terrorist 

group, was still active and there was a right-wing counter terrorist response by a group called 

GAL, who turned out mostly to be ex-policemen, I think.  But generally, it was a positive 

time in Spanish national life because they were moving forward with their democracy.  

 
IH-C: And you had the King presumably trying to – perhaps behind the scenes – influence 

developments that would take Spain in a positive direction? 

 

DR: That’s right.  He was put to the test in the Tejero coup attempt and came through that 

with absolutely flying colours.  He established a hugely positive reputation – subsequently 

eroded – but at the time I think deserved enormous credit.  

 

Of course, for us as the British Embassy, the relationship with Spain was always 

overshadowed by Gibraltar and everything in the end had a Gibraltar dimension.  We were 

naturally trying to focus not just on handling the Gibraltar dimension but on building a bank 

of positive relationships in other areas to enhance the value of the UK relationship with Spain 

and therefore persuade Spain to reduce the pressure on Gibraltar and on other areas of our 

policy.  

 

IH-C: So, did you find Gibraltar constantly coming up – without your wishing it, of course? 

 

DR: Yes, a live issue all the time.  The head of the Political Section dealt with that more than 

I did and the Ambassador spent a lot of time on it but clearly, particularly when the Falklands 

War happened, where Spanish sympathies were more naturally with the Argentines than with 

us, handling that relationship was quite a challenge. 
   
IH-C: How was that managed because obviously Spain’s attitude was a very important one 

for the UK. 

 

DR: It was.  It was managed OK but we knew where the real sympathies were at the time. 

And there was an extraordinarily interesting moment when some Argentine frogmen were 
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arrested on a Spanish beach, I think under suspicion of smuggling drugs, but it did seem as 

though they had been coming to blow up ships in Gibraltar Harbour which were on their way 

to the Falklands.  I think that was in the media.  I think the Spaniards were rather surprised by 

what they had captured in the end.  But no, the Spanish press was much more sympathetic 

and we simply had to see it through, and luckily it didn’t go on too long.  But Gibraltar was 

always there and of course there was always a suspicion that the Embassy in Madrid would 

be arguing the Spanish view of it, whereas we had to have an approach that was doing what 

our Ministers wanted us to do.  But it was always tricky.  

 

IH-C: At the end of your time in Spain you were back in London.  What were you doing 

then? 

 

Argentina Desk Officer Falklands Islands Department, FCO, 1985-87 
 

DA:  I was made the Argentina Desk Officer in the Falkland Islands Department which 

illustrates the extent to which the tail wagged the dog.  Clearly the Argentines weren’t 

terribly happy with that and it was really a time when – this was 1984 – we were trying to 

rebuild a relationship with Argentina but conditioned by sensitivities over the Falklands, and 

it was pretty uphill at the time. 

 

IH-C: Although by then the régime had changed in Buenos Aires? 

 

DA: Yes, it had.  So it was better but still they had to be very careful that they didn’t look as 

though they were selling out in any way, so there were conversations but all very cautious.  I 

did that for a bit over a year before going into a private office. 

 

IH-C: Did you get to the Falklands?  

 

DA:  Not until I was in the Embassy in Argentina. 
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Private Secretary to Ministers of State (Baroness Young, then Lord Glenarthur), FCO, 
1987-89 
 

IH-C: So – private office for two ministers.  Now my impression when I was there, was that 

Ministers’ Private Secretaries could be very difficult people.  They would be very protective 

of their Minister, very demanding of desk officers: “The Minister needs his briefing by now.  

Or like yesterday!”  Were you a sympathetic, pleasant Private Secretary? 

 

DA: Well, I think you could probably predict what I would say as I think all the others would 

say the same thing!  To be candid, there was always more stress in the Secretary of State’s 

office.  We certainly had our stresses and I recall almost my first weekend as the Private 

Secretary was a public holiday weekend and a stream of people came in from about four 

o’clock on a Friday afternoon putting files down on the desk saying: “Have a nice weekend.”  

And they seemed to think that all you did was put the file into the Minister’s box, which is 

not how it worked.  You had to read it all; you had to think what your advice to the Minister 

should be and then you made a list of points which was what you thought the Minister would 

be likely to want to comment.  And then the Minister would look at the papers over the 

weekend and would tick or cross or write something else.  So, this pile took until 9.30 at 

night and wasn’t very popular. 

 

I made a very conscious effort on contacts within the Department because everyone thought 

that Baroness Young was “very worried” about everything.  I think that had been the message 

going out from her Office - that Lady Young was “very concerned” about this, that and the 

other.  I tried in all the messaging to get rid of the idea of concern, just saying: “She’d like to 

know about this” or “would be keen to hear whether …” and put it into a more positive tone 

and to be reasonable and try and reduce briefing burdens - partly because I didn’t want to 

read it all myself!  There were a lot of pressures.  It was a very demanding job for the 

Minister and for the Minister’s team.  But I think that we got politer over the years! 

 
IH-C: My impression is that you would normally be a Private Secretary to one Minister.  

You had two in the same period, as it were.  Simply because they changed? 

 

DA: Yes.  Baroness Young retired.  It wasn’t a change of government.  It was another 

Conservative Minister and they appointed Lord Glenarthur who was a very different sort of 
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Minister with an army background and a junior ministerial background, a hereditary peer.  

But a very, very nice person to work with and very keen to do his best for the Foreign Office.  

So, you simply had to adjust.  It was slightly challenging because on the day the new team 

was appointed, the Private Office had put Lord Glenarthur in charge of the Middle East and 

this didn’t really play to his strengths.  We had to do a rather quick negotiation to get the 

portfolios changed.  

 

IH-C: I didn’t realise that could be done in that way. 

 

DA: Well, it could as long as you could get there before the announcements were made.  But 

David Mellor, in fact, who was a much more political Minister, if I can put it like that, was 

given the Middle East instead and immediately made his name by resisting an Israeli 

policeman who was offensive to him, and he got very good press coverage for that.  He was 

very popular in the Arab world after that.  It wasn’t the right area for Simon Glenarthur so we 

had another portfolio which was more suited and he was very good at it. 

 

IH-C: And very important, obviously, for you to establish a good personal relationship with 

both those Ministers. 

 

DR: Yes. 

  

IH-C: And you travelled with them too. 

 

DR: An enormous amount of time travelling.  You spent a lot of time with them.  There were 

funny little things with Baroness Young, who was very kind in teaching me what was needed 

from a Private Secretary.  She was a very experienced cabinet minister.  We had a situation in 

which I would always carry her box out to the car for her.  But I would never carry her dress 

bag.  We never discussed this but we had a sort of line which she accepted – some things she 

would ask me to do and some things she wouldn’t.  But I remember on an aeroplane on our 

first visit, sitting next to her and she was saying: “Well, I think I ought to write thank you 

letters to A, B, C, D & E.”  Me as the Private Secretary said: “I think that sounds right, 

Minister.”  Then we both looked at each other and I said: “Oh, do you mean that I should 

write them?”  “Yes, I do, rather.”  “Oh, OK.”  So, there was a lot of learning going on but she 

was very good about that and I hope I gave her the support she needed.  And in fact with 
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Simon Glenarthur – when he was appointed it was a weekend, a Friday I think, and a major 

submission came in and I thought it was very important that he should have an opinion upon 

it.  It was put through him to the Secretary of State.  We couldn’t get hold of him because he 

was up in Scotland, people didn’t really have mobile phones then so I actually ‘ghost wrote’ 

what I assumed his opinion would be and put a note in the box saying: “Look, I’m really 

sorry, Minister, if this isn’t what you think, sack me on Monday.  But I just think it is very 

important for you to be seen to be on top of this issue.”    

 

IH-C: And fingers crossed? 

 

DR: And fingers crossed, yes!  So I spent a slightly anxious weekend but luckily it was 

alright.  But you know, sometimes you had to take a chance. 

 

IH-C: How long were you a Private Secretary on that occasion? 

 
DR: The total was about two and a bit years and it felt a long time.  I have to say it was very 

demanding and I had a young family and it wasn’t easy in those terms, but a fascinating 

insight into the way the Foreign Office worked.  You attended Undersecretaries’ meetings, 

sitting in the cheap seats at the back.  It was also very good for the human spirit because 

when an election was called you suddenly realised that after a period in which your opinion 

was sought and you thought you were terribly important, the minute you didn’t have a 

Minister nobody cared what you thought.  And you just had to sit it out and wait for the new 

Minister to be appointed to have any value again.  So, it was quite good to stop you getting 

too full of yourself.  

 

First Secretary (Political) New Delhi, 1989-90 
 
IH-C:  Following that, you were selected for New Delhi? 

 
DR:  Yes, I was.  I was offered a job in Beijing but since I didn’t speak Chinese, and didn’t 

want to live in an apartment in Beijing, I didn’t take that one.  But I thought Delhi would be 

interesting.  Really, I was desperate for a change.  I just thought a regional job like that would 

be very interesting.  It was a big country and a nice place for the family to live and my 

postings were always guided by whether my children could get into a French lycée and 
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whether it would be a nice place for the family to live.  Delhi offered all of that.  But it wasn’t 

the most demanding job.  

 

IH-C: What was your portfolio? 

 

DA: I was the First Secretary dealing with India’s international relationships.  There was 

plenty to do and it was a big mission and had some very talented people in it.  So when 

suddenly the Government restored relations with Iran and said that they were going to open 

an Embassy within a month, I volunteered to be the person to go and open it, reckoning that 

the High Commission in Delhi could probably soldier on without me quite well, which turned 

out to be the case, of course.  

 

IH-C: So, you were only in Delhi for a comparatively short time? 

 

DR: Eighteen months, yes.  It was a marvellous posting, fascinating.  

 

IH-C: Did you see much of the country? 

 

DR: I saw a fair bit of the country but I was also able to get to Nepal and Bhutan and places 

like this which was marvellous.  I’ve always been a believer in getting to know the countries 

and regions to which you’re posted as well as you can.  And India offered some fantastic 

chances to do that, yes. 

 

Chargé d’Affaires Iran (Counsellor), Tehran, 1990-93 
 

IH-C: So, you volunteered to go back to Tehran? 

 

DR: It was a mixture of things, really.  My then wife was Iranian.  Her family were in Iran.  

We loved the country.  The job was going to be fascinating.  I was a bit bored, actually, with 

the job in India.  It wasn’t really that stretching and I thought that this would be a real chance 

to do something that would be front line, interesting, important and also have the family 

connection there.  And when Ministers announced that an Embassy was going to open in a 

month, it was pretty challenging if you think about trying to get the staff in place, so I think 

they were fairly desperate and I was supposed to go as a First Secretary, as Chargé for three 
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months.  Then we had the usual problems with the Iranians about appointing an ambassador 

so I was Chargé for three years and ran one of the most interesting posts in the Middle East 

for three years at the age of 37, which was great. 

   

IH-C: What was Tehran like to return to with this very different régime in place, which was 

bound to be a difficult relationship? 

 
DR: It was a difficult relationship.  We owned two very large properties there which had 

been looked after by the Swedes.  The Swedes had a sort of manager, an administration 

officer living in the main compound.  It took me some time to winkle him out of the house I 

was supposed to be living in because he was very comfortable there with his wife.  The 

Iranian Government wanted the relationship rebuilt.  Even though they never trust us, they 

like dealing with us and they wanted to get over the break in relations with us.  The problem 

they always have is they have as much difficulty in dealing with other bits of their own 

establishment as they do with the foreigners.  So the Foreign Ministry is always exposed and 

it was a bit of a punt restoring relations, and this was after the Rushdie tensions.  But enough 

of them wanted it to work so they were correct, they were very protocol conscious.  I was 

received by the right people for a Chargé d’Affaires but not with the full access of an 

Ambassador.  And we slotted right in because we had a lot of issues that we needed to deal 

with.  We were relevant to them.  The Americans still weren’t there.  So professionally, it 

was an extraordinary era in terms of policy challenges.  And also in rebuilding the Embassy.  

The premises were run down and we had to do an enormous amount of work getting the 

compounds going again. 

 

IH-C: And the staff were gradually being built up during this time? 

 

DR: It began to build again, yes.  We had a little group of five of us who went out – British 

staff – and the first days we were cleaning the loos and getting the net curtains washed, the 

security curtains washed and so on. 

  

IH-C: Such is diplomatic life!   

 

DR:  Absolutely!  Living in a very strange way.  As I’ve said, it took me almost three weeks 

to get the house back from the Swedes.  But the challenge also was that Iran was in a pretty 
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strange economic state and there was a black market working, and we were changing all our 

money at the official rate so doing anything was incredibly expensive.  And we had to try and 

find ways to be legal but get building work done.  But the compounds, I’d like to think, were 

much better when we’d finished than when we started. 

 

IH-C: And during that time you had a major consular case. 

 

DR: We did.  The biggest one was the arrest of Roger Cooper who was a 

journalist/businessman who was arrested in 1985 because he’d overstayed his visa.  And as 

soon as he was arrested he had a file, probably two foot thick in the Iranian ministry because 

he’d been a journalist before, he spoke very good Persian.  He’d actually been going out with 

the British Ambassador’s daughter and he had a background in military intelligence from his 

National Service, so if you were a paranoid Iranian, he was clearly going to be a spy.  The 

fact that he wasn’t, they just really weren’t prepared to countenance.  And in the way that 

we’ve seen subsequently, once they’ve got someone in the system, if you’re going to try and 

get them out, they think it’s all something you can do a deal on.  And it was very challenging 

to try and explain that we had separation of powers and couldn’t do that.  And they would 

say: “Oh, we have that too.”  But it was rather a different sort of separation of powers. 

 

IHC: So there were endless visits, were there, to the authorities to try …? 

 
DR: A lot of that.  Actually, before I went back to Iran, I’d done a visit there specifically to 

see Roger Cooper.  I was sent out when I’d finished in the Private Office to test whether the 

relationship might be restored and one of the measures of whether the Iranians were serious 

was whether we could have good access to Roger Cooper.  The Foreign Ministry had set it up 

but when I arrived on that visit, I was told I could have – I can’t remember whether it was 

one or three minutes with him - and that we both had to speak in Persian.  Extraordinary 

restrictions and it took over a week to set up the visit which was supposed to have happened 

the day after I arrived.  All the tensions in the Iranian system came through, but in the end 

there was an extraordinary mess up, frankly, on the British side that opened the way to his 

release because an Iranian ‘student’ who had been involved in firebombing bookshops to do 

with Rushdie’s book, The Satanic Verses, had been arrested and was on trial and a lot of his 

supporters wanted to go to the UK to support him at the trial.  They’d come to see me and I’d 

offered advice on which ones would put off a judge and which ones would be better 
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supporters and got them their visas, and we’d given Heathrow a warning of who was coming 

so they wouldn’t be harassed.  Without telling us they changed their flights and went a day 

earlier.  The warning bells rang at Heathrow.  The people who knew what the warning bell 

was about were away on a Sunday.  It took five hours to find them by which time this group 

of Iranians had decided that the British Government was out to harass them and they weren’t 

safe and they all flew back to Tehran.  The result was that the following week in court the 

defence witnesses were not available because of the actions of the British Government and 

the case was dismissed.  The Iranians, of course, saw this was the most elegant piece of 

policy making by the British whereas in fact it was a complete cock up.  And the more I said 

that, the more they said: “Oh yes, Mr. David, of course, Mr. David” and wouldn’t believe it 

for a moment.  But we then got news: “We will let Cooper out tomorrow.  Get air tickets.  

Keep it all very secret because if it’s known within the Iranian establishment that he’s getting 

out we’ll find people who would block it.”  So, I had to book some tickets for Mr. and Mrs. 

Reddaway, and ‘Mrs. Reddaway’ was Roger Cooper.  And he was delivered to us in a back 

hangar at the airport, had a bag that they’d packed for him which had, I think, three tins of 

sardines, a pair of trainers that didn’t belong to him and some clothes that didn’t belong to 

him.  

 

IH-C: And presumably a rather disbelieving attitude on his part? 

  

DR: He had no idea.  He thought he was going for another questioning session.  Then when 

the bus turned right at the bottom of the hill rather than left – he thought this is odd because it 

always turns left.  He’s a very, very clever man.  He’d been writing a dictionary of slang in 

five languages in the eight to nine years he’d been in prison.  And of course, he wasn’t told 

that he was being released and they didn’t let him pick up his manuscript so his manuscript 

was never seen again and all that work was wasted.  He was extraordinary.  He got to London 

and gave a very effective press interview but clearly suffered from post-traumatic stress after 

that.  His family, who had medical connections, wanted to look after him themselves so he 

didn’t get the sort of decompression treatment that he probably should have had, and I think 

was quite bitter about that afterwards.  But we got him out and that was the key thing. 

 

IH-C: And in terms of getting out yourself, as it were, did you leave with some regrets that 

second time? 

 



 

21 

DR: I did.  But I was getting frayed.  It was just difficult and in some ways it was a relief just 

to have a break from it.  Life is never easy as a British diplomat in Iran.  

 
IH-C: So, David, you finished that testing time in Tehran.  What happened then? 

 

Minister, Buenos Aires, 1993-97 
 

DR: Well, I was very keen to get away from the Middle East.  I just wanted a complete 

change from that.  As ever, I also wanted a nice posting for my family.  The job of number 

two in Buenos Aires came up and I applied for that and got that.  It was a fantastic posting for 

the family and interesting professionally. 

 

IH-C: It was promotion, of course. 

 
DR: Well, I got promoted in Tehran.  I’d been made a Counsellor in Tehran which was very 

nice of them so I went as Counsellor which we called Minister locally because it got better 

access in the Foreign Ministry if you had a higher rank.  We divided the leadership roles with 

the Ambassador doing the nice, positive stuff in the relationship – the trade relationship, the 

non-Falklands relationship – and I did the South Atlantic stuff and spent a lot of time going to 

the Foreign Ministry, arguing about points to do with fisheries and war dead and other South 

Atlantic issues. 

 

IHC: There was the Maritime Fishing Exclusion Zone, wasn’t there?  

 

DR: Yes, and we were talking about oil exploration as well at the time.  But it was actually 

rather a positive time in British-Argentine relationships because Guido di Tella, the Foreign 

Minister, was a very European and civilised figure and wanted to improve the relationship, 

and believed that the way to recover Argentine sovereignty in the long term was actually to 

win hearts and minds, having seen in the Falklands conflict how not to do it.  He wanted the 

reverse and was continually trying to make overtures to the islanders who, of course, were 

deeply suspicious.  But the atmosphere in the Foreign Ministry was very professional.  I think 

my record was to exchange six protests with the Head of the Malvinas Department and then 

we went out to lunch together to celebrate what we assumed was a record!  And we were 

handling it professionally which is how it should have been handled. 
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IH-C: Of course, they were saying ‘Malvinas’; you were saying ‘Falklands’.  Both sticking 

to that terminology. 

 

DR: Absolutely, absolutely.  It was quite restful compared to dealing with the Iranians, let’s 

put it like that. 

 

IH-C: And this was when you actually got to the Falklands yourself? 

 

DR: I did during that period, via Chile.  I went down to visit and have a look which was very 

educational and instructive.  Luckily, I didn’t have to only do that because we were looking 

for areas where we could add value in the relationship on non-Falklands issues.  So, during 

my time there we got Princess Diana to visit, which was an extraordinary visit and of course 

the Argentines loved it.  What we hadn’t planned was that it was immediately after she had 

given her Martin Bashir interview and I think there were over two hundred journalists who 

came accompanying her.  Her Press Secretary had already resigned but came with her 

because there wasn’t time to appoint a new one for the visit.  So, there were certain tensions 

with the visit but she really did an extraordinary job.  The only offence she caused in that 

minefield of Argentina was that she didn’t eat the piece of cream cake that they’d set aside 

for her in Patagonia and quite wise, probably, not to do so.   

 

But we went down to relate to the whales – with an “h” - and the Welsh community - and of 

course the headline was ‘Princess of Whales’ – because we thought it was quite a good way 

of supporting conservation as well to get her engaged, and also with the Welsh community in 

Patagonia.  So that gave a sort of link.  But I do recall the Chief of Protocol as we sat in the 

helicopter trying to find whales, looking round at me and drawing his finger across his throat 

because I’d insisted we should go and look for whales and we couldn’t find any!  He was 

clearly going to blame me.  He couldn’t understand why we wanted to go down to the 

uncivilised area of Patagonia.  He thought we should go to a nice, civilised ranch, an estancia 

just outside Buenos Aires.  But actually it went very well and was one of the centrepieces of 

the visit and publicising the conservation angle which was good. 

 

We also had the Duke of York.  It was a different situation then clearly and he was a very 

effective visitor because he was a military man, he had fought in the Falklands War and he 
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paid respect to the Argentine war dead which they very much appreciated.  He went to the 

Naval Headquarters and was really very warmly received.  And that visit, actually, went 

extremely well.  So, we were trying to find these sort of building blocks and the Argentine 

Government was open to that.  Guido di Tella was also very supportive when Salman 

Rushdie came through.  It was a time when only British Airways was carrying Rushdie if he 

was travelling.  Everyone else was saying that the threat was too big.  He had a long transit 

and was going to spend it in Buenos Aires airport.  

 

IH-C: So, he wasn’t visiting Argentina? 

 

DR: He wasn’t visiting Argentina at all, no, he was transiting through.  I knew him from 

talking to him about the fatwa when I was in Iran and trying to do things on that front then.  

And I said that I would take responsibility for him and got him out of the airport and I got 

onto the Foreign Minister, who was a very literary man as well, and said: “Look, we’ve got 

Salman Rushdie here.  It would be a good chance to show Argentina’s commitment to the 

free press.  Would you like to meet him?”  He said: “Absolutely” and took him out into a 

public square and they sat there and the press were there filming them in this public square.  

And again, it was just another nice non-Falklands sort of thing to engage with and supportive 

of Rushdie which we were also trying to do. 

 

So, we were always looking for these ‘nice’ bits.  The one actually I remember most fondly 

was – in Buenos Aires there are some things that look like trees but are actually huge shrubs 

called gomeros.  They’re a symbol of Buenos Aires, they grow in Buenos Aires and they 

were dying.  We brought out an expert from Kew Gardens to have a look and he did an 

analysis and we then offered to bring out some tree surgeons from Britain who could do what 

he said needed to be done.  I mentioned this to the Foreign Minister and he said: “Oh, I’d like 

to meet the man who’s organising this.”  So, we had an appointment and we went in and the 

Minister came in a minute or two after us – we were waiting in his office – and he said: “I’m 

sorry I’m late but I have to thank you because I was talking to my wife and she disapproves 

of my politics very strongly.”  (She didn’t believe in Menem’s party and she was from the 

other side).  “And I told her what I was about to do and meet someone from Kew Gardens 

doing things for the gomeros and she said: “Guido, that’s the only decent thing you’ve done 

since you became a Minister!””  So, he was very grateful and again, it was just a nice way of 

cementing relationships and hopefully the gomeros survive better because of the analysis 
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from the Kew Gardens team and there they all were swinging around the trees cutting bits 

off. 

 

IH-C: All in all, it sounds a very positive posting and a satisfying one. 

 

DR: It was.  It was very good and people were very friendly.  There were mixed views, even 

on the Falklands issue, because that defeat for them had been a key part in getting rid of the 

military government.  In a funny way, Margaret Thatcher was very much admired because of 

the way she’d resisted the invasion.  It didn’t mean that they were any less committed to the 

idea that the Falklands should be the Malvinas, but many people were very civilised about it.  

It was a positive time and it was a better time for the Argentine economy as well.  So, there 

was a sort of optimistic note in Argentine life.  But there’s a joke the Argentines make 

themselves: “Argentina: country of the future; always has been, always will be.”  And, of 

course, not long afterwards they had another downturn.  But the period we were there was 

very positive. 

  

IH-C: And being more senior now in the Embassy, you were responsible for others in it, i.e. 

the management of an embassy was more of a feature of your diplomatic life.   

 

DR: Very much so, yes.  I mean the Ambassador who was a very, very clever, aimable, and 

relaxed man was very happy to leave the running of it pretty much to me so I was sort of 

chief of staff, in a way, who tried to make all the trains run in the right direction on time.  

 

IH-C: You were back to London at the end of that time and Head of Southern European 

Department? 

 

DR: Yes. 

 

Head of Southern European Department, FCO, 1997-99 
 

IH-C: You had an overall view of that although inevitably you would be caught up in 

different aspects of it? 
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DR: Yes, I felt at times as though I walked round the corridors with a sort of leper’s bell 

because Cyprus was one of the major issues; the relationship with Turkey was another major 

issue; and so was Gibraltar.  So, the three, really.  Turkey was only negative because Robin 

Cook, the Foreign Secretary, was very negative about Turkey.  But Gibraltar and Cyprus 

were fairly horrific.  On Cyprus, my role was largely to support Sir David Hannay who was 

the Special Representative on Cyprus who I’d known before and had worked for, and who 

was a very, very impressive operator.  On my first day in the department I thought I should 

open my new account with Sir David who had a very small little poky office down the 

corridor, and I said to my assistant: “Look, we’d better get some coffee and biscuits and 

things to do this properly.”  At the appointed hour I was sitting there wondering where was 

Sir David.  Then the penny dropped and I walked down the corridor to his little office and 

came and sat in his little office and reached the understanding that I pretty much took my 

instructions from him.  But it was quite clear that the most value I could add was actually to 

try and put his work through the channels that were needed in the Foreign Office and he was 

the policy lead on Cyprus. 

 

IH-C: This was the period – as it still is, of course – of Turkish occupation and the 

relationship involving Turkey, the UK, the Cyprus … 

 

DR: Yes, at that stage our policy was still that a divided island of Cyprus should not be 

allowed to enter the EU.  And of course we gave that up afterwards as part of the price of 

getting the whole Eastern European expansion of the EU achieved.  The Greeks were all set 

to block the rest of the expansion of the EU which we very much wanted to happen and so 

after my time in Southern European Department we did allow Cyprus to join the EU as a 

divided island and then immediately lost our leverage to get a settlement.  And of course with 

major implications for Turkey’s accession as well.  But when I was there it was still the 

policy that a divided island could not join and we were trying to promote agreements and 

kept getting near but not quite making it.  I really played a supportive role to David Hannay 

and I think my major contribution was to accept a letter of resignation from him to the 

Foreign Secretary and put it in my cupboard and say that I wasn’t going to do anything with 

it.  And he did stay on longer, as a result, because we had nobody comparable who could 

manage this issue. 

 

IH-C: So, you, in a sense, had to talk him into staying on for a bit. 
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DR: Yes.  I think he was a man who made his mind up on most issues but at least I didn’t 

actually action his thought at that moment.  I don’t know what happened to that letter in the 

end but it was never sent. 

 

IH-C: Why was Gibraltar such a problem? 

 

DR: Particularly after the Falklands War there was very considerable sensitivity about any 

suggestion that we should weaken on Gibraltar and not respect the wishes of the population.  

It was also more difficult then because we had a Labour Government and a Conservative 

Governor of Gibraltar.  And we also had a weakened Foreign Secretary, Robin Cook.  At that 

stage he’d had various scandals and problems and could not afford to let the Governor resign 

on a matter of principle.  We were in a dispute with the Spaniards over fishing and it was 

absurd - I used to wake up in the morning in West London wondering which way the wind 

was blowing in the Mediterranean because if the wind was blowing from the east we’d have a 

problem because the Spanish fishing boats would come round into Gibraltar Bay.  If the wind 

was blowing from the west, they could fish off the east of the Rock which were not disputed 

waters and we wouldn’t have a problem.  I literally used to wake up wondering which way 

the wind was blowing! 

 

We did a deal with the Spaniards but the Governor was not, as far as we saw it, enforcing 

what we had agreed and the Gibraltarian Government was not happy because they thought 

that we had sold out to the Spanish fishermen because we were allowing some Spanish 

fishing.  

 

IH-C: And the Chief Minister presumably was most unhappy. 

 

DR: He was pretty unhappy and he was very keen to establish who was in charge in Gibraltar 

as long as it was him.  In the end, our deal was not working and the government of Gibraltar 

made a deal which, if anything, was less good than our deal but it was their deal so it was 

acceptable and the problem did calm down, but it was a profoundly uncomfortable time to be 

in a position in which various bits of what you regarded as the ‘home team’ were up against 

each other.  I regard that as one of the more challenging moments of Foreign Office life 

sitting in the middle of that relationship. 
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IH-C: Involving internal diplomacy as much as external? 

 

DR: Yes. 

  

IH-C: Did you get to Gibraltar? 

 

DR: Oh yes, I went regularly.  It’s perhaps sounding absurd but I obviously worked very 

closely with the Governor and went to the Governor’s house and there were buckets all down 

the corridor and it turned out the Chief Minister was blocking the budget to repair the roof. 

 

IH-C: This was the Convent. 

 

DR: The Convent, exactly.  And they had buckets all around the place and I felt when I saw 

the Chief Minister I had to say: “Look, this really isn’t fitting.”  It was all about testosterone, 

really.  I said that if you need the Foreign Office to pay for this, we’ll pay for it but it’s not 

fitting for the Governor to have this situation and I think it embarrassed the Chief Minister 

into letting him fix the roof.  There was a lot of that sort of power politics internally in 

Gibraltar.  There was a little circle going on.  It was challenging for them. 

 

IH-C: You were Head of Department.  You had, of course, a Gibraltar Desk Officer who was 

policy capable. 

 

DR: Yes, and an Assistant Under Secretary above me who was also involved. 

 

IH-C: Of course.  So, in a sense, your activities, including visiting, needed to be shared 

between you. 

 

DR: Yes.  You would always want the Desk Officer to know what was going on and be there 

as well and luckily Gibraltar is not as far off as a lot of places and the Foreign Office could 

afford the tickets so we did have people go.  I can’t remember offhand whether I went with 

the Desk Officer.  I went with the Under Secretary whose brief was much wider, clearly.  But 

we had a very regular dialogue and we were very aware, that for the government, the views 

of the people of Gibraltar were paramount.  We were not going to sell them out.  We were 
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exploring the scope to make arrangements that would actually be better for them because the 

Spaniards were still harassing them at the border, intermittently.  But it was absolutely clear 

what the government’s policy was.  So we were always very much within that framework.  It 

was always a competition: what was the British interest with Spain and what was the British 

interest with Gibraltar because the Department also dealt with Britain’s relationship with 

Spain. 

 

IH-C: At least you’d had that advantage of previous Spanish experience. 

 

DR: Yes, yes.  That was good. 

 

Director Public Services, FCO, 1999-2001 
 

IH-C: Then we come to 1999 and you move from being Head of Southern European 

Department to Director Public Services. 

 

DR: Yes.  Curiously, it was a job my father had done, which is not why I applied for it.  It 

was promotion, it was an area that I’d thought was very interesting.  I wasn’t entirely sorry to 

get out of Southern European Department, to be honest.  And it was fascinating.  The Foreign 

Office had been cutting its Public Diplomacy budget for some years but there was a chance to 

modernise what we were doing and I also covered the consular relationship and the visa 

operation.  So, it was quite a nice, broad remit. 

 

IH-C: Now you talk about modernising.  There have always been various attempts to reform 

practices within the Office.  Very often they have run into stiff opposition from what one 

might say traditionalists.  So, that must have been a bit of a challenge too. 

 

DR:  Yes, I think the real challenge was more on resources than on modernising.  It was the 

first stirrings of the digital age, really.  I can’t say that I was an expert on things digital, but 

there were some very talented younger people around and I was very keen to enlist them.  

And we got a lot of money suddenly for what we were going to call ‘information kiosks’, 

which were pieces of kit that were going to stand there and have a television screen on them 

and you could get British Government material and messages through them.  But during the 

course of drawing up the project it became clear that these would be out of date in about 20 
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minutes, and we hijacked the money and put it all into better websites and so on.  It was 

much more about moving into the digital age.  And we made some progress.  The websites 

became creditable rather than fairly conservative and unambitious.  I felt I was facilitating 

people who knew more about it but I could see how much of an advantage it would be.  

 
IH-C: And you were very involved, I think, in changes in the consular service? 

 

DR: I was.  For the first time the Foreign Office had begun to bring in top grade officers into 

the consular business.  Traditionally, if you were very ambitious, you would do policy work 

all the time. 

 

IH-C: So Consular was regarded as a poor relation? 

 

DR: Consular would be definitely regarded as a poor relation.  I think the concept of better 

awareness of public services work gained traction in the Foreign Office and we had some 

very impressive people coming in, seeing this as part of the progression to very senior jobs.  

There were some really impressive changes which were not my ideas but I helped them 

along.  On things like tackling forced marriages, modernising the consular services.  The bit I 

did do – we were looking at a better system of duty officer contacts and the consular digital 

network and a proposal came through to spend inordinate millions on a new system tailor 

made for us and I simply asked the question: “Who is the best in the world at the moment 

with this?”  And the answer was, the Canadians.  So, I said: “Can’t we just buy their 

system?” which was a fraction of the price and all the bugs had been got out of it.  So, I felt I 

did my bit for the taxpayer there.  We took the Canadian system.  But it was a 

professionalisation of consular services with referring back to London so there was always a 

proper duty officer available in London and I think we improved the services hugely.  But I 

give credit to a lot of other people for driving that one forward. 

 

IH-C: And, in a sense, enhanced its status within the Office? 

 
DR: Very much so.  Ministers got the point that for most of the British public what they 

really see in Foreign Office work is a) a failure of policy leading to conflict and b) more 

regularly: “My aunt is on holiday somewhere and is in trouble.  Did the Foreign Office 

help?”  I think we got much better at helping and working with organisations like Prisoners 
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Abroad and providing better services.  So that and the visa operation were both much more 

prominent in Foreign Office thinking than I believe they had been in the past. 

 

IH-C: Was this the start of a period - where I’ve always been slightly sceptical - where the 

Ambassador has to go to the scene of a consular problem and talk to the media, when in fact 

the Ambassador could probably be much more effective liaising in the capital than being on 

the spot, but feels he/she has to be there because this, in a sense, is what the public demand? 

 

DR: Yes, it was the start of that and I’ve done it myself.  Later, in Turkey, I went down to 

meet a large group of tourists stranded during the Iceland volcano ash crisis when they were 

stuck in an airport.  It’s very important for Ministers in London to be able to say that the 

Ambassador is on the spot, and on balance I think it is the right thing to do.  You’ve got to do 

the other bit as well, and in Turkey I had to persuade the owner of the budget airline on 

which all these passengers had travelled that he should go on paying them the per diem while 

they were stuck.  And he was saying: “Look, I’ve already paid five days and they only paid 

35 euros for these tickets and I’ve paid them ten times that.”  To which I said: “Well look in 

advertising and brand terms, if you can hang on a couple more days, it’ll look really good.  If 

you ditch them now, they’ll all be complaining about how you left them stranded so would 

you mind hanging on a couple more days?”  Which he did and it all worked.  So, you have to 

do both.  You have to be working also behind the scenes but I do think, for the Foreign Office 

as an institution, not to be seen to be attending seriously is damaging so it’s right to get the 

person there on the spot if you can. 

 

IH-C:  And, of course, that brings up the relationship with the media which again was part of 

this job we’re discussing.  The BBC World Service and the British Council?  

 

DR: Yes, we were always negotiating with the World Service about its budget.  I’m a great 

believer in the World Service and I think we did them quite well in the budget at that time but 

clearly it was always very challenging.  But they were very well organised and producing 

fantastic product so I think that was quite a good time.  Likewise, with the British Council 

there were budget pressures but the Council is a fantastic addition to British presentation 

abroad.  We were doing our best to make sure they had the resources and were doing the right 

things.  I think it was a good time to be doing that work because we weren’t really having to 

cut in the way people had had to cut at other times. 
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IH-C: At the end of your time there something rather odd happened. 

 

DR: Yes, I was nominated to be Ambassador to Iran and I’m told it was the shortest 

discussion of a posting by the No 1 Board.  

 

Posting to Iran refused by Iran, appointed UK Special Representative for Afghanistan, 
2001/2 
 

IH-C: You were very pleased with this, no doubt? 

 

DR: I was because my main professional plank had been Iran.  We still owned a farm there.  

My wife and I had bought a farm.  We’d been on holiday there regularly and I spoke much 

better Persian than I had done when I first started there, and it was going to be a very 

interesting posting.  But delays began to come through on the agrément.  We knew the 

Iranians were never happy about Ambassadors who actually knew quite a lot about the 

country, which is an interesting comment on the sort of relationship that they wanted.  They 

were also unhappy about people who were married to Iranians.  But we thought that because 

they’d accepted me as Chargé, they were likely to do so again as Ambassador. 

 

IH-C: You had a track record.   

 

DR: I had a track record.  It turned out that – and I had friends in Iran who were privy to 

some of the discussions within their machinery – bits of their establishment said that I was 

‘too active’ and I would be too difficult and challenging to keep under surveillance in the 

way that they would like.  I knew too many people.  I suspect I wasn’t terribly popular 

because I’d had to deliver some pretty difficult messages about British hostages in Lebanon 

and other issues where we didn’t see eye to eye with the Iranians, as any professional would.  

This dragged on …   

  

IH-C: Over what sort of period? 

 

DR:  Some months.  Some months.  And we almost got there.  One of the things the Iranians 

said was: “Look, there’s no dialogue between your Prime Minister and our President.”  And 
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we helped set up that the Prime Minister, Tony Blair, would speak to the Iranian President, 

Khatami, and in the course of it, Blair would say: “Look, we’re disappointed that we’ve got 

someone who’d be just the person to be ambassador in Iran.  There seems to be a blockage.”  

And Khatami would say: “I’ll sort it out.”  But by unhappy chance, the Foreign Minister of 

Iran was going to call on the Supreme Leader and by coincidence the Iranian Chargé in 

London went with him and this issue came up and the Supreme Leader said: “Well there’s 

stuff in the [Iranian] press [which there was] about this alleged British Zionist spy.  Clearly, 

if this man’s a spy and a Zionist and so on, he can’t come.”  So, the whole deal that was 

going through with the President fell apart, and we had to give up.  It was very frustrating 

because that was really the direction in which my career had been heading and I never did it.  

I was then allowed a short family visit, then put on a banned list and I’ve never been to the 

country since, and I don’t think I ever will.  I don’t know if I’m still on a list.  But I wouldn’t 

want to test it. 

 

IH-C: And that visit – you must have had very mixed feelings about it. 
 

DR: It was very strange.  I was very careful not to embarrass any people by seeing them but I 

think there were four separate intelligence ministries parked around our farm, all in their 

different cars and we used to take them out tea and that sort of thing.  And there was a back 

gate so I could go out for walks and escape without them knowing but it was miserable, 

really and clearly it was a special concession and wasn’t going to be repeated.  I never saw 

the farm again.  We had to sell it.  I’ve never been back since.  It was just a pity because 

actually, although I would not be uncritical of many aspects of the Iranian Government’s way 

of working and its attitudes to things, I did actually love the country, I liked the people.  I 

think I got on well with them.  I’d very good connections in London and in the British 

machinery so I could have brought the relationship to people who could have an effect on it 

to the limits possible - and all that was wasted.   

 

IH-C: So, you were then given the job of UK Special Representative for Afghanistan. 

 

DR: I was.  I suppose because I spoke Persian and knew the area.  I did it for six months.  I 

took over after the big Bonn meetings that had been deciding the way forward.  I didn’t know 

how long I was going to do it for but what we were really trying to do was coordinate the 

international support for various areas of Afghan national life.  We all knew it wasn’t going 
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to turn into New Zealand overnight, but there was an optimism that we could help build 

infrastructure and try and consolidate the sort of improvements that ought to have been 

possible. 

 

IH-C: But how far could you get with neighbouring countries?  I’m thinking of Pakistan, for 

example, which presented a problem?  

 

DR: Yes.  I mean it’s one of those curious relationships where everybody has to be involved 

and the irony was that I actually spent a lot of time involving the Iranians, who had just 

kicked me in the teeth.  But quite clearly to have a solution on Afghanistan that was going to 

allow for more stability, you needed to have the Iranians being more helpful rather than less 

helpful.  So, I had lots of meetings with them in Kabul.  I didn’t go back to Iran for them but 

worked to an extent with them.   

 

We divided up which Western countries would support in different areas.  We, unfortunately, 

were given narcotics which was clearly a huge challenge.  But we were really trying to build 

a new nation out of rubble left by the previous regime.  The one piece of diplomacy I did do 

apart from that effort of building resources, which I suspect has been swept away, was to help 

organise the Kabul Declaration on Good Neighbourly Relations, which was a nice piece of 

diplomacy because we thought it up, we did the spadework going round with some of the 

neighbours checking and then handed it to the Afghans with a text and everything else and 

saying: “Look, if you can get this approved, we know it won’t fundamentally change 

people’s behaviours but if people have signed up to this declaration, then you can complain if 

they’re not doing what is consistent with it.”  And that came through after I’d finished in 

December 2002 and it did commit all the neighbours to helping promote the welfare of the 

Afghan people, regional peace and stability, commitment against terrorism and extremism 

and non-interference in each other’s internal affairs. 

 

IH-C: At that stage was there a US Special Representative – someone vital to work 

alongside? 

 

DR: Yes, and the Americans were by far the biggest players in all this.  Our aim was clearly 

to work closely with them and others but they were the biggest players by far.  One of the 

other, slightly odd things I had to do though was to go to Rome to explain to the King in exile 
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that we didn’t see a role for the King to return as king.  That we could see a role as ‘Father of 

the Nation’ but it was quite clear from the contacts we were having inside Afghanistan that 

the power players there were not prepared to accept the entourage that came with the King as 

people who would run the country.  So, trying to explain to a king that he won’t be king was 

not altogether easy. 

 

IH-C: How did you find him - personally? 

 

DR: Very genial, dignified, patient but clearly disappointed.  In retrospect, I still think that’s 

the right decision but it wasn’t a terribly easy thing to have to go and do.   
 

IH-C: After that? 

 

DR: After that, having seen my entire career pattern collapse ….  The problem as you know 

with the Foreign Office, postings are generally planned some way ahead and if you fall off 

the bicycle, there isn’t another one immediately available.  I was very fortunate and went and 

did a visiting fellowship at Harvard.  

 

Harvard, Visiting Fellow, 2002-3 
 

IH-C: How was that arranged? 

 

DR: The Foreign Office fund a slot every year for burned out people or people who have 

fallen into a gap and we had a slot at the Center for International Affairs.  I knew, luckily, 

before going there that I’d got the job as High Commissioner in Canada so that was the sort 

of consolation prize to get the Canadian posting.  So, I went to Harvard knowing that that was 

what I was going to do. 

 
IH-C: A good experience? 

 

DR: It was a very good experience.  Not easy for the family to go somewhere for a year 

when you’ve got school age children.  Not terribly easy.  But it was a very good experience 

for me, selfishly.  
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IH-C: You could hardly come back every weekend. 

 

DR: Well, we all went which was good.  We lived just outside Cambridge and it was a very 

different pace of life.  I really used it to prepare for Canada because I hadn’t served in 

Canada.  My father had served in Canada but I really didn’t know a lot about Canadian 

internal politics and there were some courses at Harvard.  But you could also dip in to all 

sorts of other things.  The slight disappointment was that Harvard is such an enormous 

machinery that they don’t easily accommodate people who come for a year so we had various 

people who were real experts in what they did and the machinery of Harvard wasn’t really 

interested in drawing on that expertise, it was too difficult.  I was never asked to talk about 

Afghanistan, which I’d just been doing; and we had an EU Ambassador on the course who 

was never asked to talk about the EU and so on.  But a fabulous opportunity to dip into things 

and you could attend courses on anything.  It was a good year and gave me a chance to learn 

up more about Canada. 

 

HM High Commissioner, Ottawa, 2003-06 
 

IH-C: How did it feel to be following directly in the footsteps of your father? 

 

DR: The strange thing, perhaps, is how short people’s memories are.  He wasn’t the High 

Commissioner, he was a First Secretary.  I think the only time it really rang a strange bell was 

when an elderly lady came up to me at a reception when I was being a pompous High 

Commissioner and said: “Oh, yes, I remember changing your nappy!”  So that was a good 

reminder of my father!  But he’d written the official history during the long Canadian winter 

of the High Commissioner’s residence which is an historic building in Canada because it was 

the private home of their first Prime Minister, John A. Macdonald.  That book was still the 

history.  It was very nice to come back and there were one or two friends from his time who I 

was able to renew contact with, but very much of a certain age.  But it was a good place to 

go. 

 

IH-C: What was the relationship with the UK like at that point? 

 

DR: I think possibly the way to describe it would be ‘stodgy’.  I think the danger in the UK 

was that when we talked about the trans-Atlantic relationship, we were really talking about 
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the United States all the time, and I think seen from Canada they felt frequently taken for 

granted by us.  There was a famous quotation from Mackenzie King, I think, when the British 

signed a North Atlantic pact of some sort and he said it was typical that they didn’t bother to 

consult the Canadians except when they needed help.  The challenge really was to try and 

energise what we could.  The only specific instruction I got from the Foreign Office was to 

try and make sure the Canadians didn’t cancel the tank training facilities that we had in 

Alberta – which they didn’t, so that was mission accomplished to that extent.  But clearly, an 

important player in the Commonwealth, an important player in NATO.  And we had a very 

good exchange which I didn’t think up which was sharing ideas about public services.  We’d 

have people from British public services come and talk to Canadian counterparts and we’d 

borrow each other’s ideas.  I think we called it the ‘plagiarism agenda’.  As with the use of 

Canadian consular technology in my earlier job, there were interesting ideas, things like 

freedom of information.  They’d done the legislation, we were thinking about it and we could 

learn a lot from each other.  There was a lot going on. 

 

IH-C: High level visitors? 

 

DR: A certain number of those, yes.  An odd one because of course The Queen is the Queen 

of Canada so if you had a Royal Visit the British High Commissioner had nothing to do with 

it at all, which was strange but in some ways a relief because you didn’t have to organise it. 

 

IH-C: There was a convention I think in New Zealand at one stage that the High 

Commissioner actually left the country. 

 

DR: Well, we stopped short of that, luckily, and in fact the relationship was such that they 

didn’t tend to have events on a Royal Visit that would involve the Diplomatic Corps at all.  

Most events tended to be outside Ottawa and so I didn’t feel shunned.  But it was slightly 

odd.  And we had good ministerial attention, a good flow of visitors through.  We got the 

dialogue working a bit harder and we were also concerned to try to involve the Canadians 

more in Afghanistan – whatever one may think about that afterwards – so there was quite a 

lot of dialogue about that.  We were also trying to encourage them on the climate change 

agenda and they had a particular dimension because of the melting of the ice pack.  We 

established quite a good relationship with a prominent Inuit who was an effective lobbyist on 

that front, because the best way to get our messages through was to actually have people who 
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were directly affected by it saying the same things.  We did quite a lot of lobbying to try and 

persuade the Canadians to be more active in support of climate change measures that were 

going on.  It was a good dialogue. 

 

IH-C: An enormous country, of course with very, very different aspects.  Toronto, compared 

to Ottawa, compared to Quebec.  You got around and saw a fair bit of it? 

 

 DR: Yes, I got around a lot.  There was a moment when the FCO was trying to cut resources 

and said did we really need a consulate in Vancouver to manage the largely business 

relationship.  And we did point out that actually from Ottawa to Vancouver was further than 

from London to Cairo.  So, there was a slight lack of reality over that sort of thing.  But the 

business relationship was an important one, and we spent quite a lot of time trying to 

persuade Canadian pension funds to come and invest in London largely with the argument 

that there was a lighter regulatory burden, and of course in the crash that followed some years 

later the Canadian regulatory controls were much better than ours because they were more 

conservative.  But I’m glad to see that the pension funds are still very active here and 

investing heavily here; but that was part of our effort to try and promote that relationship. 

 

IH-C: Was the language issue and the Quebecois, as opposed to the other Canadians, 

quiescent at that time? 

 

DR: I think that the Canadians had already tackled it to the extent that all Canadian 
politicians had to be able to deliver in French.  It wasn’t a particularly tense time in the 

relationship with Quebec.  Quebec had lost an enormous amount of business to Toronto 

because of the tensions in the past and the business capital had shifted from Montreal to 

Toronto.  But the Canadians spent a huge amount of effort accommodating differences and 

had really done very well at it, so it wasn’t really an issue for us and Quebec companies were 

interested in investing in the UK.  Bombardier, for example, was a big Quebec company and 

investing in Northern Ireland, and that was important for us.  It was quite a positive period in 

those terms. 

 

IH-C: At the end of that posting, what were your expectations, hopes? 

 



 

38 

DR: Well, I seem to have had a pattern in my professional life of being pulled out of postings 

early at short notice so I was in year three and perfectly happy with that and then Dublin 

came up expectedly and I was asked whether I would be interested to go to Dublin at three 

months’ notice, and said ‘yes’.  I’d really enjoyed Canada but I’d probably given it a lot of 

what I’d got and here was a fantastic Embassy and challenge in Dublin so I said I’d go, and 

left rather rapidly. 

 

HM Ambassador, Dublin, 2006-09 
 

IH-C: You had a State Visit to cope with, of course? 

 

DR: Well, I didn’t.  The only instruction I had from the Foreign Office for Dublin was to try 

and resolve the issue of the replacement residence that we’d bought some years before when 

we sold the historic residence and we were spending 230,000 euros a year guarding an empty 

building which was found to have more asbestos in it than most of the rest of Ireland put 

together.  And my instruction from the Foreign Office was could I try and solve that one.  I 

didn’t have any other instructions because the relationship with Ireland was really dominated 

by the relationship with the Northern Ireland Office and by the EU relationship which was 

largely not happening through the Foreign Office.  So, it was a different posting in that sense 

and I didn’t report to the Foreign Office very much at all.  Of course, there was a huge 

business relationship. 

 

IH-C: When you say you didn’t report to them much, were you reporting to others?  

 
DR: We were doing a lot with the Northern Ireland Office on that side of things and with the 

Trade Department but not so much on other business because the relationships in Brussels, 

for example, were so close that most of the EU work was being done there.   

 

In terms of the Royal Visit, it was quite clear that this was the State Visit that hadn’t 

happened.  The Queen had been everywhere else but not Ireland and it wasn’t going to 

happen unless it was the seal of success at the end of a process, in a way.  The relationship 

with Ireland had improved hugely because of us both being in the EU together so that we 

were on the same side of the negotiating table rather than sitting opposite each other 
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bilaterally, and so there’d been a transformation.  But I’d always remembered what 

Christopher Ewart-Biggs, who’d been assassinated there, had written in his First Impressions 

despatch: ‘In Ireland we should be careful not to confuse friendliness for friendship’.  I saw it 

as my theme to try and consolidate the friendship which we really had developed very, very 

extensively.  As I said, the EU had been transformational in that.  But during that time, the 

Northern Ireland Administration was set up with Ian Paisley and Martin McGuinness as First 

Minister and Deputy First Minister and that really opened the way to The Queen’s visit.  I 

worked very closely with the President of Ireland, in particular, to help the Irish reach a point 

where they were open to having a State Visit.  That breakthough in Belfast was crucial to 

that.  But clearly there were concerns about the symbolism of it and about security.  The Irish 

police would have been much more comfortable not having the challenge, but we did persist.  

The only trouble was I then got another call saying would I go to Turkey at a month’s notice 

and I took the job and the State Visit happened after I had left.  But I was invited back by the 

President of Ireland and she very kindly said: “David, this is your visit.  You’d better be 

there.”  Which is not altogether true because obviously my successor had done an enormous 

amount of work.  We had hoped it would happen earlier but the financial crash came.  We 

had dates identified when I would have been there but the financial crash came and it just 

wasn’t the atmosphere to have a visit in that situation, so we postponed it.  

 

IH-C: While you were there, you were involved, in a sense, in the question of Ireland’s role 

in the First and Second World Wars. 

 

DR: Yes, this was a fascinating bit of the relationship because clearly Irishmen had fought 

with huge distinction and commitment in both the First World War and in the Second World 

War but it had not been part of Irish political life to acknowledge that or honour it.  The 

President had spoken very movingly about medals in shoe boxes in attics and so on and at 

that time – not anything to do with me – the Irish were beginning to recognise those people, 

and memorial walls were beginning to go up and the whole honouring of the Irish people 

who had served in the Army was becoming politically acceptable.   Clearly I wanted to 

arrange that we would cooperate in any way we could with that, which we did.  And there 

were some very moving ceremonies, even down to a bridge in the south in which, I think, the 

Black and Tans had had a shootout with the IRA.  The Taoiseach, the Irish Prime Minister, 

had come down there to unveil a plaque and we had two sergeants from the Irish Guards who 

came in uniform and I don’t think they had to buy a drink in the pub afterwards.  But that 
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would have been unthinkable not many years before.  So to see that sort of change, just as 

part of moving towards acceptance of the past and acknowledgement of how much we had in 

common, was extraordinary.  I was very keen that we should be able to help in that process. 

 

IH-C: So how did this short notice you had for going to Ankara come up? 

 

DR: It was one of the classic job chain situations in which someone in London was posted 

across into Number Ten, somebody was needed to move up into that job – it was actually the 

Permanent Under Secretary’s job – and the Ambassador in Ankara was brought back to 

become Director General Economic.  And so there was a vacancy and Turkey was a country 

they didn’t want to leave without an ambassador and a call came: was I interested?  And I 

was.  They hadn’t got an obvious Turkish speaker who was qualified to do the job.  So, 

although I didn’t speak Turkish, they were prepared to take the risk. 

 

HM Ambassador, Ankara, 2009-14 
 

IH-C: So, you end up in Ankara.  You’re in charge of an extremely large Embassy, I 

imagine. 

 

DA: Yes.  And a big Consulate in Istanbul as well. 

 

IH-C: Yes, indeed.  You say you didn’t have Turkish.  Did you acquire any? 

 

DR: Limited, to be honest.  It’s a hard language and it was an incredibly busy job.  I would 

have liked to have been better but I had to rely on an interpreter if I couldn’t work in English 

with someone.  I had to have an interpreter for a proper meeting with people.  I mean, we 

managed but it’s not as good.  I did prevail on the Foreign Office when there was some 

inquiry going on about which ambassadors were hard language speakers and they asked if I’d 

be involved and I said I would - so long as they made it clear that I was a highly effective 

ambassador.  Despite this, they went away: didn’t want to perjure themselves or whatever!  It 

was a disadvantage but it was manageable because so many Turks in the key relationships 

spoke good English. 
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IH-C: And in talks with the Foreign Office before you went out, was there a particular 

priority that you set yourself in terms of your activities there? 

 

DR: Well, I barely had any talks with the Foreign Office to be honest, before I went.  I was 

the Ambassador in Ireland on a Friday and the Ambassador in Turkey on the Monday.  I 

didn’t come back to the UK in the middle because, absurdly, we had to be out in Turkey 

because we had to get there for the start of the school term for my son so we had to move 

rapidly.  Turkey’s always going to be important to us.  It’s important because of its 

geographical position, because of its NATO membership, because of its EU accession 

ambitions and because of the Consulate I mentioned as well and the business agenda.  There 

was a huge agenda there and really, I think the Foreign Office just chucked me in and said get 

on with it, which I did. 

 

IH-C: Did you tend to concentrate on one of those areas in particular? 

 

DR: I tried to do all of them, really.  I mean we had a Director for Trade and Investment 

based in Istanbul so our commercial effort was in Istanbul under the Consul General there.  I 

supervised that and a lot of the top Turkish business people wanted to deal with the 

Ambassador as well, so you had to make sure you met people. 

 

IH-C: A sense of the hierarchy? 

 

DR: Very much so.  And the political agenda in Ankara was very busy as well.  So there was 

no shortage of things to do.  We, early on, were fortunate.  We had a Prime Minister’s visit 

pretty early in my time.  It was slightly embarrassing because David Cameron had actually 

seen more of Turkey than I had.  So we’d sit in the car and he’d say: “Have you been to so 

and so?”  And I would say: “No”.  He really did know the place geographically better than 

me.  We used the visit to sign a new strategic partnership document covering the relationship 

across its main areas which was a very good framework for the relationship.  We had a good, 

organised framework to take forward our relationships with the Turks. 

 

IH-C: During that time Britain was still a member of the EU.  Turkey’s relationship to the 

EU was quite an important aspect? 
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DR: It was and we really had – ironically now – the role of Turkey’s best friend in the EU.  

In fact, in his main speech during his visit David Cameron quoted a remark about how a 

country on the edge of Europe with a different religion, different this, different that, could 

never expect to be a member of the EU and actually that was de Gaulle talking about the UK.  

And it applied very much to Turkey as well.  We really were trying to help them with their 

ambitions, not unrealistically, in that there was still reform needed, but they had done a lot.  

The problem was that when it was clear, after the accession of Cyprus particularly, that they 

weren’t getting anywhere, the incentive to do expensive reform was much less because 

Ministers in Cabinet in Turkey would say: “Look, you want us to bring in this and that social 

legislation … 

 
IH-C: And human rights, presumably? 

 

DR: Human rights … They’d done a lot.  They’d signed the Convention Against Torture, 

their prisons had got much better.  The human rights situation has deteriorated since I was 

there, I think that’s beyond doubt.  But they’d done a lot.  But on some of the more expensive 

social legislation the relevant Minister would say: “Well, look, the EU’s not going to have us.  

So why should we spend a lot of money making ourselves uncompetitive?”  So, from our 

point of view, keeping the aspiration alive which had to be credible was an important bit of 

policy.  We spent quite a lot of time on that and it was interesting.   

 

There was a moment where we had a rather difficult issue with the Turks because they 

alleged that we’d been bugging the phone of their Finance Minister in London.  This had 

come out through leaked papers – Wikileaks I think – and of course we don’t comment on 

intelligence matters but I got called in and was given a sort of wigging which was all fine 

and… 

 

IH-C: Presumably you say in response to that: “I will report this to London.” 

 

DR: We normally say we don’t comment on intelligence matters and my Turkish counterpart 

said: “You know, can’t you do any better than that?”  And I said: “I can say I will report your 

comments to London.”  And he said: “That’s much better.”  But he had to be able to say that 

they had summoned the British Ambassador and that sort of stuff which is fine.  And the 

following day the Head of their Foreign Service rang me up, because they were negotiating 
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something with the Germans, and he wanted to check whether the formulation was watertight 

or not.  It was a document in English and he said: “Can you just tell me.  Is this watertight or 

not?”  And I thought, well, that’s a sign that the relationship has got roots because it was the 

day after they’d been giving us a chastising.  There was substance there and we really did 

have good, deep substantive talks with them on quite a lot of things.  And of course their role 

in the Middle East was very important.  Afghanistan, Iran, Syria.  They were disappointed 

with the failure to act when Obama’s Red Line was crossed on Syria and the Turks rightly 

thought that if that line is stated and crossed, the international community should do 

something robust about it.  And we didn’t and they were disappointed by that.  But we had 

very good dialogue on a lot of those regional issues. 

 

IH-C: And of course there’s Turkey’s relationship with the Russians as well isn’t there 

which you would be wanting to keep an eye on. 

 

DR: Yes, and again, I believe part of the job of the Ambassador is to understand what the 

world looks like from the capital you are in, without losing the fact that you work for a 

government located somewhere else.  For the Turks, very dependent on external sources of 

energy, the main suppliers are Russia and Iran.  You wouldn’t want to give up one of those 

and be dependent on the other.  So, with the Iranians for example, with whom the Turks had a 

difficult relationship, they were condemned by geography to get on with each other.  A deep 

mistrust of each other but a realisation that they had to work together on things.  The same 

way with the Russians.  The Turks wanted to keep that energy option open and at the same 

time there’d been controversy over them buying Russian missile defence.  What the Turks 

said at the time was: “We are being ripped off by other (US) defence companies.  The price is 

getting ridiculous.  If someone will do better on that front, we will buy systems from them”.  

That didn’t happen and they bought the Russian system.  They wanted to keep their options 

open.  They want to keep themselves as international players but they are members of NATO, 

thoroughly signed up and we’re seeing now their equipment in use in Ukraine.  Their 

resentment was often that Europe was prepared to be defended by the Turks but not to let 

them into the tent of the EU and that was a difficult relationship to handle. 

 

IH-C: At the same time you mentioned earlier there was a very important commercial 

relationship too. 
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DR: Very important business relationship, yes.  As the Turkish economy has got into a less 

healthy state there’s inevitably been less tendency to invest but it was a substantial business 

relationship and a lot of interest both in London and in Ankara. 

 

IH-C: And another aspect of this, of course, was the massive amount of tourism from Britain 

to Turkey as there is still.  Which presents its own problems. 

 

DR: Well, it meant that our Consulates and Honorary Consulates were extremely busy and 

we were very keen to provide a good consular service, and I think we did.  There was always 

an issue to be dealt with, with somebody getting into trouble somewhere.  I think the biggest 

single problem we had during my time was when the Iceland volcano stranded a lot of people 

in Turkey as I mentioned earlier and we had to deal with that.  But we had an intensive 

programme of prison visits and so on for people who usually got into trouble over drugs. 

 

IH-C: That enabled you to evaluate whether the Turkish prisons had improved?! 

 

DR: Umm, potentially!  I have to say I didn’t actually visit a Turkish prison, I’m 

embarrassed to say.  I had watched Midnight Express some years ago and was confident that 

they no longer resembled that!  We were able to do prison visiting but I didn’t do it myself. 

 

IH-C: The British Museum came into your purview at some point. 

 

DR: Yes.  I hesitate to describe it because it was a signal failure on my part.  There’d been a 

controversy because the British Museum had a piece that had been excavated in the 1920s 

and was loaned to an exhibition in Japan where a Turkish diplomat had seen it and the issue 

came up about whether it had had an export licence at the time.  And the conclusive evidence 

was not to be found.  The Turks weren’t very happy about the British Museum’s failure to 

produce the evidence.  The British Museum eventually said it had been in part of a site which 

had fallen into Syria when the Ottoman Empire was dissolved so when it was exported, it 

wasn’t actually in Turkey, it was in Syria, so there was no need for it to have an export 

licence from Turkey.  This was part of the debate about antiquities and cultural appropriation 

and so on.  The Turks have a load of these things.  This one is a stele with a hole in it because 

it had been made into an olive press at some stage.  It is known as the Samsat Stele, and the 

Turks basically said we will not cooperate with the British Museum while this is the current 
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situation.  And I tried to negotiate a sort of sovereignty umbrella formula whereby the British 

Museum would lend it to them and we would gloss over who owned it and it could be on a 

rotating loan.  But the Turks were happier making hay over the principle and the British 

Museum didn’t like lending things for more than about three years, so I failed.  But the result 

was that when the British Museum had a superb exhibition on the Hajj, it should have had 

quite a few pieces from Turkey but it had none.  That exhibition was during the Turkish State 

Visit to the UK and it would have been perfect for the President of Turkey to go there and he 

didn’t and Turkey had no representation there which was a pity.  But it was fun trying to 

make it happen.  So – highly commended but no marks! 

 

IH-C: You went back for the State Visit when the President went across to the UK? 

 

DR: Yes, I did.  That went very well on one level but we had nightmares with the Turkish 

security team.  I had to come out of a meeting about three times to stop them virtually 

fighting with the British police.  They had a tactic of swamping the scene and the British 

police tend to have a sort of minimalist approach.  I had warned the police about this in 

advance but it was worse than we thought.  But on the substance of it, it went very well 

indeed.  We had a nice little touch which I was proud of which was that I had thought: 

“Wouldn’t it be nice to light the London Eye in the Turkish national colours during the visit.”  

I found out how you could do that, which was quite complicated.  When the President came 

out of Number Ten David Cameron took him across the road and there was the London Eye 

lit up in red and white and next to it was a crescent moon.  And the President turned to me 

and said: “Don’t tell me you organised that as well!”  Which I hadn’t!  It was just a nice little 

compliment to them which I suggested to Buckingham Palace we could do for all State Visits 

but they weren’t really very interested.  It was a good visit and the talks went well, the 

relationship with The Queen was good so it was a nice marker.   

 

It only happened by coincidence because I was back in London for a meeting and was in a 

corridor of the Foreign Office when the Permanent Under Secretary was coming down the 

other way and we stopped and had a chat and I said: “What’s on your plate?” and he said: 

“Oh, we’re dealing with a State Visit that’s been cancelled at short notice.  It’s really tricky 

as it’s in six months’ time”.  And I said: “Do you want me to see if we can fix one for the 

Turks because actually, we could probably swing it in six months?”  “Oh, yeah, that would be 
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great.”  So, we started from scratch and we fixed the whole thing within six months.  But it 

wasn’t scheduled at all. 

 

IH-C: The Royal Visits Committee hadn’t even considered it? 

 

DR: No, they’d only just had the cancellation at what was really quite short notice of the 

other one.  The PUS was just dealing with it that day and we just happened to meet in the 

corridor and I solved the problem for him, in a way.  So, the Committee just said: “Fine, get 

on with it.”  And on we went. 

 

IH-C: As a nation, as it were, getting on with the Turks personally – you found it easy? 

 

DR: I did, I did.  In diplomatic terms they can have a tendency to snatch defeat from the jaws 

of victory by just holding on too long for something.  But their diplomats are very 

professional and there were some really outstanding people to work with.  Their business 

community is extraordinarily energetic.  They’re a lot easier to deal with than the Iranians, 

certainly less complex in that sense.  So, I enjoyed it very much.  It was frustrating that I 

didn’t speak good Turkish.  I couldn’t join a conversation without interrupting it.  No – we 

were made very welcome and if a Turk signed up to do something, you knew they’d do it.  I 

enjoyed working with them very much, other than their security police who tend to take the 

law into their own hands. 

 

IH-C: This was to be your last Foreign Office posting.  Did you anticipate that would be the 

case? 

 

DR: Yes, I felt I’d had enough, really.  I’d run four Embassies.  I couldn’t see anything that I 

would enjoy more than Turkey and I thought that if I don’t leave now, I’ll be too old to do 

anything else and it was time to go while I was really enjoying it.  So, I enjoyed the whole 

thing and particularly those last postings.  But it was just: quit while you’re ahead. 

 

IH-C: So, it was your decision to come out at that stage rather than be in the frame for 

something else? 
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DR: Yes.  Whether I would have been getting another job, I don’t know.  But if I had been, it 

probably would be a country that wouldn’t have been as nice as Turkey and I just felt: quit 

while you’re ahead.  And it was also very nice to know that I wasn’t going to be short toured 

to go somewhere else in a hurry so, about two years before I left, I wrote a list of all the 

things I wanted to see before I left Turkey and I made sure I saw them, whereas in India I’d 

only managed to get to the Taj Mahal the weekend before I left because I left unexpectedly, 

and in other places as well I’d missed a few things.  In Turkey I made sure I saw what I 

needed to see and left in a predictable way. 

 

IH-C: This is an enormous question but, as a career, did it provide you with the satisfaction 

that you were hoping for?  What is your feeling about it as a career, looking back on it now? 

 

DR: I’ve a lot of friends who have made a lot more money than I have, but I haven’t got a 

single friend who’s had a more interesting job.  I thought it was a fantastic privilege really, to 

be able to go out and engage in these countries in the way the Foreign Office lets you do.  So, 

I’ve got no regrets about joining it.  I was very proud of what the Foreign Office was doing 

and it was a real privilege to be part of it.  So, no regrets! 

 

IH-C: David Reddaway, thank you very much. 

 

 

 

 


