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SR: I'm with David Barrie.  It's the 13th of October 2022.  David, we always ask the same first 

question.  Why did you join the Foreign Office?  

DB: It's a very good question.  I think my answer may be a bit unusual, because the truth is, I 

never really wanted to!  And sometimes I jokingly say it was the only job I was offered.  But 

it's actually true.  Because when I graduated, as a keen sailor, what I had in mind to do was 

the Observer Single-handed Transatlantic Race in 1976.  The Ostar, as it used to be called.  

My brother-in-law, who was a boat builder, who was going to help me by basically enabling 

me to get hold of a boat quite cheaply.  I was going to need to get sponsorship, but I would 

have been the youngest person ever to have done it.  I'd already done the Observer Two-

handed round Britain.  So I was ready for it and I wanted to do it. 

But my dear mother – may she rest in peace – took the view that I really ought to get a proper 

job and more or less said she was not going to help me.  So I did start casting around for other 

possibilities.  Not least because I wasn't sure if the Ostar thing would ever actually prove 

possible.  And my main ambition at that point, in terms of a profession … I was very young, 

very ditzy, really. 

SR: Weren’t we all? 

DB: I think I may have been unusually so!  My main ambition was actually to go into 

journalism.  The classic route was either the BBC trainee scheme or the ITN one.  It was the 

year after the great oil price shock and they were closed down, so I couldn't apply.  I did 

apply for the Thomson newspaper trainee scheme and I got through to a final interview.  I 

remember going down to Cardiff for it.  I made the mistake of wearing a collar and tie and 

when I opened my mouth, I sounded like a toff.   

Around the same time, my girlfriend (now my wife) suggested that I did the Civil Service 

exams.  She talked me into it because I had no interest really.  I sat the initial objective tests 
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bit and got through.  And then, the way these things are you know, as you get over each 

hurdle you think that maybe it’s more interesting.  I did the CSSB and got through that.  The 

final interview, which I remember vividly, was in a big room in the Old Admiralty Building.  

It was very strange.  One of the panel was the journalist, Katherine Whitehorn.   I wasn't 

really taking it seriously even then, actually.  There were two doors at either end of the long 

room and I remember getting up at the end and asking, ‘Which door should I go out of?’  

They thought that was most amusing.  But anyway, I got offered a job.   

SR: Had you made your choice for the Foreign Office at that stage? 

DB: I can’t really remember.  I think my resistance crumbled and I thought that maybe I 

should do it.  I still wonder whether that was a good choice, actually.  I still think maybe I 

should have done the Ostar.  The trouble is, I might have ended up becoming a professional 

sailor, which probably wouldn't have been great … 

Central and Southern Africa Department, FCO, 1975–76 

Anyway, I took the job.  I remember turning up in September 1975 at some curious building, 

Curtis Green was it? 

SR: Yes, where Personnel was. 

DB: That's right.  And being very disappointed that it wasn't the proper Foreign Office.  

There were ten or a dozen other new entrants, all of whom looked far more serious … 

actually they were far more serious.  Some of them were quite a bit older.  One of them was 

Robin Janvrin.  Tony Brenton who ended up in Moscow.  I vividly remember that we all sat 

down in this room, very nervous.  There was a table in front of us.  A guy came in.  I'm 

probably slightly caricaturing this, but he certainly had a dark suit, a bowler hat, one those 

old EIIR briefcases and an umbrella.  He sat down with a completely poker face, put down 

the bowler hat, put down the briefcase.  And he said, ‘Everything I'm about to tell you is 

classified secret.’  I more or less corpsed.  Sharp look from him.  Then his first serious words 

– this was the thing that really did it for me – ‘For the next 40 years ...’ I don't remember 

anything after that.  But I thought, ‘Oh, my God, no!  Heaven help me!’  And I actually kind 

of made a mental decision then that, whatever happened, I wasn't going to do 40 years! 

So that was a weird beginning.  And then, of course, the induction course lasted all of a week, 

I think.  There was no training really.  A few people came in and said, ‘Well, this is what a 

functional department is like.  And this is what a geographical department is like, here's the 
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hierarchy’ and stuff like that.  But it was basically, in at the deep end.  Only it wasn't for me, 

because they hadn't been able to get my PV through.  So I was sent off to the completely 

dilapidated, almost derelict language training building above Westminster station, where I sat 

for weeks, day after day, improving or trying to improve my French while the PV process 

went on.  It wasn't a great start. 

Eventually, I think everyone got thoroughly bored and said, ‘Never mind the PV, let's get him 

started anyway’, so I was finally carted off to CSAD (Central and Southern Africa 

Department) where I was appointed the assistant desk officer for South Africa.   

SR: Was your predecessor a certain Peter Ricketts?  

DB: Yes, exactly.  I think he probably was, but he had pushed off to Singapore New York by 

that stage.  There was an interval because I couldn’t take over.   

I was the sidekick of Tony Ford.  A nice man.  Very efficient and hard-working, but he was 

quite prim.  I think he slightly disapproved of me because I was a bit flippant and probably 

didn't appear to take things quite as seriously as I should have done.  But anyway, like every 

new recruit, I was initiated into the arcane rituals of the Foreign Office.   

I loved the grand bits of the Foreign Office building.  Just walking down the ministerial 

corridors and the big staircase … all very impressive, though I do remember even then 

thinking that the murals were a bit off colour.  The actual Department was right up under the 

roof overlooking the Cenotaph.  It had these kind of half-moon windows at floor level.  It was 

pretty run down physically.  We had these old rotary telephones.  I seem to remember Tony 

Ford saying it hadn't been very long since they'd stopped having coal fires.  We had moved 

beyond that.   

I remember also being very struck by the kind of class structure.  There was the A 

(Administrative) stream and the E (Executive) stream.  All perfectly amicable, but there was 

a very clear and palpable distinction.  A sort of class system or snobbery I suppose, because 

certainly some of the E stream people were terrifically able.  Especially as a completely 

incompetent newcomer, I felt slightly awkward about some of that.  Then there was all the 

learning about the blue draft paper, putting together a submission (weird word!) with the 

flags that you had to pin with a pin which you had to tuck in and it all had to be beautifully 

lined up.  I think that's probably what I spent most of my time doing.  To be honest, it wasn’t 

terribly exciting.  Why would it have been?  I was a complete beginner. 
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Also, I had quite strong views about South Africa.  Although there was a Labour government 

and there was quite a lot of kind of anti-apartheid language that we used, the reality was that 

the commercial and economic relationship was so significant and important that we couldn't 

do a hell of a lot.  I remember there was one occasion when the South African police did 

something absolutely horrible.  I guess Tony Ford must have been away, but I drafted a sort 

of protest message to put to the Head of Department, who was a very nice man called Martin 

Reid.  I really liked him.  He was a nice, kindly fellow who seemed to take a sort of fatherly 

interest in me.  But I remember putting this in front of him.  He shook his head, got out his 

fountain pen and crossed out the whole thing.  He wrote something which I thought was 

completely anaemic.  I said, ‘This is an outrage!’  He said that what he’d written was very 

strong.  I couldn't believe it.   

Eventually, my PV came through, so I was initiated into the exciting world of intelligence.  I 

thought it was going to be amazing.  Eventually, I was called into the room where this stuff 

was doled out.  There was just one thing.  I asked if that was it and was told that there would 

be something like that about once every two weeks.  I thought there would be all kinds of 

secret insights into what was going on in South Africa.  Not a bit of it.  So that was an 

interesting revelation, which was reinforced by later experience which I will come to, I 

suppose, in the fullness of time. 

I remember there was there was another occasion when an American arms dealer came to see 

us or, rather, came to see Martin Reid and I was there as the note taker.  Again, there was a 

sort of strange kind of lightning flash glimpse of a completely other world.  This American 

guy came in and basically wanted to know what the British government would think about 

him supplying arms to UNITA in Angola.  I remember him saying in a completely matter of 

fact way, ‘My company can equip an armoured division’.  That was strange.  It was the first 

taste of the murky world of arms dealing and underground warfare. 

But CSAD was not generally terribly exciting.  There were few things that stood out.  There 

was an occasion when Chief Buthelezi, the Zulu boss at the time and a very significant figure 

in South African politics, came to see (I think) David Ennals, the junior Minister.  I had to 

take a note at the meeting.  I'd actually always thought Chief Buthelezi was rather a splendid 

fellow, you know, who stood up to the apartheid regime and was a brave and principled man.  

But it was the most extraordinary episode because he turned up with an entourage of about 

ten people who were obsequious to an extent that was scarcely credible.  Every time he said 
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anything in this meeting, his entourage who were all in the room would go, ‘Yes, Chief.  

You’re so right!’  So we didn't actually get very far.  He lapped it up.  It was really quite a 

comical spectacle.  So I left the meeting thinking rather less of Chief Buthelezi.  After the 

delegation had left, I remember the Minister shaking his head and saying, ‘Well, that wasn't 

much use, was it?’  It was quite intriguing. 

Probably the biggest thing that happened was Soweto in the early summer of ‘76.  I can't 

remember the exact date.  The riot occurred and the South African police opened fire and 

killed more than 100 people.  It was truly horrific.  In the course of a day, more than 100 

parliamentary questions piled up on my desk for the Prime Minister for oral answer.  It was 

so spectacular that literally people came from surrounding Departments to look at the pile.  I 

think I must have been on my own as I was sitting there wondering what on earth I was going 

to do.  I think everybody was going to rally around and we were going to divide them up.  

But then something really curious happened.  Somebody appeared from Number 10 Downing 

Street and literally just took the whole pile away! 

There was a lot of speculation at the time about what was going on.  But I think, with the 

benefit of hindsight, this was towards the end of Wilson's time.  I think he was losing it, very 

paranoid.  I gather he developed all sorts of sort of theories about what BOSS (Bureau for 

State Security) was up to with the Security Service and there was the whole Jeremy Thorpe 

thing.  I think they just didn't trust the Foreign Office.  They didn’t trust the Foreign Office to 

deal with these questions in the appropriate way.  It was a very odd moment.  But the pile of 

questions was quite a spectacle and caused much hilarity at my expense! 

SR: Can you talk a bit about how things worked in the Department? 

DB: There was the primitive technology.  There was the typing pool.  You wrote things out 

on blue drafting paper and you took them down to the typing pool. 

SR: And you didn’t change them when they came back! 

DB: Absolutely not.  If your writing wasn't very clear, the women – and of course they were 

all women – were quite fierce, especially towards a young fool like me.  I can remember 

being quite nervous and thinking, ‘God, who is going to agree to do this?  And will they be 

able to do it as quickly as I need it?’  You had to use quite a lot of charm to get things done. 

The other thing related to that, of course, was the extraordinarily male dominated character of 

the Office.  Apart from people in secretarial and clerical roles, it was entirely male.  There 
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was just a handful of women around as officers so it did create a rather curious kind of male, 

clubby atmosphere, which I suppose by now has changed dramatically.  But I remember even 

then thinking, this was a bit odd.   

SR: Yes.  Under Secretaries and top officials were lofty godlike figures, weren’t they? 

DB: Absolutely.  The hierarchy was Himalayan!  The thing is, you very rapidly imbibed the 

deference that went with rank.  I came in with absolutely no sense of this.  And then, 

gradually, I realised that I needed to be very polite to my Head of Department, much more 

polite to the AUS (Assistant Under Secretary), were I ever to meet him.  I think I did once 

have to go into his office.  He was a grumpy man called Norman Aspin.  He was furious.  He 

wasn't furious with me.  He was shouting into the phone.  Really ill tempered.   

I very rarely got to see anybody above that.  I made very occasional visits to Private Offices 

where Private Secretaries, of course, were always irritable, rushed, impatient, cross because 

perhaps you'd done something wrong. 

I mentioned the lack of training.  Though, I suppose, if you were reasonably intelligent, you 

did pick it up fairly quickly.  Maybe it wasn't such a drawback?  Later when I met foreign 

diplomats, like the Germans who had these incredibly long courses and who knew all about 

the intricacies of international law, you’d think, ‘Blimey!’ 

The other thing, of course, was the very heavy public school/Oxbridge character of the place 

and, of course, I typified that.  In my intake there was one man who had been to Trinity, 

Dublin.  But I think everybody else was Oxbridge.  There might have been one or two 

grammar school people, but very few.  That was true of the whole kind of hierarchy really. 

Almost everybody had a degree in an arts subject.  There were very few people with what 

we'd now call STEM qualifications. 

SR: What was your subject? 

DB: I did experimental psychology and philosophy.  So I was a bit of both.  But I was 

definitely interested in science.  I remember being slightly perturbed by the fact that there 

seemed to be so few people who had that kind of training though, obviously, it wasn't 

particularly relevant to the work I was doing. 

SR: Did you get a trip to South Africa? 
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DB: Sadly no.  I went to a few meetings in other Whitehall departments.  I remember going 

once to the Cabinet Office.  Tony Ford left and was replaced halfway through the year by a 

man called Peter Denison-Edson, who was more fun, actually, than Tony Ford.  He very 

kindly took me along to a Current Intelligence Group meeting in the Cabinet Office, my first 

exposure to the real kind of intelligence world.  That was quite fun.  But mostly, I was just 

doing basic stuff like all new entrants.  Especially learning Foreign Office drafting – clear, 

concise, dry, unemotional.  At first all my drafts got torn up – much to my chagrin!  But 

gradually I learned. 

British Embassy, Dublin, 1976-79 

SR: So how did Dublin come about?  Were you just summoned to Personnel to be told where 

you were going or were you able to express any preference?  

DB: I was, as they say these days, in a relationship with Mary.  I was quite keen that I should 

not be sent to the other side of the world.  I think I probably said that, if it could be arranged, 

I wouldn’t go too far away.  So they took me very literally and posted me to Dublin!  I don't 

remember exactly how I was told.  Is it possible I was told by telephone call?  I don't really 

remember. 

I don't think I'd covered myself in glory in my first year.  I think I got reasonable reports.  But 

I didn't take to it like a duck to water.  The key thing I remember is that I got the news that I 

was being posted to Dublin at almost exactly the same moment that Christopher Ewart-Biggs 

was murdered.  The whole point about my posting to Dublin was that I was going to be the 

Ambassador's Private Secretary and, of course, the machine had already got into motion.  The 

sensible thing would have been to forget it.  But the posting went ahead.   

So I arrived in Dublin, not very long afterwards, maybe a month or so after he'd been 

murdered.  Obviously, the mood in the Embassy was really bleak.  Everybody was utterly 

shattered and there was low morale.  There was a lot of ill feeling towards the GARDA 

Special Branch – I’m not sure it was entirely fair – but a kind of feeling that if they'd been 

doing their job properly, it would never have been possible for the Provos to have planted the 

bomb in the culvert.  Probably the benefit of hindsight.  But it was grim.  And of course, my 

job didn't exist: I'm not sure I fully grasped that, actually, at first. 

It was very strange.  I knew Ireland quite well, because I'd sailed all around the west coast of 

Ireland.  I had Irish friends and I knew Ireland as a tourist.  So being there, as a member of 
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the staff at the British Embassy, was actually quite a shock.  Because, of course, if people 

knew that that was your job, they treated you entirely differently.  As long as you could 

present yourself as a mere British visitor, ideally a tourist, most Irish people you met would 

be exceedingly friendly.  You'd have a jolly time and there'd be no problem.  But I remember 

very early on discovering that, as an official Brit, you quite often attracted a certain froideur 

and sometimes outright hostility. 

I remember particularly going to a kind of cocktail party in a nice, professional home and 

chatting for a long time to somebody who, as it were, might have been a GP, a professional 

person.  And during the conversation, he asked me, what I was doing there.  His face 

darkened and he spat on the floor!  It was really startling. 

My job, insofar as I had a job, was to pick up the litter left by John Goulden, who was the 

Head of Chancery.  He had recruited me, actually, so I knew him already.  John was super 

ambitious, super energetic.  And, to be perfectly frank, the Embassy was overstaffed already.  

So by the time I arrived, there was really very little to do.  The sort of things that I ended up 

doing would be going down to the Department of Foreign Affairs in Iveagh House to deliver 

a third person Note, asking permission for the army to fly an overflight over some border area 

to check for command wires for explosive devices.  I didn't appreciate fully at the time that 

the insistence by the DFA (Department of Foreign Affairs) on that super formal kind of 

procedure signalled that, basically, the relationship was in the deep freeze.  They weren't 

prepared to bend even a little.  Eventually I made quite a lot of friends, but I remember going 

into the Department of Foreign Affairs the first time with one of these, as I thought, utterly 

ludicrous notes, Her Britannic Majesty's Embassy has the honour to… and all that stuff.  

There'd be two lines in the middle that were the operative bit.  You’d go in and hand this 

thing over.  The Irish officials wouldn't smile.  They were very cool.  They'd say, ‘Well, we’ll 

think about this and let you know’.  It was ridiculous.  I guess we'll come back to this issue of 

border security cooperation, but it was absolutely critical.  It wasn't that they were 

uncooperative in practice.  It's just that they were cooperative in an extremely chilly and 

unenthusiastic fashion. 

Again, I remember just finding it quite hard to adjust to the sense that I was perceived as the 

representative of the old enemy.  I wasn't me.  I was just this messenger. 

The other thing about being in the British Embassy in Dublin was that it's probably the only 

place in the world where you were dealing with a host government and officials who knew 
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damn nearly as much as you did about what was going on in Britain.  Many of them had been 

educated there.  There were people working at Foreign Affairs who I'd been at Oxford with.  

All the British newspapers were there.  You could watch British television.  People had close 

family relations.  It was such a strangely intimate relationship.  But at the same time, such a 

sticky one. 

Then there was all the history, I knew quite a lot about it.  But I made a point of reading an 

awful lot more, because it was absolutely vital to be able to keep your end up in conversation 

with Irish people of all kinds, who would be very, very quick to remind you of all historic 

iniquities.  It was important to be able to correct them when they exaggerated.  One of the 

things I used to quite enjoy doing because it's always startled them, is refer to my Scottish 

ancestry.  I would say, ‘Well, of course, the English did dreadful things in Ireland, but it 

wasn't just Ireland.  Do you know about Scotland?’  Of course, none of them knew anything 

about the various Jacobite rebellions and the Highland Clearances, so that would sometimes 

prove rather fertile.   

It was a very odd environment to be in.  Obviously the economic relationship between Britain 

and Ireland was absolutely key.  And I think in those days, something like 50% of Irish 

exports went to Britain.  They of course had, like us, just joined the EU and, even then, that 

was starting to create a subtle process of change.  I would say when I first arrived there was a 

really unhealthy obsession with Britain.  But entry into the EU really did change things.  

Nothing novel here.  But it was interesting.  I remember the first Irish Presidency of the 

European Council and everybody around Europe wondering whether the Irish were going to 

be able to actually pull it off.   The Irish were absolutely determined to show how good they 

were.  They went to a lot of trouble and it was really slick.  (I remember the first European 

Council meeting in Dublin Castle.  I arrived with a friend who was Third Secretary in the 

French Embassy.  There was a room set aside for the press conference afterwards with 

nameplates for all different newspapers.  One of them said the Cork Examiner, one of the 

main Irish daily newspapers.  My French friend very drolly remarked, ‘Oh, I had no idea the 

Irish took their wine so seriously!’) 

A highly significant process of change was begun then.  I think during my time in Dublin we 

all started to realise this was a good thing as they were no longer defining themselves entirely 

in opposition to Britain.  The Irish were quite proud of the role they played in the UN.  But 
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the EU was a much bigger deal and, of course, transformational once the money started 

flowing. 

SR: Can I ask you to say something about security? 

DB: There was a long interval before Ewart-Biggs’s replacement, Robin Haydon arrived.  At 

least six months, I think.  Obviously the Ambassador was the main target.  But the Military 

Attaché also had an armed escort all the time.  The rest of us were strictly briefed always to 

look under our cars every time we got into them and to follow a different route to work every 

day.  I kept my shotgun by the front door, probably quite unnecessarily.   

The worry for more junior members of staff like me was that somebody would get into their 

head that you were a spy.  That really would have been dangerous.  I remember once I was in 

a pub with some Irish journalists.  One of them jokingly introduced me as David, the English 

spy.  I told him that it wasn’t funny.  So that was the worry, that somebody might for some 

reason think that you were.  It did seep into your pores, not least because the Chancery was a 

sort of fortress.  It was hideous.  The old Embassy on Merrion Square had been burned down 

during a riot a few years earlier.  So the Chancery had been moved to the old Agricultural 

Institute building on Merrion Road, on the road out of downtown Dublin.  A horrible building 

that had been made even more horrible in the process of transformation into a fortified 

Chancery.  High fence.  Lifting barrier.  Garda Special Branch armed guards sat in their little 

hut by the gate and monitored everything.  I suppose later on probably most Embassies were 

like this, but I think this was one of the first to be heavily fortified.  You had to go through a 

sort of decompression chamber to get in, with armoured glass doors and all the rest of it. 

Mostly, I think the problem was, as I said at the beginning, low morale.  Everyone was very 

fed up.  The Counsellor who was the Chargé was, I have to say, a difficult man called John 

Hickman.  He seemed to take against me instantaneously, so I didn't get on at all with him.  I 

didn't really have a proper job to do.  John Goulden basically did everything!  There were a 

few other nice people.  There was a Second Secretary called Bob Harris, who I saw quite a lot 

of.  Truth was we didn't have a lot in common except that we were in Dublin together.   

Everything changed for me when Robin Haydon arrived, because although he didn't want a 

Private Secretary, very sensibly … how Christopher Ewart-Biggs ever persuaded anybody 

that it was necessary, I can't imagine … he was a really nice man and we kind of clicked.  He 

had a terrific sense of humour and a wonderful laugh.  He liked using all these old-fashioned 

expressions.  I remember him jokingly describing someone as being ‘so wet you could shoot 
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snipe off him!’.  But life for him and Elizabeth, his wife, was very difficult.  It was weird.  I 

was the most junior person, he was the most senior.  So we had this really rather weird 

dynamic.  And he had a super, wonderful PA called Jane Bazzard who was absolutely 

brilliant with a wonderful, cheeky sense of humour.  She'd worked in the Private Office as the 

Foreign Secretary’s PA and travelled with him – including a voyage in Britannia.  She was 

super competent and she wasn't going to take any crap from anybody, including the 

Ambassador.  She was a hoot.  We became very good friends and spent a lot of time together.  

She really kept me sane!  So the combination of Jane being a real ally and the Ambassador 

actually being an ally really helped.   

Then John Goulden left and was replaced by a chap called Barney Smith, who was 

completely different.  He was a good guy, perfectly competent, but he was very relaxed.  And 

he was happy to share the work out.  So my job then got more interesting.  During John's time 

my typical day was to turn up and read the newspapers, which actually took a long time 

because I had to read all the English papers as well as the Irish papers.  Completely futile, but 

John thought I had to have something to do.  Every day, I would write a press summary 

telegram.  That would be half my day!  Then maybe if it was a very exciting day, I'd get a 

third person Note to take down to the DFA.  Occasionally, there would be a ministerial visit, 

although they were quite rare.  The Northern Ireland Ministers would come in occasionally 

creating a huge security headache.  Quite often I would get pulled in to run errands on these 

visits.  The GARDA Special Branch obviously knew me quite well.  I suppose they thought I 

was quite comical, this ridiculous young guy.  Sometimes I had to join the motorcade going 

to and from the airport.  There would be motor cycle outriders and lots of heavily armed 

police at each end.  Their idea of fun was to be waiting outside let's say the DFA in their cars 

for the Minister to come out.  I would be waiting outside in my car and then they would try 

and lose me!  So I would be in this little Ford Escort, desperately trying to keep up and often 

getting to the lights just after the outriders had gone.  They never actually lost me, so I got 

some brownie points for that.  But it was ludicrous.  And incredibly dangerous, driving 

through the middle of Dublin at 60 or 70 miles per hour! 

Anyway, Robin Haydon arrived.  We got on.  Barney Smith arrived and my work became 

more interesting.  What I was basically then doing was developing relations with the political 

journalists.  I got to know them all really well.  The political correspondents, the 

parliamentary correspondents.  I really enjoyed that.  In a way it was vicarious thrills, as I had 

wanted to be a journalist and now I was spending a lot of time with journalists.  It was bad for 
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my liver, though, because in those days, when you took political correspondent out for lunch, 

you'd get through at least a bottle of wine and maybe a couple of gins as well.   And then 

you’d teeter back to the office and try and write it up.  And then often in the evenings … 

Even by journalistic standards, it was a fantastically boozy culture.   

The other thing I would often do is go to the Dáil, the Irish House of Commons, to watch 

question time and report on what was going on.  When I first arrived, there was a Fine 

Gael/Labour coalition government under Liam Cosgrave.  Garret Fitzgerald was Foreign 

Minister.  About halfway through, Charlie Haughey came back to power.  Of course, he was 

regarded by the British as a sort of demon.  Not totally without reason because he was a very 

charming, glamorous rogue.  He was certainly criminal.  And he’d been involved in this gun 

running thing to the IRA back in the early 1970s.  And Fianna Fáil, as a party, the party of de 

Valera, was greener than, more Republican than, Fine Gael.  I went to the party conference 

where Charlie Haughey regained the party leadership.  He'd been in the doghouse and 

struggled back.  I remember being there and hearing the Fianna Fáil delegates going at the 

top of their lungs, ‘Chearlie, Chearlie, Chearlie!’ and we all thought, ‘Oh, God, it's all going 

to be hell!’ And then, of course, he won the election and came to power.   

It was more difficult working with Fianna Fáil.  The biggest problem was we didn't really 

know them, because Fianna Fáil TDs (MPs) wouldn't really have anything to do with us.  

There would be a formal kind of relationship, so the Ambassador would be able to meet the 

Taoiseach.  But there was no warmth there at all.  I think I've missed out Jack Lynch because 

Jack Lynch was also the Taoiseach.  He was Fianna Fáil.  Much more amenable than Charlie 

Haughey, in a weary kind of way.  But again, Fianna Fáil had limited room for manoeuvre, 

because their whole raison d'être was that they were the green nationalist party, faithful to the 

goal of Irish reunification.  Of course, it wasn't taken very seriously.  The last thing they 

really wanted was reunification.  If it had been offered to them on a plate, they'd have been 

horrified! 

So anyway, the job got more interesting.  I got to know lots of journalists.  And I proudly 

claim that I was the first person to get Bertie Ahern, who’d just been elected as a young 

North Dublin TD.  He was quite friendly and even came to my house!  In hindsight, that was 

very significant because no other TD from Fianna Fáil would have done that.  I'm not sure we 

capitalised on it at the time. 
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With Robin Haydon, I did quite a few trips out of Dublin which were always a nightmare 

from a security point of view.  It was bad enough in Dublin.  But if you were out of Dublin, 

you had these huge motorcades and very elaborate screening of everything beforehand. 

We had one memorable trip down to Cork.  There was a change of plan and I forgot to tell 

the Garda.  The Ambassador was a bit cross with me.  It was strange.  If you were travelling 

with the Ambassador, I suppose it was a little bit like travelling with the President of the 

United States.  The extraordinary bubble of heavies around you all the time which attracted 

crowds.  People would come and stare.  Obviously, any place that you were going to visit 

would have been heavily checked out beforehand.  We were going to see the Catholic 

Archbishop of Cork, who lived in a small, semi-detached house on the edge of Cork, 

surrounded by nuns.  And you can't imagine the flutter they were in when we turned up.  First 

of all, we were the devil incarnate because we were British and not Roman Catholic.  

Secondly, there was this heavy security presence.  We sat in this small room with doilies and 

antimacassars while the nuns brought in little home baked scones.  There was the most 

extraordinarily stiff conversation.  The Ambassador tried to jolly the Archbishop along.  He 

obviously just thought, ‘I don't know who these people are, I don't know why they want to 

talk to me.’  So the Ambassador would say, ‘Well, Archbishop, how do you feel that the 

people of Cork regard the situation in Northern Ireland?’ And the Archbishop would reply, 

‘I'm not sure I can answer that’.  It was all very strange.   

On another occasion I went with the Ambassador on a visit to Northern Ireland.  It was 

impossible to go to Northern Ireland by road: it was too dangerous, because the border area 

was heavily infested with IRA and INLA and what have you.  So we had to fly.  But there 

were no direct flights either.  (Or maybe public flights were too insecure, I'm not sure.)  So 

we had to go in an army spotter plane.  This was very comical because it was extremely 

small.  It was rather like those things that were used by the SOE in the Second World War, a 

high winged, single-engined plane.  And the Ambassador had actually had a very 

distinguished war record.  He’d done Special Forces stuff in Burma.  But he was terrified of 

this plane.  We went to the Irish military airfield at Baldonnel early in the morning to get this 

flight.  We heard it coming in.  He looked out of the window and said, ‘Oh my God!’ as this 

tiny little plane dropped down like a feather.  We got in.  The fuselage was very steeply 

sloped, because there was a big rotary engine at the front, high wings and a little tail wheel.  

We climbed into the area at the back where the photo reconnaissance cameras normally were.  

So the entire floor was made of perspex.  The Ambassador looked down and said, ‘Oh, God!’ 
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He was very alarmed.  We put on our headsets and we took off.  I loved it: I thought it was 

the most enormous fun.  I had a map on my knees and as we were flying along, I flicked the 

intercom and said ‘Is that Dundalk we’re flying over now?’  The navigator said it wasn’t, it 

was something else.  I said, ‘Are you sure?’  So he looked back.  There was a discussion with 

the pilot.  And they said, ‘No, you're right!’  At which point the Ambassador was even more 

alarmed.  ‘They don’t even bloody know where they are!’ 

It was lovely.  We got the most amazing view of the border country.  In Belfast too, there was 

immense security around the Ambassador, supplied by the RUC Special Branch.  The 

Northern Ireland office, with whom we had constant dealings, were endlessly complaining 

about how the Garda (the Irish police in the south) were not being as cooperative as they 

might be.  But we were able to have some quite informal conversations with RUC drivers 

who actually didn't reflect that view.  We asked one of the drivers if he had been involved in 

any kind of shootings or exchanges of fire with the IRA.  He replied he’d been shot twice.  

Quite sobering.  He said the first one wasn't too bad, but he nearly died after the second one.  

They were very impressively cool.   

We went to lunch with the Chief Constable of the RUC, Sir Kenneth Newman, who was 

British.  He’d come from the Met.  His deputy was Jack Hermon, later to be Chief Constable.  

The RUC headquarters was at Knock.  I remember a funny panelled dining room.  There's 

something about the police … every police service I've ever had anything to do with … 

they’re very big on little heraldic shields.  So there were all these shields up around the room, 

representing I don't know quite what.  There were just the four of us, I was absolutely riveted 

to hear all these grand senior people – I was incredibly junior.  There was a long 

conversation, obviously, about the security situation, much of which I’ve forgotten.  A great 

deal of alcohol flowed.  People in uniform kept coming in and every time the glass went 

down an inch, it was topped up.  So it was quite well oiled.  Somehow the discussion got onto 

South Africa – maybe I’d mentioned I’d been dealing with South Africa.  Hermon and 

Newman launched into a kind of riff, which had Robin Haydon and me completely stunned, 

basically talking about how we could learn a lot from the South African security services as 

they ‘knew how to get the job done’.  We were thinking, ‘Holy shit!  These are the two most 

senior policemen in Northern Ireland!’  This was at a time when, of course, there were 

allegations of brutality, Bloody Sunday, the seven techniques, the torture allegations (the 

ECHR had said we used torture).  So this was quite surprising!  But police cultures are very 
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different.  And policemen around the world rather like each other, don't they?  It's an odd 

kind of camaraderie, a sort of Masonic thing, probably literally. 

So then we drove around.  I remember we went out to Derry where the army looked after us.  

We went up on the walls of Derry city to look down at the Bogside.  This was quite funny: 

everybody had a flak jacket, but they didn't have one for me.  There were snipers in the 

Bogside.  So there we were walking along walls.  And luckily, they didn't open fire.  It would 

have been just my luck, you know, to get shot at without a flak jacket!  

If you go to Northern Ireland now – I’ve been back, quite recently, several times – the 

difference is just unimaginable.  At that time, the army were moving around in very heavily 

armed convoys.  It was all extremely tense and everybody was quite edgy. 

There again, we went to the local barracks to the officers’ mess for lunch with the 

commanding officer.  That was very interesting to just see how the army lived there.  The 

senior people were very impressive.  I was the object of much curiosity because I looked as if 

I ought to have been a very junior lieutenant.  There I was at the top table, with all these 

colonels and brigadiers.  Lots of regimental silver gleaming away. 

SR: What do you remember about Lord Mountbatten?  

DB: That was the single biggest event of my time there.  First of all, it's worth saying that the 

arrival of Mountbatten and his extended family for their summer holidays out on the West 

Coast was a sort of annual event, almost a ritual. 

We took it in turns to meet him off the ferry.  It was always on a Sunday morning, off the B 

and I ferry from Liverpool.  You’d go down to the docks at six in the morning and wait for 

the great man.  I remember the first time I went, he lurched out of the bowels of the ferry in a 

navy blue guernsey sweater, very informally dressed.  I put out my hand.  And he was still 

half asleep, I think, because he extended his hand, but he’d still got his car keys.  So there 

was a ghastly clash.   

It felt like watching … how can I describe it?  Dictatorial.  He had a very, very tight grip over 

his family, let's put it that way.  There would be four or five carloads with the daughters and 

the husbands and the grandchildren and all the rest of it.  David Hicks, the designer, was 

usually of the party.  I remember that first time.  He came out and he was drunk.  That was 

obviously how he coped, I think, with this bizarre set up.  I remember thinking this guy 

should not be driving.  He was lurching around and reeked of alcohol.   
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Anyway, my job was to lead this cavalcade all the way down to Glencairn, the Ambassador's 

house.  It was a longish drive, 15 miles or so, almost into the Wicklow Hills.  Glencairn was 

this extraordinary house that had been built by an Irish American called ‘Boss’ Croker.  It 

was like a kind of miniature version of Balmoral, a Victorian Gothic Revival pile.  There’d be 

all the Garda escorts so we’d all pile down there.  The Ambassador would greet Lord 

Mountbatten. 

There was painting in the hall of Glencairn, an extremely bad painting of the coronation of 

George V: you could see the Coronation Coach and a whole series of beplumed men on 

horses, riding along behind the coach.  Mountbatten more than once stopped in front of this, 

extended his arm very regally and pointed at one of these blurry figures on horseback saying, 

‘That is I!’ Then we would go to the dining room, breakfast would be served and he would 

tell tales.   

Something very interesting and very royal.  He always remembered (perhaps somebody 

wrote him a brief, I don't know) the names of people and, in particular, the name of the cook.  

And at the end of breakfast, he would get up and say, ‘I must go and thank Bridie.’ Bridie 

was an Irish woman who was the cook.  It was very clever, because Bridie, of course, would 

tell everybody.  It was a regal touch.   

He was also definitely the most vain person I have ever encountered.  If he walked past a 

mirror, he’d check his appearance.   

On the year in question, 1979, in fact I had the job of going up to the Garda headquarters in 

Phoenix Park to brief them in advance of his arrival, tell them about when he was going to 

arrive and make sure that he was properly looked after.  On the day in question, when his 

boat was blown up, I was the first person in the Embassy to hear about it.  I got a phone call 

from one of the Dublin evening papers.  The guy said, ‘Can you comment on the murder of 

Lord Mountbatten?’ And I said, ‘Oh, very funny!’ ‘No, no, it's really happened!’ So that was 

how we heard.  It was very, very horrible because, as we all know, while he was the target, 

quite a lot of other people, including kids were caught up in it.  What was really distressing 

was that it became clear very rapidly that the Garda had been pretty sloppy.  We knew he had 

this boat, but it hadn't crossed our minds that it was tied up at night on the quayside where it 

was completely accessible and unguarded.  So it was a terrible, terrible blunder.  I think the 

problem really was he was such a familiar figure locally and really popular locally.  The local 

police, although they were obviously aware of the threat in general terms, probably just didn't 
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really think there was anybody in their neighbourhood who’d do anything.  Of course it 

wasn't anybody in their neighbourhood.  It was somebody who’d come from far away. 

So it was very grim.  We all knew the people who'd been killed.  The immediate reaction in 

Ireland was one of utter shame and self-flagellation.  But, interestingly, within two or three 

days the mood had changed.  Instead of pouring blame on themselves, many Irish people 

began to say that he was a stupid bugger who shouldn't have been coming there.  That was 

also quite upsetting, because we were obviously in the middle of this.  There was some 

comfort in feeling that the Irish too were deeply shocked and appalled.  Which they were, but 

then at least a segment of Irish public opinion, media opinion and political opinion began to 

express itself rather differently. 

SR: Did you watch The Crown episode on all of this?  

DB: Yes, I did.  That was so many years later.  But, at the time, it was another thing that just 

made life more difficult.  Anglo-Irish relations were always difficult at that time.  I haven't 

said, but it's obvious – Northern Ireland was essentially what it was all about.  The joke was 

this was the last Embassy on the planet, the last foreign capital where the British Embassy is 

the most important one.  And we were, because Northern Ireland and the Anglo-Irish 

relationship was so central to Irish affairs.   

Roy Mason was Secretary of State.  I remember on that trip with the Ambassador to Northern 

Ireland, when we went up in that spotter plane, we went to Mason’s morning briefing session 

in Stormont Castle, behind the parliament building.  The GOC (General Officer 

Commanding), the RUC (Royal Ulster Constabulary), all those sort of people.  Both Robin 

and I came away thinking that these people … there was this belief that with just a little bit 

more of a push, the IRA could be defeated.  If they could just get a bit more cooperation from 

south of the border, if they could just get the Americans not to supply weapons and money, a 

military solution was feasible.  We both thought they had to be dreaming.   

Certainly events like the murder of Lord Mountbatten … and on the same day Warrenpoint, 

which was actually far worse, as 18 soldiers were killed in the two bombings on the border 

that day … I mean, every time something like that happened, life got more difficult because, 

you know, the Irish would get tense and the NIO would get more and more impatient and 

demanding.  So Anglo-Irish relations were in the deep freeze.  And in Northern Ireland it was 

drift really and the drift was beneficial to the Republican cause.  The poor old SDLP!  John 
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Hume and Seamus Mallon were really struggling to keep their end up as plausible 

representatives of the nationalist community. 

SR: On a more personal note, you mentioned you got married in 1978 and the Foreign Office 

were not helpful.  Sounds familiar! 

DB: It was classic, actually.  We got married in the summer of ‘78.  Mary came out to join 

me.  She was a publishing editor and she was able to continue working as manuscripts were 

sent in the post.  And then, not very long after she arrived, there was a big Irish postal strike, 

so she couldn't do any work.  I ventured to suggest that maybe her stuff could go in the 

diplomatic bag.  This wasn’t well received!  I think the last straw for Mary was when some 

bright spark in London responded to one of my letters by saying that ‘your wife should find 

another way to earn her pin money …’ (Actually, she was earning more than I was!).  Masses 

of non-official stuff was going backwards and forwards in the bag, especially because of the 

postal strike, but they just wouldn't help.   

SR: Not good.   

DB: Not clever.  I think Mary generally found the whole DSWA (Diplomatic Service Wives 

Association) thing a bit strange.  She got on fine and the other wives were very nice, but I 

don't think she found many real kindred spirits, to be honest.  And by that time, I had a lot of 

local friends, Irish friends.   

These included a wacky representative of the old Anglo-Irish aristocracy – a wild woman 

called Clare Bancroft who’d inherited a large estate and a lovely 18th century house near 

Kilkenny from an ancient great aunt.  It was very run-down but full of nice things and hadn’t 

been touched for about 80 years.  Clare was a brilliant horsewoman and had been a 

professional jockey in California when she got the inheritance.  The Anglo-Irish all stuck 

together.  They were an endangered species!  A lot were driven out in the ‘twenties.  She’d 

set us to work mucking out stables or shooting pigeons and rabbits.  She was great!  And 

visits to her were a wonderful escape.  We had a lot of fun with her and her strange friends!  

But the Anglo-Irish were a world apart.  They didn’t really mix with the Catholic Irish much 

and it wasn’t unusual for them to drive 70 miles to go to a party with friends.  Clare was 

eventually forced to sell up - for a song - by pressure from the locals who made life 

increasingly difficult for her.  It was quite grim.  The squeeze on Protestant families in the 

Republic isn’t much talked about but it led to major reduction in their numbers.  On one 
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occasion the Protestant bishop of Cork [Samuel Poyntz] called at the Embassy anxiously 

seeking help.  I was the only person around so I saw him and he told a shocking story of an 

old, wealthy Anglo-Irish man in his diocese who was being subjected to pressure to sell up.  

The Roman Catholic clergy were somehow involved.  The bishop had tried everything to 

help him but failed.  He had come to the Embassy as a last resort and was really quite 

emotional.  There was damn all we could do to help.  I’ve often wondered what happened.  

And of course there was the RC church’s rule that children of mixed marriages had to be 

brought up as Catholics.  No wonder there are so few Protestants left in the Republic!  

Another very good friend was Fraser Macmillan, the Daily Mail man in Dublin.  He’d been a 

crime reporter on the Glasgow Herald and was very hard-bitten – or at least pretended to be.  

He was married to Val, the daughter of a Protestant minister in the Republic.  Fraser was very 

outspoken and loved annoying people – especially hypocritical politicians and diplomats.  He 

claimed to be the most hated journalist in Dublin!  For some reason he liked me and we had a 

lot of fun together – especially letting off steam over a few glasses about whatever the latest 

piece of bullshit was.  Mary and I became lasting friends with Fraser and Val. 

Funnily enough, a very dear friend of mine from Oxford days joined the Irish Department of 

Foreign Affairs, while I was there – Declan Kelleher, who later rose to be their Ambassador 

in Beijing and then until just a year or two ago PermRep EU.  So he's been heavily involved 

in all the Brexit shenanigans.  Declan came out, we renewed our friendship and he was my 

best man, actually.  And then there was Bobby McDonagh, later Irish Ambassador in 

London, who was another friend from Oxford, so he was part of the circle.  So in truth, by the 

time Mary came to join me, our social life was probably more connected to the Irish DFA 

than the Embassy.  Indeed, I remember going to Bobby McDonagh’s parents’ house.  

Bobby's father (also called Bobby) was then the PUS of the DFA.  He was really nice, very 

friendly. 

Then there were all the Irish journalists, so I had lots of friends.  One of the political staff of 

the Irish Times I knew well was Geraldine Kennedy, who later became the editor.  Des 

O’Malley of the Cork Examiner opened a lot of doors for me.  Lots of other people.  So it 

was starting to become fun.  It was interesting, I actually started to think I was doing 

something vaguely useful.  That was thanks, largely I think, to Robin Haydon and also 

Barney Smith.  Actually another person - who arrived as Counsellor, sort of number two in 



21 
 

the mission - was Peter Maxey whom I also liked and got on with.  He was very civilised and 

kind.  He made musical instruments in his spare time. 

So the whole thing shifted.  My first couple of years were just like treading water.  Really 

quite frustrating, had it not been for having friends and also being able to sail.  I joined one of 

the yacht clubs and did a lot of sailing.   

But it was an odd posting.  So full of paradoxes.  Here was a country with which Britain had 

the most intimate relationships on every conceivable level.  And yet, at the same time, British 

diplomats were probably treated with more hostility than most places.  Life (not really for 

me, but certainly for the Ambassador) was actually quite edgy.  You were constantly having 

your nose rubbed in the nastiest stuff.  Our meat and potatoes was the latest report of an IRA 

attack or ambush, an SAS operation.   

Something that happened while I was there that really caused immense trouble was an SAS 

patrol that crossed the border … these absolutely brilliant (!) Special Forces soldiers managed 

to misread their map and went over the border into the Republic, straight into an Irish army 

checkpoint.  And they literally had their weapons out of the window, because they thought it 

might have been the IRA.  They were about to open fire when some guy said, ‘No, it's the 

Irish army!’  Imagine if they'd done that.  So they got themselves arrested.  And of course, the 

nature of the relationship between Ireland and Britain being what it was, nobody in Ireland 

believed for one moment that it was an accident.  They thought they'd deliberately gone over 

the border because they’d been in hot pursuit of someone. 

This all went way above my paygrade.  But there was the most endless to-ing and fro-ing 

about what was going to happen, because the soldiers were taken into custody.  If they'd been 

put in an Irish prison, they'd have been dead.  For sure, because the SAS were absolutely 

detested.  They were the killing squad.  They were the ones who had been brought in by Roy 

Mason, basically to take out ‘the boys’, which they had done with some success in some 

places. 

The aim originally was to get the Irish just to let them go and forget the whole thing.  But 

they couldn't do that.  There had to be a trial.  But what if they were found guilty of whatever 

the crime was that they were accused of?  (I guess actually carrying weapons in the sovereign 

territory of Ireland).  So, eventually, a trial had to be set up.  I don’t know how it was pulled 

off, but it was basically agreed that they would be let off.  How they got Irish judges to buy 

that I don't know!  And again, a huge security operation when they came to Dublin again. 
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I only mention it really because it's another illustration of the tension in the relationship.  You 

couldn't have a sensible conversation, like if a French army patrol wandered into Germany, 

there'd be a slap on the wrist presumably but they'd be sent home and that would be the end 

of it.  Not on that border.  Boy no! 

Another thing I should mention was that the dirty protests began while I was there with the 

IRA prisoners protesting.   

SR: That was all pretty nasty, wasn’t it? 

DB: Yes, it was very grim indeed.  And there was the whole issue of the ‘five techniques’ – a 

sophisticated interrogation method.  I have to say that was one of the rare occasions when I 

felt quite uncomfortable doing my job, because we tried for a very long time to pretend that 

hooding and white noise and stuff was perfectly legitimate.  I studied experimental 

psychology.  I knew about sensory deprivation.  It is an absolutely brutal thing.  I don't think I 

ever actually had to stand up and officially say that it was all fine.  But for a long time, the 

NIO were insisting that the five techniques were absolutely fine and that we didn't actually 

physically harm anybody.  But it wasn't physical harm we were talking about.   

Then there was the ECHR, finding that it was torture.  Then it went to the European Court of 

Human Rights, I think then we got out of it.  But it was uncomfortable, very uncomfortable.  

Of course it went down very, very badly in Dublin.  And in Washington.  The Dublin-

Washington axis, the senior Democrats in Congress – Tip O'Neill and Pat Moynihan and all 

those people.   

The thing that I didn't appreciate at the time about being in Dublin was that I actually did 

learn a hell of a lot.  Not so much, I guess, about diplomacy, although I did learn something 

about that.  But an awful lot about Anglo-Irish relations and Northern Ireland which was to 

prove valuable later. 

By the time I left … I won’t say I was sorry to leave because it was a slightly tense sort of 

existence … it had changed from being really dreary and depressing to being something a bit 

more worthwhile.  And we made some good friends which was nice. 

So I think that probably closes the chapter on my posting in Ireland. 
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On loan to Cabinet Office Assessments Staff, 1980-81 

Anyway, I came back to London in early 1980.  And found to my surprise that I'd been 

seconded or lent, whatever the word is, to the Assessments Staff in the Cabinet Office.  I 

think it must have been because of Peter Maxey, who had previously been the Counsellor in 

Dublin and was now the Under Secretary in charge of the Assessment Staff.   

I loved it, actually, because it was rather like journalism.  I shared an office with Alan 

Goulty.  We carved up Africa, Sub Saharan Africa, between us.  He did the southern bit, 

including Rhodesia which was the hot potato really.  I had West Africa, Central and East 

Africa and the Horn of Africa which was the Ogaden war and Eritrea and all these things that 

are still bubbling away.  And Uganda, because it was just after the Tanzanian army had been 

in to overthrow Amin.  So my regular subjects of assessments were the war in the Horn of 

Africa and what was going on in Uganda and Tanzania.  Occasionally I would branch out and 

do something about Nigeria or whatever.  One of the lovely things about that job was there 

was no policy work.  Some people probably would have thought that was terrible, but I 

thought it was great.  I didn't have to deal with PQs or MPs letters or writing submissions.  It 

was just looking at the intelligence and all the non-confidential sources too, the newspapers 

and the diplomatic stuff.  And then writing these short essays which was good training, 

actually, in terms of drafting.  I don't think I was very good at it to begin with, but I think I 

got quite good at it.  I remember once the CIA man came up to me and said ‘The President 

read your assessment.’  I thought ‘Wow!’  

It was a funny kind of life.  There was a lovely camaraderie, actually, in the Assessment 

Staff.  It was a real mixed bag.  I was far and away the youngest and I was like a mascot, I 

think really.  Everybody teased me.  There were army people – a lovely colonel called 

Sprackling, whom I always used to address as Mon Colonel, for some reason.  There was a 

Captain from the Royal Navy called Jonathan Tod.  I understudied for him.  So Jonathan did 

South America and I would go to his CIG (Current Intelligence Group).  So if he wasn't 

around, I could pick up the pieces: we all helped each other out like that.  There were also 

people from the Bank of England.  A bright bunch of interesting people  

There was also a lovely man called Malcolm Mackintosh who was a retired SIS officer and 

an expert on the Soviet armed forces who acted as a kind of consultant.  He was fascinating!  

He’d actually served with a Soviet battalion during the war, in a liaison role, I suppose.  He 

worked alongside a very tough, battle-hardened Russian Colonel on the Eastern Front.  One 
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day, in the middle of a battle, the field telephone rang.  The Colonel picked it up, went white 

and fainted!  So Malcolm picked it up.  At the other end it was the Vozhd – Stalin himself.  

He was calling to say they must fight to the last man.  Apparently he did that.  No doubt quite 

effective!  Anyway Malcolm had a fund of stories like that and he knew the Soviet army from 

the inside, which was useful.    

The routine was that Peter Maxey would have a kind of editorial meeting on a Monday 

morning.  We’d all meet in his office and each of us in turn would pitch our story: ‘For this 

week.  I propose a piece on whither Uganda’ or whatever it was and then he would make a 

selection.  There was a nice lady called Catherine Pestell, also Diplomatic Service, who was 

his number two.  There was an Air Commodore who was the other deputy.  A nice enough 

guy, but not nearly as bright as everybody else.  He was annoying because he sometimes 

didn't get things.   

If your piece was given a green light, you'd rapidly do a draft which would go to the Current 

Intelligence Group on the Tuesday.  People would come in from usually the Defence 

Intelligence Staff in the MoD, the FCO geographical department and people from SIS and 

GCHQ if it was relevant to them.  People would propose amendments and sometimes there'd 

be terrific arguments.  Then I’d go away, revise the draft and it would go forward to 

Catherine Pestell who would kick it around.  After that it would get sent round, as a polished 

draft, to the so-called intelligence allies (US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand) for their 

input.  On the Wednesday we'd go over to the fancy office in the FCO, where the then chair, 

Antony Acland, was based and we'd talk him through it.  Then on the Thursday morning, 

you'd get all the telegrams coming in particularly from Langley (CIA), because they often 

had things to say.  Then there'd be the meeting of the JIC (Joint Intelligence Committee).  I 

remember going to my first JIC meeting in fear and trembling, into this room full of 

incredibly senior people.  Antony Acland was in the chair and then some senior general who 

was head of military intelligence and the heads of all the intelligence agencies.  It was fun, 

actually, once I got over my stage fright.  It turns out that these incredibly senior people are 

perfectly nice (most of them) and often ask surprisingly dumb questions.  So you started to 

think, actually, ‘I do know something!’ 

I don't want to be unkind about the intelligence agencies, particularly, but one of the things 

that I gradually realised was that the areas I was dealing with were not the highest priorities.  

We had so little information: most of what went into my drafts could have been drawn from 
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open sources.  Occasionally there were important tit-bits that came from secret sources.  It 

was a bit disturbing.  Sometimes you’d get things from GCHQ which were just laughably 

useless.  There used to be the ‘crit sheet’ where you as the customer could write what you 

thought.  I used to really annoy them by putting things on it like ‘How much did it cost to 

produce this?’ and suchlike.  I still have this lingering sense that the intelligence agencies 

probably absorb far more money than they're worth, though plainly they have their value – 

especially in time of war or dealing with terrorism - and so they can't be dispensed with. 

But I enjoyed the job.  And, of course, there were lots of interesting trips down to 

Cheltenham and over the River to SIS at the old Century House.  I got to know quite a lot of 

those people and I enjoyed their company, too.  It was fun.  But I never really felt that what I 

was doing was fantastically valuable. 

In fact, by the time I left, I was trying to get the classification of my assessments down as low 

as I possibly could.  The agencies hated that, because they wanted me to be putting in all their 

stuff.  I’d tell them that I didn’t need it.  This fact was in the Economist the other day or the 

Times man in Kampala just said that.  I didn’t need to cite their ‘regular, reliable source’.  

They probably found that quite annoying.  I am quite annoying! 

That reminds me, I forgot to mention that the Iranian Embassy siege happened while I was in 

the Assessment Staff.  We provided the secretariat for the Cabinet Office Briefing Room A, 

better known as COBRA.  We had a rota and there was a dormitory up in the roof of the 

Cabinet Office.  Very interesting.  I remember one evening I came on duty at about 10.  I 

don't know what it's like now, it's probably much fancier than it was then.  It was in the 

basement of the Cabinet Office and I arrived on the front steps of the Cabinet Office where 

there was supposed to be a security guard.  The door was open.  There was nobody on the 

door.  I walked in.  I walked downstairs.  I walked into COBRA, without once being 

challenged.  Extraordinary.  Lucky the enemy didn't know! 

That was the evening Willie Whitelaw, who was the Home Secretary, had to chair a session 

at 11, I think.  There was a sort of rota and every few hours there'd be a kind of ministerial 

catch up to report on the progress in drilling holes for listening devices and suchlike.  Willie 

Whitelaw arrived in black tie, completely plastered.  He'd been at the French Embassy and 

was almost incoherent.  And I remember thinking, ‘This is good government, isn't it?’  

Luckily no important decisions had to be taken, but it was quite startling. 
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One of the best things about the job – it would be unimaginable now – was that there seemed 

to be an almost limitless budget for travel.  So I put up my hand and said I really ought to go 

and visit some of these places.  So off I went to Ethiopia, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda. 

The visit that stands out particularly in my memory was to Uganda, not long after Amin had 

been overthrown.  I remember landing at the airport in Entebbe, stepping out of the aircraft 

and there was the terminal building, literally bullet holes everywhere.  The weird thing was 

that the Danish Foreign Ministry in their infinite wisdom had decided that what Uganda 

needed most at that moment was a brand new VIP lounge at Entebbe Airport.  So in the 

bullet-riddled terminal building, there was this exquisite piece of Danish design.  You went in 

and some gorgeous woman appeared with a piece of Royal Copenhagen with a perfectly 

made espresso coffee.  I thought this was bonkers – a mad world.  I remember driving up the 

road into Kampala, my first visit to tropical Africa.  That was interesting too.  I loved the 

sights and sounds and smells.  Then we came to a roadblock.  We obviously had a little 

Union Jack flying on the High Commission car.  There were all these Tanzanian soldiers 

manning the roadblock wearing faded fatigues and those mirror shades so you couldn’t see 

their eyes.  They were armed to the teeth and had wristwatches going up both arms, about ten 

wristwatches on each arm!  The driver rolled down the window and this guy looked in and 

around.  He looked as if he'd just kill us, but he let us through.  Terrifying.  In Kampala every 

single shop front was shot up or burned out.  The streets were almost empty.  There was a 

curfew at dusk and the moment it got dark, the sky would be full of tracer bullets and gunfire.  

Mostly ‘joy firing’, as they call it.  For a young guy really interesting: a vision of hell, what it 

looks like when all it breaks down.   

In the High Commission, slightly like Dublin, life was really difficult.  I remember they 

asked me to bring lots of eggs from Nairobi.  So I was carrying a great pile of eggs for which 

they were very grateful.  Life was really difficult because there were lots of things they 

couldn't get.  Scary.   

I don't think they could do very much either, because there wasn't much access.  So everyone 

was leading this curious life … it was like camping out in Africa.  They were all very nice.  I 

remember the High Commissioner’s wife was really kind and took me under her wing.  We 

went to one of the open air markets.  There was an old car bonnet that had been beaten into a 

kind of bowl over an open fire.  It was full of locusts frying up.  I wanted to try some, but she 

was terribly shocked!  So I wasn't able to have any locusts.  I stayed with the Head of 
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Chancery, a single man.  He was really nice.  I think everyone was excited to have a visitor.  I 

remember going up into my bedroom, and turning on the light.  About 30 geckos went 

disappearing off into the walls!  I'm very interested in the natural world, so that was great.  

Then I was warned not to brush my teeth in the water because the water purification plant had 

been blown up.  I wouldn't drink the water, obviously, but I did run some water and put it in a 

glass.  Honestly, in about half an hour, it had all gone green!  Then during the night, there 

was an anti-aircraft gun nearby which opened up.  The sky was orange and scarlet.  Wild.   

I can't remember much of the business side.  I did go to one big government reception.  That 

was fun because I saw several people I'd been writing about, although I didn't really get to 

talk to them.  And there was an occasion in the High Commission.  They had a kind of little 

club and they served waragi I think it's called, the local fire water.  The place was guarded by 

men from Control Risks, ex-SAS and SBS.  We all got totally drunk.  The curfew had fallen 

and, of course, they all thought it'd be a laugh to drive through the curfew.  So we piled into a 

car and drove at immense speed with guns at the ready.  Luckily we didn't run into any 

problems, but it was pretty silly!  It was a lightning flash glimpse of what it looks like when 

everything goes to hell, actually. 

My journey from Uganda to Tanzania was interesting too.  I was delivered to Entebbe for a 

flight to Dar Es Salaam leaving in the morning.  There were no planes and I sat around in the 

VIP lounge for hours – on my own.  Then a little two-engined plane landed and a few 

minutes later I was ushered out onto the apron.  A truck turned up and half a dozen senior 

Tanzanian army officers tumbled out – all drunk.  We all climbed aboard the aircraft, which 

was obviously far too small to reach Dar.  It had maybe ten seats.  ‘Oh my God!’ I thought, 

but what could I do?  Once we were aboard the plane took off and headed due south over 

Lake Victoria.  There were lots of beautiful little islands below with palm trees and white 

beaches.  The Tanzanian officers kept offering me drinks.  The pilot was obviously a friend 

and he joined in the fun.  At one point he left the controls and came back to have a drink with 

his mates.  Then the plane went into a slow dive.  They all turned to watch my reaction.  Not 

long before we were going to hit the water the pilot returned to the controls and pulled the 

plane up.  Everyone thought this was very funny!  We landed at Mwanza, hung around until 

late afternoon, then another plane took us to Kigali in Rwanda – quite the wrong direction – 

over the most beautiful jungle-covered hills and lakes as the sun set.  I think I finally reached 

Dar about 12 hours late but in one piece! 
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Ethiopia too was interesting.  I remember I flew to Khartoum then took a small plane across 

to Asmara in Eritrea to get to Addis Ababa.  On the trip from Khartoum to Asmara, I was the 

only white guy on the flight.  It was full of returning Eritreans who came aboard the aircraft – 

and this was a little startling – with bundles of firewood and portable gas stoves.  I'm not 

joking.  They all knelt down in flight in the aisle and brewed up coffee on the gas stove!  

Then when we got to Asmara … the Ethiopian government under Mengistu was a Russian 

backed Marxist government.  At that point, they controlled Asmara, but it was being besieged 

by the EPLF (Eritrean People’s Liberation Front).  The plane did this extraordinary zigzag as 

it came in.  Looking out of the windows you could see all these gun emplacements and tanks 

around the airstrip as we came in.  And then these huge Soviet helicopter gunships.  Again, it 

was fascinating because I could spot an Mi 8 or an Mi 24.  I’d only seen photos before.  That 

was all childish fun in a way.  Addis Ababa, I really loved.  The Embassy there on this 

beautiful hillside.  Huge compound with nice sort of colonial bungalows.  The Ambassador's 

house is a lovely stone bungalow, built around 1900 with beautiful panelled rooms. 

My father had been part of the British force that liberated Addis in 1941.  I used this 

information to get into the cathedral where Emperor Menelik II and his wife were buried.  

The place was locked up but I told the old custodian my story and he ushered me in and 

pulled the dust cloths off the old tombs.  It was quite touching. 

One evening the Ambassador invited me to have a drink on the veranda.  There was a 

beautiful view of mountain sides covered in eucalyptus tree.  Eucalyptus everywhere and 

eucalyptus being burned on all the open fires so there's a lovely scent in the air.  We sat down 

with our colossal gins and the Ambassador said, ‘Just wait’.  20 or 30 feet away there was a 

large post with a table on top, covered in huge chunks of meat.  All these huge eagles 

descended and fought over the meat.  Absolutely amazing. 

I met quite a lot of interesting people from the US Embassy and the French Embassy and got 

different perspectives on what was going on.  I don't think I found out anything terribly new, 

important, but it was all good local colour.  I met some of the local Brits, including an 

academic who was quite a famous scholar on Ethiopian history, Richard Pankhurst.  He took 

me out to dinner at a very Ethiopian place where we ate from a big bowl using our right 

hands only.  I remember the lovely injera, the strange grey flatbread with very hot curried 

goat.  There was a wedding ceremony going on too.  He spoke Amharic and could explain 

what was happening: really interesting.  He was also somehow involved in the digs that were 
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going on at that very moment in the Danakil area in the desert where they were digging up 

Lucy, the early hominid.  It was so frustrating because he invited me to go to the dig the 

following weekend, but I couldn’t go.   

Back at the Embassy the next morning, when I mentioned where I'd had dinner, they all said, 

‘Oh, my God, are you all right?  Because everybody who's ever eaten there has ended up in 

hospital!’  I was lucky.  I didn't. 

SR: Can I just go back to one thing, though, about the JIC?  You mentioned in your notes the 

PM’s ‘sharp comments’ on the assessment of the likely outcome of first Rhodesian elections.  

Did you get feedback from Ministers? 

DB: Very rarely.  No, this was a very rare occasion.  The PM had decided that she wanted to 

see how the JIC worked, so why not come to a meeting on the eve of the momentous 

elections in Rhodesia?  She turned up in person.  Alan Goulty had done the assessment.  I 

wasn't present at that particular JIC.  But Alan came out of it looking rather grey afterwards.  

He said, ‘Well that didn’t go very well!’  He presented this incredibly elaborate assessment 

that had been made of what was going to happen in the elections that were either being held 

that day or the following day.  Honestly, everybody had strained every sinew to get this as 

right as it could be.  So Alan introduced his paper nervously.  And she just goes, ‘Well I don’t 

know what's the point of that – we're going to know the results tomorrow’.  Which, of course, 

was a very sensible observation.  But again, an illustration of the sort of strange madness of 

the intelligence world, this kind of ability to lose contact with everyday reality. 

I wish I could remember more about this, but the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan had 

happened at the end of 1979.  There was a big inquest into that, trying to work out why we 

hadn't had earlier warning of it.  I seem to remember that what emerged from it was that there 

really hadn't been any good intelligence, except for one thing.  I hope I'm not just imagining 

this!  My recollection is that when everybody went back through all the material that was 

available, there was some actually rather low grade piece of intelligence, a sort of en clair 

message from one Soviet military unit to another, ordering large quantities of winter clothing.  

Everybody afterwards said, ‘Oh, God, why didn't we notice that because what would they 

have needed that for?’ 

We had a lot of puzzles.  I remember also doing stuff about Colonel Gaddafi’s influence in 

Africa to prove that Gaddafi had a finger in every pie.  We had to go through years and years 
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of intelligence to see if there was anything that suggested that Gaddafi was involved in 

Uganda, Ethiopia … bizarre.  I don’t think we found much. 

SR: And the Falklands, although that wasn’t in your empire? 

DB: No, that was Jonathan Todd.  But the interesting thing about that was that, every six 

months or so, we used to have a CIG to look at the threat to the Falklands.  There was a kind 

of boilerplate draft which, more or less, said that we had no intelligence suggesting that the 

Argentine government was going to do anything about the Falklands, but that if they did 

decide to do so it wouldn't take them long to get ready and we'd get very little warning.  

There was bugger all we could do about it.  (I'm paraphrasing very crudely, but that was the 

essence of it.)  I remember being at the last CIG, before the invasion, when we promulgated 

something on those lines.  It wasn't thoughtless, it was perfectly accurate.  But of course, the 

JIC was castigated, vilified really, for having failed to foresee what was going to happen.  But 

again, it was kind of an illustration of the many weaknesses of the intelligence system: 

coverage is not complete at all.  And some kinds of intelligence, like getting inside the head 

of a crazy politician (like Putin ...) who the hell knows what he's going to do next?  Galtieri 

plainly fell into that kind of category. 

I’d left the Cabinet Office by that time.  I remember thinking, ‘Oh my God, I remember that.  

I was there!’ 

I enjoyed the Assessment Staff, because the people were fun.  And I enjoyed the journalistic 

business learning about all these rather exotic countries and visiting some of them.  And, of 

course, one of the things about the intelligence world is that there's a kind of glamour that I 

think almost everybody succumbs to, with these incredibly highly classified things.  Which is 

quite infantile, really.  Ministers are particularly prone to that.  I think they get terribly over 

excited when they see something classified, top secret or whatever.  Like Donald Trump, 

apparently. 

SR: Yes.  Collecting all sorts of stuff.  What on earth was he doing and why wasn't he 

stopped from doing it?  

DB: I can sort of understand that because he's obviously absolutely terrifying.  I think that's 

the one thing nobody really seems to ever say.  If you're in the Trump's presence, he’s really a 

scary guy.  You do not want to be on the wrong side of him.  I think that's the kind of 

leitmotif isn't it?  Hardly anybody ever dares stand up to him and if they do, they get taken 
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off at the knees.  That's so dangerous, isn't it?  Well, it's the same with Putin.  You just don't 

want these people in power.  Really scary. 

SR: Can I just ask why, if in the Cabinet Office you had a much better time than you did in 

Dublin, did you decide to resign?  Was boarding school something to do with it? 

DB: Yes, boarding school was definitely at the back of our minds.  We thought that if we’d 

only been to Dublin, the next posting would probably be Indonesia ... somewhere outlandish.  

In fact Indonesia actually was offered to us after Dublin but one of my Dublin colleagues put 

us off by saying his child had had cholera while they were there.  There wasn't much 

enthusiasm, especially on Mary's part.  I think if I'd been unmarried, that wouldn't have 

bothered me.   

SR: How old were your children then? 

DB: We didn't have any then but we were sort of starting to think about having children.  So I 

think we were kind of looking for a way out.   

Warburgs, 1981 

I must have talked to Alan Goulty about this as he was reading the Economist one day in the 

office and showed me an advert from SG Warburg and Co Ltd for someone to join their 

Eurodollar Bond Department.   

It was just like joining the Foreign Office.  I wasn’t serious about it.  I literally just wrote a 

handwritten letter in response to this advert thinking I would hear no more about it.  Blow me 

down, they called me in!  I had a series of interviews, and they offered me the bloody job.  

And, of course, it was quite a lot more money.   

At the same time, I was really keen to get back to some proper sailing.  I went in to Peter 

Maxey and asked if I could have three months’ special leave to do this race.  Peter was a 

sweet guy but he said he really couldn’t help.   

SR: But why not?  

DB: Maybe he was a bit unimaginative.  But probably if I had been in his shoes, I’d have 

done the same.  So I thought, ‘F--- it, I'll resign and take the job at Warburgs.  And I'll go 

sailing for three months.’  So I did.  I sailed out to the Azores and cruised around.  Great fun.  

Then I joined Warburgs.   
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Gosh, that was, that was a fascinating culture shock.  Warburgs at the time was, I think it's 

probably fair to say, the top investment bank in London and we were absolutely at the top on 

the Eurodollar thing.  In fact, it was us and CSFB, who set the pace on Eurodollar bond 

issues.  And of course, I knew nothing about banking.  So on the plus side, I got a fantastic, 

deep, fast immersion in international banking from some of the best people in the business.  

But on the downside, almost everybody I was working with, I detested.  They were horrible.  

The Warburgs building was notoriously austere.  Unlike the other investment banks, it wasn't 

plush at all.  If you invited people to lunch which obviously we did quite often, very nice 

food would be served and very nice wine for the guests.  But if you were the host, you had 

water.  It's kind of awkward.  There were these narrow corridors and I was walking down one 

of these narrow corridors and this Dutch guy, a senior director, was walking towards me and 

literally barged me out of the way.  So infantile.  There was a lot of that, the most 

extraordinary kind of macho culture, casual rudeness and sexism.   

SR: And long hours? 

DB: Yes, very long.  And the stupid thing was that you had to work the long hours even when 

the markets were flat.  And the particular thing I was in which was doing the Euro dollar 

bond issues was that when the market was flat, you couldn't do them!  You had to wait until 

the right moment.  But you'd still have to be in the office at eight and you'd still not leave 

before eight in the evening.  You would literally be thinking, ‘How the hell can I demonstrate 

that I've got something useful to do?’  Everyone had two jackets, so that when you left to go 

to lunch or anything, you could leave a jacket on the back of your chair so it looked as if you 

were in.  Honestly, I couldn't believe it. 

But here's a perfect example of the prevailing culture.  There was one bond issue I was 

involved in.  Basically, these bond issues are a debt instrument.  We were typically working 

with very big international companies or cities.  They would be of the order of 100, 200 

million euros.  The bank, I think, was taking 2% on these deals.  Supposing you were doing 

an issue for the city of Milan or whatever, you would just look at the last issue that had been 

done for the city of Madrid.  And you’d just scissor and paste and create a new offer 

document.  There's a little bit more to it than that, but it was really two or three days’ work.  

You’d then get the lawyers to look over it, take it to the printers and get it printed.  If it all 

worked and the thing was properly subscribed and sold, Warburgs would walk off with four 

or five million quid.  It was money for old rope.  There was skill to it, fair enough, but it was 
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extraordinary.  But what I wanted to say was that on one occasion, I was doing one of these 

things.  We had all the documents ready to take to the printer.  All we needed to do was get 

one of the lawyers to check it out.  Warburgs being Warburgs, we only went to Linklaters, 

Slaughter and May and people like that.  And we didn't deal with just anybody, we would 

always insist on a partner looking these documents over.  Ludicrous.  What a waste of a 

partner's time!  On this occasion, everything was ready by about five and I said, ‘Look, shall I 

give X a call and get him over?’  ‘No, no, let's just wait a bit.’  I said, ‘Well, why wait?’  

‘Let's wait until he's gone home.’  So we waited, twiddling our thumbs until about half past 

eight.  Just to make sure he had to come all the way back in to read this bloody, stupid 

document. 

Then often, you'd have to sit up all night at the printers.  But, you know, the thing about it 

that got to me was that I hated the people, to put it crudely.  There were a few exceptions, but 

it really was not a culture I enjoyed being part of.  After you learned how to do the job, it was 

boring and repetitive.  I suppose if I had risen up the hierarchy, it might have been more 

interesting.  I think the biggest problem was asking myself what I was doing there.  Just 

making rich people richer.  You could argue that bond issues are oiling the wheels of 

economic growth.  That's true, but I certainly never felt that my presence was necessary.  

Though the people were often very able, they were quite limited.  They were fascinated by 

avoiding tax, sex and who’d had the most lavish holiday in Cancun or whatever it was … that 

kind of thing. 

SR: Not the sort of chat you tend to get in the Foreign Office.   

DB: In fairness there were dull people in the Foreign Office but, on the whole, I think most 

people that I met in the Foreign Office, were civilised.  They would have outside interests.   

SR: Certainly not in it for the money.   

DB: No, that's for sure.  And of course, I got quite a lot of flak because of being ex-Foreign 

Office.  They didn't like the Foreign Office and thought it was a waste of time.   

The other thing that was interesting was realising that the senior people like Siegmund 

Warburg himself (who was still around) had access.  He could just get in to see the Prime 

Minister – at the drop of a hat.  One of the Directors there was Lord Greenhill who had 

recently been PUS.  He spotted that I’d arrived and he called me.  We chatted and I remember 
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he was obviously quite struck by this, ‘It would have been jolly difficult for me to do what 

these guys can do!’ 

I learned a hell of a lot.  And when later, much later, when I was working in the arts and 

dealing with sponsors and raising money, I would sometimes find myself in a room with 

some head honcho from a city institution and they would just assume that I was an arty-farty 

person.  And I would say, ‘Of course, when I was at Warburgs …’, so it was quite useful 

calling card.  And I definitely derived a much more serious understanding of how 

international finance works than I could have done any other way.  I never put it to much use 

after that.  But it was interesting. 

North America Department (NAD), FCO, 1982-83 

One of my fellow new entrants, David Warren, was in POD (Personnel Operations 

Department).  Finally, when I really had it up to here, I picked up the phone to David.  I said, 

‘Look, I've gone to Warburgs and I'm really not liking it.’  He said ‘Do you want to come 

back?’  Bless him.    

So I did.  That was quite difficult too, coming back with my tail tucked between my legs.   

*** 

SR: I’m with David Barrie again.  It’s 14 November 2022.  David, our last session ended with 

you ringing POD.   

DB: Yes.  I finally got to the end of my tether.   

SR: How long had you lasted?  

DB: I think it was about nine months.  I think I rather arrogantly thought I could do anything.  

It wasn't the work that was the problem.  It was the colleagues.  There were some nice people, 

but I just felt the culture was sort of satanic! 

SR: And the money didn't compensate for that? 

DB: No, no, no!  I don't think it ever would have done that, even if I had somehow stuck it.  

Perhaps that’s a bit hyperbolic, but there was something kind of grim and dark about it, as if 

everybody was utterly cynical and seemed to lack humanity.  And, of course, most of the 

clients were similar.   
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I mentioned that we used to have these rather austere dining rooms where we were not 

allowed to have wine as the host.  That was a ploy to get the clients to say things.   

There was one lunch I can clearly remember.  There was a guy from a Texan company, a 

very big company, Halliburton I think, that was in ‘downhole’ drilling technology.  

Downhole meaning what goes on under the ground; all the funny things that can turn corners.  

I remember having an absolutely fascinating conversation with this man and he also seemed 

to enjoy talking to me.  Afterwards, my boss was furious with me, because I'd kind of 

upstaged him, I suppose.   

But the experience of working at a high level in the City was very instructive.  As I’ve 

already mentioned, it has turned out in later life to offer occasional kind of advantages! 

SR: Yes, you can drop in to a conversation ‘When I was at Warburgs …’ 

DB: Yes, and you do absorb a great deal more information than you perhaps realise at the 

time.  So I ended up I suppose having a fairly good understanding of how the City works and 

how banking works and international finance.  None of which I guess I would have acquired 

in the Foreign Office.   

SR: So what made you look back to the Foreign Office for a new path?  Were you not 

tempted to look elsewhere? 

DB: I did think about it.  But, to be perfectly frank, by the stage where I phoned David, I was 

just so depressed, I thought why not go back?  I never intended to go back permanently.  I 

always had it in mind that I would go back and use it as a jumping off point. 

SR: You said in your notes that they sent you to North America Department (NAD) as a 

punishment.  That’s a bit hard, isn't it?  

DB: Well, NAD wasn't a plum posting.  Perhaps a more accurate way of putting it would be 

this: I think NAD was in a bit of a mess.  I'm not saying I was any kind of genius.  I was 

taking over from somebody who obviously hadn't been great.  I think there were problems 

with Private Office, actually, who felt that NAD wasn’t delivering.   

SR: Who was the Head of Department? 

DB: Martin Berthoud.  He was one of those disappointed people who's angry with the world.  

I think he didn't like me because he thought I’d come swanning in from the City.  But he 

didn't stay very long.  And he was replaced later by a very intriguing character called Noel 
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Marshall, a fellow sailor.  But we didn’t ever talk about it very much.  He was the original 

buttoned up Brit.  Like an oyster.  He literally did have a stiff upper lip in the way he talked.  

He also had a tin leg, though I never discovered why that had happened or how.  So, to be 

perfectly honest, although Noel was a nice man and we got along perfectly well, I didn't have 

a lot of respect for him. 

SR: What was your position in the Department? 

DB: I was the Head of the very grandly named ‘US Section’ which was just three people: me, 

a nice guy called Tim Torlot (a bright graduate who had come in as a Grade 9) and then a 

sweet young woman called Dawn Bruce who was our Registry Clerk.  We really got on well. 

The curious thing about NAD is that pretty much every Department in the Office has dealings 

with the United States, so NAD’s role was rather hard to define.  We were very much 

involved in visits.  Endless ministerial visits and, of course, visits incoming - including 

Reagan. 

What else did we do?  There was lots of routine work ... the usual MPs’ letters.  And I do 

remember we had a long running saga with poor wretched young women who'd gone over to 

work as nannies.  Sometimes they got locked up because they hadn’t got work visas: they 

would naively turn up and the guy at Immigration would say, ‘Honey, what have you come 

here to do?’ and the reply was ‘I'm going to work as a nanny’.  So there was lots of that kind 

of stuff.  Otherwise, I don't really remember what I spent most of my time doing there except 

just trying to make sure that everything ran reasonably smoothly.   

My oppo, as it were, in Washington was Stephen Wall.  I went over and visited and stayed 

with Stephen and his then wife, Catherine.  I got on well with Stephen and we worked very 

closely on the Reagan visit.  I also travelled around the USA a bit.  The Consul General in 

Atlanta took me to visit the Mayor – Andy Young – who obviously thought I was much more 

important than I really was!  He’d been an ally of Martin Luther King and was Carter’s man 

at the UN.  Sadly I can’t remember much of what we discussed though it had to do with civil 

rights. 

And of course the Falklands.  So there were two big things: the Falklands and then Reagan.   

The Falklands felt quite close to me because, as I think I have mentioned, when I was in the 

Assessment Staff, I understudied a naval officer called Jonathan Tod, the South America 

analyst and was present at the very last assessment that was issued – the famous one that 
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allegedly hadn't provided any warning.  (It couldn't have done, so it was an unfair criticism.) 

But I remember when it all happened looking on in complete horror.  If I'm honest, I was 

very unsympathetic, I suppose, to the Falkland Islanders.  I just thought the prospect of 

having a war with thousands of casualties over such a thing was preposterous.   

I remember also that a JIC assessment came out in the day or two after the actual Argentine 

landing in Port Stanley.  Then there was a session of the House of Commons on the Saturday, 

I think, when Thatcher announced that the armada was being sent forth.  Some time in that 

gap there was an assessment of the potential risks which were horrendous, actually.  There 

was a real understanding about the risk of the Argentine Exocet missiles and the very real 

possibility one of those would hit one of the troop ships before the troops had disembarked.  

Not only would that have potentially resulted in huge casualties, but it would also have been 

an enormous setback to the invasion plan.  In fact, possibly a catastrophic setback.   

It seemed to me – but who was I, the First Secretary sitting in NAD? – that the risks that the 

Prime Minister was undertaking were excessive, really.  And I'm afraid I thought that it was 

mostly about her political survival, which I think in retrospect was probably unfair, I think 

she genuinely felt that this was something that she had to stand up against.   

But then, as the thing unfolded, there was the whole Al Haig shuttle diplomacy.  Of course, 

Thatcher detested him.  So I had a ringside seat for that.   

Memory is so unreliable.  But I seem to recall, in the early days of the conflict , before the 

soldiers had arrived and while the fleet was sailing south, we were involved in desperate 

efforts, first of all, to get the Americans on side, but also to get them to provide certain kinds 

of equipment.  One of the problems was that the British Special Forces – believe it or not – 

had a very inadequate supply of night vision equipment.  I remember a First Secretary from 

the Embassy went into the Pentagon and made a request at working level, but was turned 

down.  Not very good.  And then it was upped to a Counsellor.  Turned down again.  I don't 

know whether it went to Minister level, but it went gradually up the chain.  Eventually, it was 

Henderson, the Ambassador who went to see the Defence Secretary, Caspar Weinberger.  I 

think we knew that Weinberger was having an affair with a British woman whose name I 

can’t remember.  So we thought, well, maybe that would help.  Of course nothing was said 

but, amazingly, Weinberger did turn things around.  It was one of those things where you 

thought, ‘Oh, my God, it was on a knife edge.  It could have gone either way.  If he had 
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refused, I think the signal that would have sent to Number 10, the MoD, the FCO would have 

been really dark.   

Anyway, in NAD I had a ringside seat watching the whole thing unfold and saw the signals 

going backwards and forwards.  I remember a signal coming in from the icebreaker which I 

thought was rather poetic: ‘spending the night hidden in ice’.    

The SAS were tasked with the job of routing the Argentine forces out of Grytviken on the 

north coast of South Georgia.  Some bright spark in the SAS had read Shackleton's account of 

his boat journey from Elephant Island to South Georgia and then climbing over the mountains 

to Grytviken so that a rescue mission could be launched for the men he left behind on 

Elephant Island.  Shackleton and his colleagues had climbed over these unmapped, very high 

mountains in winter and had succeeded in getting through.  So the SAS probably thought that 

it would be no problem for them.  As I recall, they arranged to be helicoptered in to the 

reverse side of the mountains and dropped out of sight.  Then they were going to climb over 

and take the Argentines by surprise.  They couldn’t do it!  There was Shackleton who'd 

suffered unbelievable hardships and he was a man in his 40s, incredible.  So the SAS had to 

be rescued.  I had a friend at the time, a sailing friend who was in the Special Boat Service 

(SBS) who told me later that he had warned the SAS not to try it.  But they did.  Bloody 

fools.   

I have to say throughout the whole thing, especially when the Belgrano was hit, I was just 

appalled.  My recollection is that the mood in the FCO was pretty unsympathetic towards the 

whole expedition.  There was a lot of bitterness, I think, about Carrington’s resignation.  He 

obviously did the noble thing.   

So I remember the mood being very dark in the Office and everybody going around moping.  

And a lot of people like me saying that it was awful, with thousands of people getting injured 

and killed.  There had to be a better way of sorting it all out.  I think, probably, looking back, 

maybe I was wrong.  I don’t know ...  It was certainly great that the junta in Argentina was 

overthrown.  That wouldn't have happened without a successful invasion.  Galtieri and his 

cronies were horrible, horrible people.  But, in truth, that wasn't the reason the invasion was 

mounted.  That was a kind of uncovenanted bonus.  I don't know what I think about it now, 

really ... and of course we're stuck with it.  The expense of the Falklands, to this day, is so 

huge.  But it was very interesting to watch the process and to read the minutes coming from 

the Cabinet and to listen to the gossip that was coming down the line.   
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There’s not much more to add, except that I do remember observing with interest when 

Charlie Haughey came back to power as the Taoiseach in Dublin he withdrew Irish support 

for the British, following the sinking of the Belgrano.  I thought that would cause trouble.  It 

did.   

I can’t really remember much more about it all, except that it was depressing and interesting 

in equal measures.   

SR: Tell me about the Reagan visit.   

DB: Well, I suppose one thing that came out of the Falklands War was that Thatcher and 

Reagan eventually became pals.   

SR: Unlikely, wasn’t it, really?  

DB: Yes.  I think they both shared personality traits.  I think the thing that foreigners never 

quite grasped about Reagan, was that he was fantastically charming! 

I remember when Mrs Gandhi went to Washington to see him.  There were huge issues at 

stake and the US and India were at loggerheads.  She gave a press conference before she went 

into the White House, banging the desk about what she was going to say.  When she came 

out, she gave another press conference.  She was just beaming.  He had totally charmed her. 

SR: And he was the great communicator, wasn’t he? 

DB: He was a performer and he knew how to deliver a line.  That kind of down home, folksy, 

modest kind of charm ... people loved it, which explains a lot of his success over there.  But I 

think in terms of politics and basic political outlook, Thatcher and Reagan shared a lot of 

common ground.  And there was probably a funny kind of sexual chemistry to it too.  He was 

a handsome guy and she had a sort of sexual allure for some people.  I couldn’t see it myself 

... 

They got on and, eventually, it led to this visit of Reagan's which I had quite a large part in 

organising.  I do remember poor old Noel Marshall getting bashed over the head because he'd 

been overseas and he wasn't up to date - any more than I was - with the rules relating to 

obtaining briefing from other Whitehall departments in advance of a state visit.  You had to 

get the PUS’s Private Secretary to send round a call for contributions six weeks in advance or 

something.  And of course, we hadn't done that!  
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Anyway, we put it all together.  It was, in some respects, quite a comical experience, because 

we were working with the Palace in the form of Sir Johnny Johnston, the Lord Chamberlain.  

The advance parties used to come over from Washington.  There were two or three visits and 

they would literally come over in a jumbo jet!  The only room in official London that was big 

enough to accommodate the American advance party was in St. James's Palace with an 

enormously long table.  I remember going to these meetings.  There would be Noel, me, 

Johnny Johnston and maybe some other sidekick from the Palace.  So there'd be four of us 

sitting on one side and literally 100 Americans.  I hadn't ever seen the Secret Service before 

with their funny little buttons.  That seemed to be comical that the Secret Service should have 

identifying buttons, but there they were.  Mike Deaver, the White House Deputy Chief of 

Staff, led these delegations and we went through all the various things that were going to 

happen and who was going to do this and that.   

The thing that stands out for me was a kind of moment of black comedy, really.  It was my 

first introduction to the sort of strange introverted lunacy of the Palace.  Something rather 

unusual was that The Queen was going to put Reagan up at Windsor Castle – a great honour.  

And they were going to go riding together.  All very exciting, so there was lots of discussion 

about the arrangements at Windsor Castle.  I remember Deaver leaning across the table and 

saying, ‘Of course, you do understand, don't you, that the President's Secret Service 

contingent will have to carry their sidearms at all times?’  And so Lieutenant Colonel Sir 

Johnny Johnson drew himself up and pronounced, ‘But Her Majesty does not have armed 

guards within the precincts of Windsor Castle’.  You could see the Americans grimacing.  

Deaver replied that they did understand this was not what we were used to, but they really did 

feel very strongly that this should happen.  Johnson wouldn't move.  And then Deaver said, 

‘Well, you do know that the President was recently almost killed in an assassination 

attempt?’  He still wouldn't move.  The temperature in the room was now going down really 

low.  Noel and I looked at the table.  I think probably Noel should have said something.  I 

certainly didn't think I could.  But, anyway, the meeting broke up in disagreement over this.  

We got back to the Office and literally within about half an hour the American Ambassador 

was on the phone to I guess probably the PUS or maybe the Private Office.  The line was that 

the visit would be off if we didn't agree.  Of course, the Palace was forced to back down.  It 

was all just so stupid, humiliating, and so unimaginative.  So that was a little insight into the 

strange ways at the Palace. 
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As regards the visit itself, I had the great honour of doing the first draft of Mrs Thatcher's 

speech and reply to Reagan, which was to both Houses of Parliament.  I think one line of my 

draft survived. 

SR: Was it some bit of lofty soaring rhetoric? 

DB: The thing that survived was the first line, ‘Well, that was a hard act to follow!’ or 

something like that.  I worked very, very closely with Stephen Wall on this and we had 

endless to-ings and fro-ings about who was going to say and do what.  Reagan was a great 

fan of the TV series Brideshead Revisited so the stars were invited to the big dinner.  Also the 

Saatchi brothers who had helped Mrs T win the election.  We heard that Reagan wanted to go 

and see a statue in Trafalgar Square of General Napier.  We couldn’t work out why he wanted 

to do this.  Somebody told somebody in Washington that Reagan was distantly related to this 

chap.  We didn't really believe it.  Eventually, we discovered that it was true.  But at first we 

thought the Americans had gone mad! 

SR: So how did you clear Trafalgar Square? 

DB: I can't even remember how that happened.  I think he just wanted to drive past it.   

Another bit of comic opera ...  The Queen got on well with Reagan and the reason they got on 

was horses.  Reagan was a very fine and keen horseman, like The Queen.  So the big photo 

op was going to be The Queen and the President, riding out from Windsor Castle together.  

There was a guy called Judge Clark (the Deputy Secretary of State and then the National 

Security Adviser), a very senior figure in Washington and part of the entourage.  Judge Clark 

decided that he wanted to be part of this photo op.  This was the mirror image, actually, of the 

ludicrous situation in relation to the carrying of firearms in Windsor Castle, because Judge 

Clark pushed and pushed and pushed to be included in this photo op.  The Americans were 

really embarrassed but said they just had to ask.  They were told no.  They came back and 

asked again and it moved up the ladder.  And eventually it was turned down by the Palace.  It 

was one of those situations where you just thought, ‘What on earth is going on in this man's 

head?’  He just wouldn't give up.  And the curious thing is I can’t help feeling that Reagan 

would have resented it too, sharing the limelight.  I don’t think that it ever went near the 

White House, though.  But it was a strange insight into the kind of megalomania of senior 

officials. 

SR: Did you go to any of the events?  The banquet?  
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DB: No, I was much too junior.  Now, actually, looking back, I think that was rather typical 

of the way things worked.  It would have been quite nice to have been invited to something! 

One can easily mock State Visits, but I think that visit really did cement the relationship 

between Reagan and Thatcher.  And it certainly established a close rapport between Reagan 

and The Queen.  The Queen later went back – I was also involved in organising this – she 

went back in Britannia and visited Reagan at his ranch in the Santa Ynez mountains, west of 

LA.  That nearly didn't happen because there was the most colossal storm.  The roads were 

washed out and she only just managed to get there.  The weather was so terrible they weren't 

able to go riding together, but there are some quite comical photos of them standing together, 

in the rain, The Queen in a headscarf and Reagan in his jeans.   

SR: These visits do create a foundation of goodwill and you can go in and get things done 

afterwards. 

DB: Definitely.  Those visits were exceptionally successful.  Some visits are a bit formal: 

they go through the motions and say polite words.  But I think there were close personal 

bonds established between Reagan and The Queen.  And also by then with Thatcher too.  So 

it was interesting to be a facilitator and a bystander and watch all of that going on.   

And then, of course, I wasn't in NAD for that long, because I was suddenly lifted out and 

moved to our RID (Republic of Ireland Department), this tiny little Department right up in 

the attic. 

Republic of Ireland Department (RID), FCO, 1983-87 

SR: Was that because of your previous experience?  Were they looking for somebody with 

your background?  

DB: This is a mystery to me.  I think it was just sheer luck that it happened the way it did.  I 

think they were looking for somebody reasonably competent to do the job.  RID was, in a 

way, a little bit like NAD.  It was a slightly odd department in that it was very small.  I had 

three different Heads of Department while I was in RID.  And there were long intervals in 

between, so there were quite long periods when I was the acting Head.  I don't want to 

blacken anyone's name, but they weren't terrifically energetic or talented.   

SR: So a good opportunity for you to step in?  



43 
 

DB: That's true.  But the thing that really gave me a huge advantage was I'd been in Ireland, 

only three years earlier.  So I was very familiar with the situation in Dublin, as well as 

Northern Ireland.  And the tout ensemble of Anglo-Irish relations.  The move from NAD to 

RID happened in the summer of 1983.  As it happened, and I think it must have been an 

accident because nobody could have predicted this, that was just a month or two before the 

first tentative exploratory soundings that led to the negotiating process that resulted in the 

Anglo-Irish Agreement of November 1985.   

When I first arrived, it was quite a busy job.  There was a lot always going on, nearly all to do 

with the Northern Ireland Office as well as a certain amount of bilateral stuff as well.  The 

context was rather depressing, actually, because the hunger strikes had happened not long 

before. 

SR: And bombings in London? 

DB: Yes, bombings here.  Haughey had come back to power.  He'd had a kind of brief 

dalliance with Thatcher.  There was this famous visit when he came over and presented her 

with an Irish Georgian silver teapot.  Comically, she was really thrilled with it.  Initially, they 

got on really well.  But I think she quite quickly realised that he was trouble.  Of course, he 

was another charmer, a real charmer.  He was a horrible man, but a very forceful personality.  

I think initially there was a little spark of mutual attraction between them.  But then it all 

started to unravel.  And the last straw, I think, was something I've referred to already, which 

was Haughey’s backstabbing as Thatcher would have seen it over the Falklands.  So Haughey 

was blown out of the water as far as she was concerned.  Then Garret FitzGerald came back 

into power in a coalition between Fine Gael and the Irish Labour Party.  I think that 

FitzGerald had returned to power about six months before I moved to RID.  I didn't know 

him personally, but I knew a lot about him and I'd seen him in action quite often.  I respected 

him, which was hard not to do because he was a man of great honour and intellectual rigour 

and determination, who had really devoted his political career to trying to find ways of 

improving the lot of the nationalist community in the North and improving Anglo-Irish 

relations.   

So that was the background.  What had happened in the North was that in the late 70s, under 

the Labour government, Roy Mason had been Northern Ireland Secretary and he'd been 

pursuing – I think, quite wrongly– a kind of military solution – thinking he could just thump 

the IRA into submission.  That had failed.  The hunger strikes had happened.  At the time, of 
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course, everybody pretended (Thatcher especially) that they were of no significance: if these 

people chose to kill themselves, that was their affair.  I think she memorably said that they 

didn't give their victims the option to choose whether they would die.  But, in reality, I think 

even perhaps Mrs Thatcher secretly realised that if people were willing to do that, it was 

going to be bloody hard to defeat them.   

So I think there was a sense in the air in 1983 around Whitehall and Westminster, that we had 

to do something different.  Jim Prior was the Northern Ireland Secretary at the time, a nice 

man.  And I think he saw more clearly than his officials in the Northern Ireland Office that 

something needed to be done to reach out to the nationalist community in the north and really 

prevent the gradual process whereby nationalist support moved away from the moderate 

SDLP (John Hume and Co.) and more into the hands of Sinn Fein, which was a very 

alarming prospect.  So I think Prior was open to the possibility that a new approach was 

needed.  But the Northern Ireland Office – and I won't pull my punches here because I felt 

very strongly about it at the time and I still do – was a big problem.  It was mostly staffed by 

officials who'd been transplanted from the Home Office.  And I think most Home Office 

officials end up with a law and order mindset.  I think the best way to put it is they were in 

this bunker in Stormont Castle and their contact with the people of Northern Ireland was 

almost exclusively in the form of the RUC (Royal Ulster Constabulary), the UDR, Unionist 

politicians and the SDLP.  The NIO tended to deride John Hume because he was a drunk, 

which was true, though he was an extremely brave man.  The other SDLP people too.  I think 

there was a kind of collective failure of imaginative sympathy.  They just didn't really get 

what the problem was for the nationalist minority.  I guess, intellectually, they did.  But there 

was always this tendency to take the side of the security forces and to pander to the Unionists, 

frankly, because history seemed to have demonstrated that if you riled the Unionists, 

everything was going to go horribly wrong.  So they were captives, in a sense, of the Unionist 

majority.  And they tended to think that the way forward was all about squeezing the IRA, 

squeezing the supply of arms, squeezing the supply of money, especially from the US, of 

course.  They were also very impatient with the government in Dublin, because they always 

felt that the Dublin government could be doing more in terms of security cooperation on the 

border and so on and so forth.  They lacked a real understanding of the political constraints in 

Dublin.  Putting it crudely, they were just not open to new ideas.   

So this was in September 1983.  Somebody I didn't know was David Goodall.   
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SR: He was in the Cabinet Office, wasn’t he? 

DB: Yes, seconded from the Foreign Office, as I had been.  He was the head of the OD 

Secretariat and also the British representative on the newly-established Steering Committee 

of the Anglo-Irish Intergovernmental Conference.  This was something that had been 

established between Haughey and Thatcher – the one useful thing that came out of their brief 

flirtation.  Under the auspices of the AIIC, David Goodall went to Dublin for a high level 

meeting with officials in the Department of Foreign Affairs at Iveagh House.  I remember this 

vividly.  I must have been have been left in charge of RID, because I was invited to a meeting 

in David’s office in the Cabinet Office.  Somebody came from the Northern Ireland Office as 

well, so it was a very small meeting.  David introduced himself and said, ‘Look, I've just had 

this extraordinary encounter in Dublin.  This is all rather new to me.  So, please, I want to get 

your response to it.’  This is what he described. 

There was an official in the DFA called Michael Lillis, whom I remembered as quite a fiery 

man, with quite strong Republican sympathies.  A very able civil servant.  I guess he was 

head of the Anglo-Irish division in the DFA at the time.  He and David had had a meeting or 

a lunch or something, and then he said to David, ‘I want you to come for a walk with me’.  

And they walked down from Stephen’s Green to the Grand Canal, very close to where I used 

to live in Dublin.   

SR: So deliberately away from officials? 

DB: Yes!  This was super sensitive.  Lillis claimed to be acting on personal instructions from 

the Taoiseach, Garret FitzGerald, which turned out to be true.   

I can't remember all the details now.  But the essence of it was pretty staggering.  According 

to Lillis, Garret FitzGerald thought that the situation in Northern Ireland was really quite 

alarming and that nationalist support for Sinn Fein was likely to grow if things were left as 

they were.  The word that kept on coming up was ‘alienation’.  The Roman Catholic 

community in Northern Ireland was alienated from the structures of government, from the 

security forces.  And we needed, if we were going to prevent Sinn Fein ultimately 

supplanting the moderate SDLP politically (with consequences that would be very dangerous 

not just for Northern Ireland, but also for the Republic), we needed to find some way of 

reducing that sense of alienation.   
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Lillis continued that the Taoiseach had instructed him to say that he would be prepared to 

contemplate a deal whereby the British government would afford the Irish government quite 

an extensive say in the affairs of Northern Ireland, including joint security patrols in the most 

sensitive neighbourhoods on both sides of the border and the addition of Irish judges to the 

Diplock courts (the single judge courts with no jury for terrorist trials).  Because that was a 

lot to be asking, in return he would move a constitutional amendment to remove Articles 2 

and 3 of the Irish Constitution, the two articles that laid claim to the territory of Northern 

Ireland.  Articles 2 and 3 had been a sort of bête noire of the Unionists, ever since the Irish 

Constitution was promulgated in 1937.  That would require a referendum. 

David had listened with widening eyes to this, made no comment, but promised to report 

back.  So anyway, he revealed this in the meeting.  I remember sitting there thinking that was 

absolutely astonishing.  Then, to my intense embarrassment, he turned to me, a humble First 

Secretary, and said, ‘Well, David, what do you I think?’  I bottled it slightly and just said, 

‘Well, you know, getting Articles 2 and 3 removed would be an amazing thing.  But I just 

can't see how any of the rest of that could be made to work.’  And, of course, the guy from 

the Northern Ireland Office poured cold water on the whole thing and said he didn’t believe a 

word.  It was just complete nonsense.   

So that was my first encounter with David.   

A little bit of background.  I remember David saying he’d joined the Cabinet Office in the 

middle of the Falklands War.  And I think, at the end of the war, Mrs Thatcher had a little 

dinner party for the senior officials in the Cabinet Office and Number 10.  At the end of the 

dinner, she took David to one side, maybe Robert Armstrong as well, and they were having a 

whisky or something.  I’m not exactly sure who said what, but I think David said that it was 

sad to think that the only place where British soldiers were losing their lives now was 

Northern Ireland.  And she said – I'm pretty sure I've got this right – that she must do 

something about Northern Ireland.  So I think David pocketed that.  Right.  He and Robert 

Armstrong talked.  David said that none of the officials really thought this was a workable 

package and they were probably right.  But he thought Lillis was genuine: he wouldn’t have 

said anything if he hadn't had clearance from on high.  And he seemed like a serious man.  So 

he felt they should pursue things.   

Of course, they weren't going to risk pursuing anything so sensitive without talking to the 

Prime Minister.  So Robert and David had a meeting with the PM.  Or perhaps Robert sent 
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one of his inimitable minutes to her.  The crucial thing is that she absolutely didn’t want to 

give ground on anything that affected British sovereignty but she was very keen on improved 

security cooperation.  So she thought it was worth pursuing the discussions, with the utmost 

secrecy.  And that was how the negotiating process began.   

I think I must have done a minute of that first meeting, because I remember David saying to 

me that I would have to classify it Top Secret.  When I delivered it, he said that Secret and 

Personal would do.  And Robert Armstrong, who was always very, very touchy about 

security, was most insistent that the papers never went wider than a tiny group of people.  So, 

apart from the Foreign Secretary and Private Office and the PUS, in the FCO it was me!  And 

I was keeping all the files.  I had to get a special safe to put all the stuff in.  Of course I wasn't 

a player.  I wasn't part of the negotiating team.  But I was a facilitator.  Every time David 

went to Dublin or the Irish officials came to London for talks, I would get summoned down 

to David's lovely office, overlooking the courtyard, one of the nicest offices in the Foreign 

Office and he would debrief.   

I couldn't believe it!  I had suddenly gone from being just another plodding First Secretary to 

having this ringside seat on what was, without question, the first and probably the only real 

bit of serious work I ever did in the Foreign Office.   

The process went by fits and starts.  David and Robert Armstrong were the two British 

negotiating representatives initially.  Michael Lillis and Sean Donlon (the PUS equivalent at 

the DFA), and Dermot Nally (Robert Armstrong’s opposite number) were the principal Irish 

negotiators.  Then, of course, what very rapidly started to happen is that Geoffrey Howe and 

his opposite number, Peter Barry, would start having private sessions in the margins of 

European meetings.  And Thatcher ditto.  Whenever European Councils were held, Thatcher 

and FitzGerald would meet and, indeed, there were occasional summits at Chequers.  (For 

security reasons, going to Ireland was tricky.)  

So there followed a process whereby pretty much every month, and often more than once a 

month, there was an encounter at which the two sides would attempt to make progress.  What 

was most curious about these negotiations was that it wasn't very long before officials on the 

two sides had found common ground.  It became clear that the original proposal was over-

ambitious.  In particular, what the British were prepared to offer would not be enough to 

enable Garret FitzGerald to go to the country with any hope of success in getting Articles 2 

and 3 amended, especially with Haughey determined to torpedo him if he possibly could.   
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What became clear was that something slightly different might work.  The term was 

‘institutionalised consultation’.  And that was eventually what emerged.  The Agreement had 

a formal declaration from the Irish government that they would respect the status of Northern 

Ireland, as long as a majority of people there wanted but, equally, as soon as that changed, 

both governments would look at taking steps to change it.  In return for that, what was on 

offer was a formal say for the Irish government in the running of Northern Ireland and the 

establishment of a base there for Irish officials at Maryfield.  The upside of that was that there 

would be: 1. a more cheerful nationalist population who would feel that their interests were 

being taken more properly into account; 2. more effective security cooperation; 3. I think 

there was a hope that there would be a gradual kind of coordination, if you like, of the legal 

systems.  And then there was also the removal of various things like the Flags and Emblems 

Act, which was deeply offensive to the nationalists: you weren't allowed to fly the Irish 

tricolour in Northern Ireland.  So that was the package.   

But while the officials more or less reached agreement on that, within six months or nine 

months, it took much, much longer to get Mrs Thatcher on board.  I was fascinated as a 

bystander.  I wasn’t attending these meetings, but David would come back and he'd often say, 

‘God almighty!  I thought we'd agreed X, Y and Z.  This time she just said she didn't 

recognise it!’  So it was like snakes and ladders.  Evidently, she often came out with 

absolutely outrageous things, almost as a provocation.  I can’t imitate Mrs Thatcher’s voice 

but David did it rather well.  ‘I simply can’t understand why Roman Catholics aren’t proud to 

be British!’  Of course she was not just the Prime Minister but also the Leader of the 

Conservative and Unionist Party.  And don’t forget - Airey Neave, her closest friend, and a 

great ally of Unionism had been murdered by the IRA.  So I think all her gut sympathies were 

with the Unionists. 

SR: What about the Brighton bombing? 

DB: That came a bit later.  But you're right.  Funnily enough, that didn't seem to faze her very 

much.  We all thought that was the end of it.  More power to her!  But her gut sympathies 

were definitely with the Unionists.  She was basically a bit like the NIO officials.  She just 

didn't get the Nationalists.  She quite liked Garret, though.  He spoke incredibly quickly and 

the words tumbled over each other.  He muttered, a bit like Geoffrey Howe actually.  But she 

recognised his enormous decency, his intellect.  And I think she knew that she somehow 
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couldn't let him down.  He was very exposed because people were starting to talk about what 

was going on, even though it was all meant to be deadly secret.   

But sometimes she did do the most awful things.  I remember there was a summit meeting at 

Chequers early on.  David came back saying it had been really difficult.  A joint communiqué 

had been tabled.  This thing was circulated at a dinner.  She got hold of it and read it out in a 

sarcastic voice, with Garret sitting right opposite.  There was a reference to the Anglo-Irish 

Intergovernmental Council.  She asked ‘What is this Anglo-Irish Intergovernmental Council?  

I’ve never heard of such a thing!’  At which point FitzGerald said furiously, ‘You invented 

it!’  All very difficult.   

Then she went off and gave a press conference in Downing Street at which I was present.  I 

just went as an observer.  I haven't mentioned this, so this is all rather out of order.  But the 

Irish had been running a thing called the New Ireland Forum, which was an attempt that 

FitzGerald launched to get nationalist opinion in Ireland, both north and south, to explore 

options and see what the way forward might be.  No British input of course.  There were 

three proposed options.  One was a united Ireland, one was a sort of federal solution and I 

forget what the other one was.  Anyway, she was giving this press conference.  Somebody 

asked what she thought about the New Ireland Forum, which had just published its findings.  

She replied that option one was out, option two was out and option three was out.  So the 

headlines, of course, were Out, Out, Out!  It sounded utterly dismissive.  If you had been 

there, that wasn't the tone of voice she was really using.  But it was a disaster.  FitzGerald 

nearly broke off the whole thing because it had been a body blow to him politically.  He’d 

gone to Chequers for talks and she’d just rubbished this initiative of his.  And Haughey was 

mocking him.  She was a bull in a china shop, constantly saying and doing things that seemed 

likely to throw the negotiations into complete disarray.   

However, despite all of that and in fairness to her, she always came back from the brink.  She 

obviously greatly respected Robert Armstrong, but I think she also greatly respected David.  

David was very courageous, because he would argue with her and she would get nettled.  I 

remember him telling me about one occasion when he’d argued with her.  She turned to him 

and said, ‘Isn't it about time you had a posting, Mr. Goodall?’  And he turned around tartly 

and asked, ‘Where do you think?’  And she said, ‘What about Indonesia?’  And afterwards, 

David was talking to Robert and wondered why she had said Indonesia.  Robert thought it 

was probably because it was the greenest place she could imagine! 
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David was just constantly fighting the good fight, it seemed to me. 

SR: I think she respected people who stood up to her. 

DB: She must have done.   

SR: Peter has some tales from Private Office when sometimes Geoffrey Howe would come 

back in tears because he hadn't stood up to her. 

DB: I remember hearing that too.  And Geoffrey was wonderful as well.  I'll come on to that. 

You mentioned the Brighton bomb.  That was in autumn 84, just a year before the Agreement 

was signed.  Obviously, it was appalling.  I remember thinking that we were totally screwed.  

But she was so cool, although I think it did affect her very deeply.  She didn't allow it to 

derail the negotiations, which was impressive.   

My role, which was very minor, was mostly writing briefs for Geoffrey Howe and helping 

David Goodall write memos and things.  Quite often, especially in the latter stages, when it 

all started to kind of accelerate, I found myself also attending, not meetings with the Prime 

Minister, but quite a lot of meetings between Geoffrey Howe and the Northern Ireland 

Secretary.  We had three Northern Ireland Secretaries during the process.  First, Jim Prior 

who resigned at the very beginning, which was a shame, because he definitely would have 

been helpful.  Then we had the peculiar Douglas Hurd who always seemed to me like a rather 

bad actor with that strange voice of his and the very highly polished shoes.  Of course, the 

NIO officials swooped in on him and turned his head.  So he started out very sceptical.  

Geoffrey Howe struggled with him.  Eventually, he was sort of won round, because it was a 

case of ‘Well, I suppose we've got to do this, because what else are we going to do?’  And 

then, in the final stages, Hurd was promoted to the Home Office and Tom King was brought 

in.  Awful.  He was so dim!  And again, of course, the officials in the NIO took him captive.  

We had some very difficult passages towards the end with him.   

But Geoffrey Howe, from the very beginning, immediately got the point of what was going 

on.  David Goodall moved back to the FCO in the summer of 1984, to be the DUS (Deputy 

Under Secretary) in charge of Defence and Intelligence.  I saw much more of him, because 

we were reporting directly to him, rather unusually.  We didn’t have an AUS (Assistant 

Under Secretary) so we went straight to him.  I think I was seeing David almost daily, for 

most of the rest of the time.  He had a lovely PA, Brenda.  I wish I could remember her 

second name.  I became friends with her.  I suddenly found myself also spending quite a lot 
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of time in Private Office.  Colin Budd was the one I was mostly dealing with and I saw quite 

a lot of Peter (Ricketts) and Len Appleyard.  It was nice.  There was a kind of magic: up until 

that point, I'd always regarded Private Offices as hostile territory where you went in fear and 

trembling.  But this business was so important, I sort of felt I was acceptable!  

Geoffrey was constantly backing up Robert and David and often getting the rough end of the 

Prime Minister's tongue.  And I remember on one occasion I’d written a brief for him for a 

meeting with the Prime Minister.  (Maybe David was away, because he had this huge job.  

That’s the thing not to forget, you know, he was doing this massive job.  And all of this was 

just on top of everything else.  He worked all the hours God sent!)  Anyway, I ended up being 

called down to the Private Office and being brought into see Geoffrey Howe.  He was 

looking at the brief I had written and said, ‘Look, there's something you haven't covered here, 

because the Prime Minister is very concerned that the Irish aren't spending as much on their 

military per capita as we are.  What is the Irish per capita spend on their army?’  Well, this 

was not a number I had in my head, so literally in front of him I had to phone the Department 

and get one of the team there to look up the numbers and then do the calculation.  Rather 

nerve- wracking.  The great thing about him was he was fantastically polite, always.  I 

remember thinking, ‘God, how hard this man works!’  I’d often take something down to go in 

the box at 10pm or something.  And you'd be in the office again, at eight in the morning.  

And there would be his red scribble in the margin of the submission of the night before.  He 

was always there.   

SR: He famously needed three or four hours of sleep!  And he loved his red boxes.  He had 

this young-ish team and, you know, on overseas visits they would all be completely 

knackered and he would still be going strong! 

DB: Yes, I really admired him.  I saw quite a lot of him in meetings.  And there was one 

occasion I remember when the Private Office gave me his direct line at Carlton Gardens, 

because there was something happening over the weekend and they wanted him to be 

informed immediately.  I was to ring him up.  So I did.   

He was very impressive and he was very determined.  He was having, as you know better 

than I do, all kinds of hell from the Prime Minister.  Yeah, across the board.  He was great.   

David Goodall.  Everybody respected him.  I wish I could be more eloquent about this.  He 

was quite small.  He had a slightly kind of cherubic face and a slightly fussy manner.  I’ve 

heard that Le Carré – who served with him in Bonn – based George Smiley partly on David.  
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He had a lovely sense of humour although he did occasionally lose his temper – that's 

certainly true.  I remember one occasion when he asked to talk to me and my Head of 

Department, but at nine in the morning the Head still wasn’t in.  All very awkward.  He was 

not at all happy!  So he would blow his top occasionally, but he was immensely patient over 

the negotiations.  And it was obvious to me, even then, that he regarded the process of 

negotiation as the high point of his career.  This was his moment.   

I've forgotten to mention that he was of Irish descent.  He had ancestors in County Wexford, 

was really interested in his ancestry and had done genealogical research.  He was Catholic, a 

very important point too: he’d been at Ampleforth.  So I think, more than any other British 

official I ever came across, he got where the Irish were coming from.  Which was not to say 

that he was unsympathetic to the Unionists or, still worse, unaware of the difficulties in 

handling them, but he totally understood why the nationalist community in Northern Ireland 

had grievances and why they were legitimate.  He could see more clearly than almost 

anybody, I think, that what Garret was proposing, though initially it wasn't configured in 

quite the right way, offered an absolutely unique opportunity and that it was only going to 

work while he was in power.  And probably only while Thatcher was in power because only 

Thatcher would have the authority to face down the Unionists.   

SR: Do you think things would have been different had David been somewhere else?  

DB: Yes, I honestly don't think it would have happened.  I really don't.  I think Robert trusted 

him.  The two of them got on very well.  He used to go and have drinks with Robert in the 

evening, quite often.  On one occasion he took me over.  It was terrifying.  I'd been to a 

conference in America at a place called Warrenton outside Washington where Unionist and 

nationalist SDLP politicians had got together.  This must have been in 1985 at some point 

and I’d come back and reported on it to David.  I said that I thought it was interesting 

listening to the discussions, because it sounded as if there might be more room for manoeuvre 

with the Unionists than we imagined.  David said that was really interesting and suggested we 

went to talk to Robert.  So I found myself being taken over and sitting down with the Cabinet 

Secretary over a glass of whisky and talking about it.  It was all very heady stuff for a First 

Secretary!  

The thing is, it was obvious that Robert and David were very close.  Interestingly, given that 

this was such a critically important and sensitive topic that intimately affected the future of 

Northern Ireland, NIO officials were kept out of the negotiations until about halfway through.  
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Robert Andrew was the Permanent Secretary in the NIO.  Again, ex Home Office.  Then 

there was a Deputy Secretary called Tony Brennan.  And there was an Under Secretary called 

Graham Angel.  They were the three main players, especially Brennan, and Andrew: they 

joined the negotiating team.  And the moment they joined it, it got difficult because Andrew 

was the quintessential cautious civil servant.  He was a bit of a wrecker, actually.  He was 

constantly negative and doubting the motives of the Irish side and almost suggesting that 

really, you know, Michael Lillis was an agent of the IRA.  Perhaps not quite that, but he 

definitely didn’t think he could trust these people.  He thought there was absolutely no way 

the Unionists would accept what was on the table.   

Robert Armstrong and David were therefore struggling sometimes to keep things on track.  It 

didn't help at all, first, when Douglas Hurd arrived and, secondly, when Tom King arrived on 

the scene, immediately being briefed by their civil servants to do everything they could 

basically to wreck the negotiations.  I don't think that's too harsh an assessment.  David 

probably wouldn't have said it like that, but it certainly looked like it.   

David got really close to Michael Lillis.  Lillis would be in London and would come around 

to David's flat and keep him up until 2am drinking.  Very good for the relationship, but I 

remember David telling me he had had only four hours’ sleep and a terrible hangover! 

It was like snakes and ladders, you know.  Progress would be made.  The Prime Minister 

would be consulted and she'd say, ‘Yes, yes, I suppose it's worth taking it a bit further.’ Then 

there'd be another meeting and the Prime Minister would say, ‘I don’t recognise that.  

Ridiculous.  You can’t expect me to agree to that.  Infringing on our sovereignty!’  And then 

it would be back to the Irish and we’d have to say, ‘Look, we’re really sorry.  The Prime 

Minister doesn't think that we can really deliver that.’  And they said, ‘But what's going on?’  

It was very, very difficult. 

SR: Was David ever tempted to throw in the towel?  

DB: No, never.  I never saw the slightest hint of that.  Sometimes he got very exasperated, 

especially with the officials in the NIO.  OK, you've got to sympathise with them.  They had 

the responsibility of running Northern Ireland.  They knew – and they were right – that the 

Unionists would be up in arms.  Even the more moderate agreement that eventually emerged 

was profoundly unpopular amongst the Unionists.  They were just so unimaginative.  This 

lack of imaginative sympathy with the nationalists …  Part of my value, if I had any, to David 
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was that I offered a bit of validation, actually.  I’d lived in Ireland and he’d often say to me, 

‘Well, do you think they mean it?’  And I'd say, ‘Yeah, I'm absolutely sure!’ 

My proudest moment, actually, was at quite a late stage, I think it was after Tom King had 

turned up.  He had these glassy eyes like a doll.  He was so infuriating, calling the whole 

thing into doubt and accusing Garret FitzGerald of either not being straight with us or 

possibly over promising and not really being able to deliver his side of the bargain.  I 

remember Geoffrey Howe had a meeting with the PM and King to have a showdown.  I was 

given the job of drafting a speaking note for Geoffrey Howe.  I went home and worked on it 

late at night and went to see David with it in the morning, expecting him to cross things out.  

It was quite a passionate defence of Garret and everything he was trying to do – and risking.  

But he really liked it and it went forward unaltered over my name.  Geoffrey Howe deployed 

it successfully.  And it came back, I remember, with a note from Len Appleyard saying that 

the S of S had been very impressed and was deeply grateful!  Or something like that.  It was 

very nice.  I was very chuffed!  In a small way, that was one little intervention that I made 

that might have helped a bit.   

But it was really Robert Armstrong and David Goodall, with very strong support from 

Geoffrey Howe, who pushed that thing through.  The NIO basically did their best to scupper 

it, I would say.  Here's a good illustration.  At the very last minute, it was decided that it was 

necessary to circulate the whole Cabinet to get their buy-in.  The NIO were given the task of 

drafting the memo to go round.  This would have been a few weeks before the agreement was 

signed.  So autumn of ‘85.  Tom King was by now Northern Ireland Secretary.  David, I 

think, had to go away somewhere.  And, of course, there was a rule that anything for Cabinet 

had to be circulated not later than 48 hours before the meeting.  I remember nothing came.  

Nothing came.  David was away.  I talked to Private Office about what was going on.  And 

then, finally, David came back, rang Robert Andrew to ask what on earth was going on as we 

needed to see this draft before it went out.  And Tony Brennan, I remember, came round at 

about 6pm.  On the very last day when the thing could be circulated.  I was present at a very 

tense meeting in David's office.  David sat there and he just said, ‘This is completely 

unacceptable’.  And Brennan said, ‘Well, it's too late, isn't it?’  David said, ‘No it’s not!’, 

called Brenda his PA and he dictated a new draft while Brennan sat there fuming.  Then it 

was agreed that, obviously, the two Secretaries of State needed to have a meeting.  So later 

that evening, there was a meeting in the House of Commons.  I went with David and watched 
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the fireworks.  It was Geoffrey Howe at his best, actually, because he just eviscerated Tom 

King, who just collapsed.  So David's version was circulated.   

I think it's quite hard to interpret all that as anything other than a last ditch attempt by the 

NIO to nix the whole thing.  I spoke up in that meeting, because I remember King saying that 

Garret FitzGerald was this, that and the other and wasn't to be trusted.  I actually said, 

‘Secretary of State, I have to say that Garret FitzGerald is a man of great honour.  He's 

devoted his entire political career to trying to achieve progress on Northern Ireland.  It's 

simply not right to characterise him like that.’  I astonished myself – it was all quite exciting!  

Then, of course, the Cabinet looked at it.  Lord Hailsham circulated a memo which basically 

said this was a complete a betrayal of the Unionist cause and an outrage.  I remember 

thinking then, as I often have done since, that such absolutely profound British ignorance of 

Irish history has caused so much misery and suffering.  Hailsham was a brilliant man, but just 

totally failed to grasp the realities.  But in the end, the Cabinet did give approval.   

One of the problems we had with Mrs Thatcher throughout the negotiation was that she had 

Ian Gow constantly at her side.  What was his job at the time? 

SR: Wasn’t he the PPS (Parliamentary Private Secretary)? 

DB: Yes.  He was pro-Unionist.  Almost a Powellite, constantly pouring poison in her ear.  

So that was a big problem and Enoch Powell for that matter too.  I think she regarded Enoch 

Powell as being a bit of a headcase really.  Gow was more of a problem.  Later he was 

assassinated by the IRA.   

This is a very disorderly presentation of what was a long and complex process.  But what I 

really want to emphasise is that if it hadn't been for David Goodall's personal courage, 

conviction, determination, persistence and sheer brilliance  – he was really, really good at his 

job – it probably wouldn't have happened.  The same is true of Robert Armstrong, actually.  I 

think Robert’s relationship with the PM was key.  She definitely trusted him.  And Robert 

was prepared also to stare down the NIO in a way that obviously David couldn't quite so 

easily do.  The other person that has to be mentioned is Garret FitzGerald.  His vision was the 

start of it.  If he hadn't been prepared to take pretty substantial risks at his end … There were 

so many people, but Lillis and Donlon were brilliant, too.  Dermot Nally was also a critical 

element.   
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There were some funny moments.  I remember, at one point, there was discussion about the 

possibility of having Irish judges on the Diplock courts.  Garret, in a moment of enthusiasm 

at a rugby international in Dublin, decided to sound out Lord Lowry, the Chief Justice of 

Northern Ireland who was attending.  Garret talked to him about the courts.  Of course, it was 

a disaster, because Lowry wasn't briefed.  He exploded and immediately sent a memo to the 

Prime Minister.  It was constantly like that, with all these ups and downs.  I frequently 

remember thinking, ‘This isn't going to work.  This is never going to work!’ 

The other thing that is perhaps worth mentioning is that one of my functions was a weekly 

briefing contact with Nigel Sheinwald, who had taken over from Stephen Wall in 

Washington: he had the Irish brief on the Hill.  I was given permission to brief him over the 

secure phone.  Nigel and I talked a lot.  I think that was helpful because the Irish, obviously, 

were briefing their friends on the Hill and putting their own spin on things.  So it was very 

important to make sure that our side was up to date.  That was quite an interesting process.   

Also, in the last stages, I remember being called down to News Department for a meeting 

with Christopher Meyer, because the Irish side were softening up the press and the whole 

thing was starting to kind of leak out a bit.  The Irish were, again, getting hold of all the key 

journalists who wrote about Anglo-Irish relations, both British and Irish.  And American.  I 

had a conversation with Christopher in which he basically told me they didn’t know enough 

and suggested they send selected journalists to me.  So it was my job to brief selected 

journalists.  Deep background, off the record on what was going on.  I did that with several 

whose names I can't even remember now, except for one.  This one individual came in two or 

three times.  We had long conversations, two hours at a time.  Lots of questions and answers, 

backwards and forwards.  All very friendly.  Absolutely, more than off the record.  And that 

was all explicit, all set up by News Department.  Then guess what?  This guy sent a letter to 

every member of the House of Commons and every member of the House of Lords, setting 

out essentially what he'd learned from me about the contents of the agreement. 

Luckily, Robert Armstrong knew what was going on and I wasn't blamed.  Interestingly, the 

journalist didn't get anything out of it.  He was obviously hoping he'd get some reactions, but 

that didn't really happen.  Now guess who the journalist was?  Well, he was a producer on 

Weekend World, one Peter Mandelson!  
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It was the most grotesque betrayal.  I've mentioned that story to various politicians since then 

and they just say, ‘Yeah, well, that's just him!  That's him.  If he doesn't think you can hurt 

him, he’ll just do it.’  What a bastard.  How irresponsible. 

SR: You’d think News Department would have warned you off.  Seems to me they weren’t 

doing their job.   

DB: He was very young still.  This was probably his first big job.  Maybe this was the first 

time he'd revealed his cloven hoof, I don't know.  But it was shocking.   

Then, when the agreement was finally signed, I was inundated with visits from foreign 

diplomats who wanted to know what it all meant.  I came up with the same line for 

everybody in response to the question whether peace was around the corner: ‘No, no, no, but 

we may possibly, with this agreement have created conditions in which, over time, it will be 

possible for a peaceful solution to the Northern Ireland problem to emerge.  To the question, 

‘How soon will that be?’ I would say that it would take a generation.  20 or 30 years, 

probably.  But it didn’t.  It was actually much faster than that.  We’d all have been astonished 

that the peace process that eventually led to the Good Friday Agreement started to roll so 

soon.   

The immediate aftermath of the agreement was complete uproar in the Unionist community.  

The thing I remember particularly was Peter Robinson of the DUP leading a sort of staged 

incursion into the Republic to protest about it and got himself arrested deliberately so as to 

make a big fuss.  He then complained bitterly that the Foreign Office and the Embassy in 

Dublin had failed to protect his consular rights etc. etc.  It was all trumped up.  But he 

demanded a meeting with the Foreign Office … well actually it was Ian Paisley, his boss, 

who demanded the meeting.  This was very funny because Geoffrey Howe wasn't going to 

see him.  David Goodall wasn't going to see him.  So guess who had to see him?  So I went 

down to the Ambassador's waiting room.  Ian Paisley and Peter Robinson stormed in.  Ian 

Paisley was a big guy.  Peter Robinson was a creepy character.  They stormed in and I was 

about to say, ‘Would you like to take a seat?’  They didn't wait for that.  They just sat down 

and delivered their broadside.  Ian Paisley roared at me, a whole torrent of invective about 

how outrageous it was, how disgusting and immoral and contrary to the teachings of our Lord 

or whatever.  Then he stopped, just laughed and gave an enormous smile.  Bizarre.  The point 

was it was performance.  He came in, delivered his thing.  That was it.  He wasn't interested 

in anything I had to say.  So he got up, extended a hand and left.   
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Nevertheless, it was tense for a while.  The Irish had their team that they sent north, based in 

Maryfield.  They had a hard time, a lot of security problems.  But it did, I think, become clear 

quite quickly that the agreement had achieved at least one thing, which was that the 

nationalist sympathy for Sinn Fein appeared to wane.  I stayed on after the agreement was 

signed in November ‘85.  I stayed on in the Department for about another 18 months.  David 

was posted. 

SR: Not to Indonesia? 

DB: To India.  I think it was early in ‘86.  I think he had hoped to go to NATO.  I think he 

felt possibly that he crossed Mrs T once too often.  Anyway, he had a lovely time in India.  

He invited us to stay and we never managed to do it.  It was really a shame.   

One of the things that also helped with my relationship with David was that he was an artist 

and we quite often talked about art.  I remember having a great argument with him about the 

merits of Baroque church architecture in southern Germany of which he was great fan.  I was 

then very much in love with Ruskin.  In fact, I was obsessive.  In 1986 I got a contract to do 

an edition of one of Ruskin's books.  Because of course, once the agreement was signed, my 

job became really quite boring.  I also got a new Head of Department who was even worse 

than the last one and really didn’t like me because I had all the inside knowledge! 

SR: Who was that? 

DB: That doesn’t matter now.  The trouble was that all this important stuff had happened 

before his arrival and he couldn’t really compete. 

Anyway ... I think Mrs Thatcher very rapidly came to regret the agreement.  I think she never 

really saw the point of it.  It was difficult.  Garret FitzGerald too had domestic difficulties.  

Haughey did his best to prevent the agreement being approved in the Dáil, though it was.   

The other thing that was immediately apparent was that it was really helpful in Washington.  

The leading Democratic politicians such as Tip O'Neill were very, very dissatisfied with the 

British position until the agreement.  And Reagan too actually.  Reagan was always polite, 

but he would always find an opportunity to remind Mrs Thatcher that there was concern in 

Washington about the lack of progress in Northern Ireland.  So that was helpful.   

What didn't emerge very clearly was improvement on the security front.  In fact, the IRA 

went on a bit of a rampage, I think, partly because they could see, perhaps the writing on the 
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wall.  This started even before the Agreement was reached.  So we had the Brighton 

bombing.  I won't say they knew what was going on but it was almost as if they did.  I 

wonder if they did actually, you know, because they were not stupid.  They would have 

totally seen that an agreement of the kind that eventually emerged would be profoundly 

unhelpful to them, politically, in Northern Ireland.  I think the first sort of soundings from the 

IRA that led to the peace process were emerging in the early ‘90s, but at the time when I was 

dealing with this - to the best of my knowledge - there was no contact, or at least nothing 

substantive.  I think there were channels, but I don't think there was anything significant 

passing through them.  But quite soon they started to see that it was going to be difficult to 

sustain the armed campaign indefinitely.  I think also age was a factor too.  People like Gerry 

Adams were getting older and it's not much fun sleeping in a different bed every night! 

Because of my job in RID, I was involved with the terrorism subcommittees in the Cabinet 

Office.  I sat on TOP(I) (Terrorism Official Policy, Ireland).  So I was very closely involved 

in all the problems of terrorism.  This has nothing to do with Ireland, but I remember 

Lockerbie.  Going to the meeting the day after in the Cabinet Office.  An absolutely white-

faced Chief Constable from Dumfries and Galloway turned up with a video and said ‘Before 

we do anything, I want you all to have a look at this.’  It was very shocking.  Broken bodies 

and wreckage everywhere 

Looking back, it’s funny that terrorism was such a routine part of our lives then, particularly 

for much of my own Foreign Office career in Ireland and then in RID.   

SR: In your short Foreign Office career, you must have been one of the experts.   

DB: I suppose I was the expert.  The world looks pretty bleak right now, but it is astonishing 

… in Northern Ireland, there are big problems that still remain to be resolved, but the 

situation is so much better, unimaginably better.  Anybody who didn't live through that 

period would find it hard to grasp just how horrible the situation in Ireland was.  And that's 

one of the reasons why it is so utterly disgusting that people like Johnson have played politics 

with it. 

SR: Yes.  Threatening to break the law in a ‘limited and specific way’. 

DB: Unbelievable.  But again, it's more evidence of what I referred to before, which is this 

sublime English indifference and ignorance about Ireland.  It’s caused so much trouble down 
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the years.  Incidentally, I think the same can be said of Scotland.  But that's a whole other 

story.   

SR: Yes, Gavin Esler writes very well about just that.   

DB: But there definitely was a magic moment.  Extraordinary characters like Garret 

FitzGerald, Thatcher, David Goodall, Robert Armstrong, Sean Donlon, Dermot Nally and 

Michael Lillis.   

SR: And you? 

DB: Well, my role was a mere water carrier.  But I did see it at close quarters and got to 

know David really well.  I had some very frank conversations with him about it.  I wish I'd 

kept a diary.  Because it's 40 years ago.   

My abiding memory is that quite often the phone would ring at six or seven in the evening.  It 

would be David, telling me what had happened and what we needed to do.  So I would go 

away and draft.  It felt like being the spider in the centre of the web.  Fascinating.   

David, I have to say, was really one of the best people I've ever had dealings with.  He was 

absolutely brave.  He had vision.  He was technically brilliant and he knew how to operate 

the machinery of government.  He was a good man, a good man.  He was not motivated by 

ambition.  He was not motivated by a desire to get glory or honours.  He was an interesting 

man too, because he had this hinterland with his interest in art, religion and literature and 

Ireland.  But I think, for him, it was it the opportunity of a lifetime.  No question.  And it was 

for me, actually.  I could easily have had a 40-year career in the Foreign Office and never 

done anything as interesting again. 

We were going to go and visit him and his wife Morwenna up in Ampleforth, but had to 

cancel.  I wish we’d gone.  He died not long afterwards – which was a horrible shock.  He 

was terrific.  Really terrific.  And Robert Armstrong too, actually, although he was a much 

more cold-blooded operator.  For David, there was real passion.  With Robert it was more 

about him knowing that this was the right thing to do.   

SR: Robert Armstrong had lots of other things to do as Cabinet Secretary.   

DB: Absolutely.  I remember they would go off to Dublin for these sessions and they would 

fly back in the evening.  At nine in the morning, there would be one of these lapidary memos 

from Robert on my desk.  He’d dictated it and had it typed at five in the morning!  I don’t 
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know how he did it.  His drafting was quite extraordinary.  I wonder whether people do that 

anymore. 

SR: I don’t think they make them like that anymore, do they?  

DB: What has happened?  Where are they?  We need them, don't we?  We do.   

*** 

SR: It’s 28 November 2022.   

David, you said you wanted to add a couple of things about Ireland before we move on to 

how you came to be involved in the great Japan Festival?  

DB: Yes.  A week or two before the agreement was signed, the Archbishop of Canterbury's 

office got in touch.  Robert Runcie.  There'd been a lot of discussion in the press about this 

thing that was in the pipeline and I was invited to go round and brief the Archbishop of 

Canterbury.  I pulled up at Lambeth Palace in the morning on my bicycle looking, I suppose a 

bit disreputable.  I knocked on the gate.  Somebody came out and I said, ‘I've come to talk to 

the Archbishop of Canterbury’.  The chap replied ‘Oh, yeah, you and whose army?’  I said, 

‘No, really.  I’m from the Foreign Office!’  I had a real struggle just getting in.  Eventually I 

was ushered in.  It was surreal.  It really was a time warp.  It must be a 16th or 17th century 

building and I remember being met by a man like Obadiah Slope from Trollope’s The 

Warden.  Then I was led down endless, gloomy corridors, with portraits of bishops with tabs 

and all the rest of it.  I was eventually shown into Runcie’s study.  I don't really remember 

much about it, except he came over to me and he brought his face right up to mine.  Then he 

took my hand in both of his very soft hands – there was no proper handshake.  He told me 

that it was so very good of me to come.  I told him I’d had difficulty getting in and he was 

very vexed.  But actually, in fairness, he was very well briefed.  He asked very good 

questions.  But it was an odd experience.  In diplomatic life you end up doing all sorts of 

funny things.   

After the agreement was signed, I was quite busy for a while, because of all the trouble with 

the Unionists.  So there was Peter Robinson’s incursion and a lot of that kind of firefighting 

that had to be done.  But, basically, the agreement was welcomed almost universally and it 

certainly helped a lot in Washington.  In a sense, it put the Anglo-Irish relationship/Dublin-

London on an entirely new footing.  I suppose it was really the most dramatic change in that 

relationship since 1922.  Suddenly, the Irish were given this status, this recognition as having 
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a legitimate say in what went on in Northern Ireland even if, obviously, sovereignty couldn't 

be compromised. 

SR: And without it, no Good Friday Agreement?  

DB: No, definitely not.  Although, at the time, none of us, I think, would have dreamt that 

things would move as fast as they actually did.  I think with the benefit of hindsight, it's 

pretty clear that it did help the SDLP.  But I think it also rattled Sinn Fein, I think they 

realised that this was altering the terms of the game, really. 

So yes, my life was quite interesting for about two years and then it got pretty boring again.  

RID returned to doing what RID always did.  And I can't even really remember what that 

was, to be honest!  It was nuts and bolts stuff.  As I’ve said, a new Head of Department 

turned up.  I could see the difficulty for him.  He hadn't been through all of that and he knew 

nothing about Ireland and he obviously regarded me as a complete pain in the neck.  I got 

very bored because he didn’t really let me do very much.   

What happened was there were two opportunities of advancement.  First of all, when Peter 

[Ricketts] left the Private Office, my name was thrown into the ring as a possible successor to 

him.  It got as far as me having an interview with Len Appleyard, during which I said, ‘Look, 

it’s very nice to be thought of, but I've got a young family and to be honest, I'm not really 

thinking of staying in the Service.’ 

So that was that.  Obviously Personnel Department weren’t to be put off, because after that I 

was put up for Lady Young’s Private Office.  I had an interview with her.  I remember her 

saying she was completely baffled that I was not keen to do it.  ‘It’s a wonderful leg up, you 

know!’  

By that time, I think everyone was pretty sick of me.  I needed to leave. 

SR: But you didn't have anything particular to go to? 

DB: No, I didn’t.  I don't think I consciously planned it this way, but I was starting to kind of 

create a new identity for myself.  In my spare time, I began to get interested in John Ruskin.   

I went on a sailing trip.  I took part in the South China Sea race from Hong Kong to Manila.  I 

had to travel very light, so could only take one book with me. 

SR: Just like Desert Island Discs! 
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DB: Indeed.  I went in a lunch break to the National Portrait Gallery.  In the bookshop I saw 

Ruskin Today, an anthology of Ruskin's writings put together by Kenneth Clark.  I’d always 

meant to read some Ruskin, so I read it under the tropical sun, crossing the China Sea.  Most 

incongruous.  It was completely bizarre.  But it was revelatory and I was completely blown 

away by Ruskin's astonishing powers of expression and his capacity to see the world and to 

see works of art and buildings in a completely new way.  I came back really fired up by this 

and I went to Hatchards.  (This hasn't got a lot to do with the Foreign Office, but it's kind of 

obliquely relevant.)  I marched up to the front desk and I said, I’d like the Everyman edition 

of Modern Painters, Ruskin's magnum opus.  The young man behind the desk shook his 

head.  Of course, in those days, there was no online index, so he got out the catalogue of 

Books In Print.  No.  There was not a single thing by Ruskin in print.  There was Ken Clark’s 

anthology and there were various scholarly works about Ruskin.  But nothing by Ruskin 

alone.  I was completely flabbergasted.  Almost there and then, I decided I was going to do 

something about this.  I belonged to the London Library and I got out the so-called Library 

Edition of Ruskin’s works.  Now I’ve got my own set … 39 volumes, just to give you an 

idea.  Five volumes alone devoted to Modern Painters.  So when I got the five volumes, I 

could see why it wasn’t in print.  And then I had the idea of doing an abridgement in one 

volume.  To cut a long story short, I managed to get myself an agent through a friend.  She 

was brilliant, actually, and sold it.  And then, of course, I had to do it.  So I busily worked 

away on this abridgement which actually came out eventually in 1987.   

SR: While you were still working in the Office? 

DB: It was published just after I'd left, but I was working on it during my last year in the 

Office.  The process that led me to fall in love with Ruskin.  Mary, my wife, will tell you that 

I was completely intolerable, because I was just constantly going around quoting passages at 

her.  My interest in the arts was getting more serious.  This was a way in.  I suppose by the 

summer of 1987 I’d made up my mind to leave. 

Department of Education and Science, then Cabinet Office, 1988-89 

The first thing I did was consider moving into the home Civil Service, so I talked to the 

Personnel people and they were quite helpful.  The first thing that came up was the 

Department of Education.  To be honest, I had no enthusiasm to go there or even any 

particular interest in it, but I think it had got to the point where I just had to go.  So in late 

1987, around the time when my Modern Painters edition came out (incidentally, it was very 
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well received!), I moved over to the DES (Department of Education and Science).  It was 

awful.  I just have never met people who were so listless and disengaged.  I had a small team 

reporting to me.  When I arrived, my jaw dropped because they said that they'd got three 

years’ worth of unanswered MPs letters.  I said we would have to deal with it, working over 

the weekends.  They replied that they were not going to do that.  Astounding.  I just found 

that the atmosphere of the place so depressing and really dispiriting.  I didn’t last long.  I 

stayed there for about three months.  But then I was very lucky as they found me a job in the 

Cabinet Office again, doing security policy.  Much more congenial.   

It was a strange job, partly because I was doing all sorts of odd things.  One interesting bit of 

work I got involved in was a review of the use of the polygraph, the so-called lie detector.  

There had been some massive security breach at GCHQ.  Anyway, the Americans weren't too 

happy and suggested using the polygraph.  GCHQ weren’t terrifically enthusiastic, so we 

were given the job in the Cabinet Office of commissioning some research.  Now I had done 

experimental psychology, so this was right up my street.  We recruited a Cambridge 

psychologist to do a literature review and he also went and interviewed people.  He wrote up 

a huge great piece, about 50,000 words, on the good and bad features of the polygraph and 

whether it was actually worth using.  My job was to distil this into a short submission to go to 

the Cabinet Secretary.  I have to say I think it was rather a good job, because I remember the 

Cambridge academic was very complimentary! 

So that duly went forward.  I think actually that submission – unless it's all changed now – 

led to the confirmation of the view that the polygraph actually was no real use.  The key 

finding was that, if you were trained, it was fairly easy to defeat it.  Obviously, if the KGB 

were recruiting somebody, they might very well find opportunities to give them the necessary 

training.   

SR: I thought that there were bio-markers such as your temperature and sweat levels involved 

in the polygraph measurements? 

DB: Yes, that’s what the polygraph measures.  It's the galvanic skin response mainly. 

SR: So how can you control that? 

DB: By concentrating very hard on something else.  It's not even 100% reliable with ordinary 

people.  It's actually a bit of an art operating a polygraph.  You establish a baseline response 

by asking people questions like, ‘What was your mother's maiden name?’  And then you ask 
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them something else.  But basically the polygraph isn't much use, except for kind of ordinary 

decent criminals.  And even then it's not 100% reliable.  It certainly shouldn't be relied on in a 

court of law.  Anyway, I enjoyed doing that.   

What else did I do in the Cabinet Office that was interesting?  I was secretary to the Security 

Commission, a shadowy group of very senior judges who would be brought together on odd 

occasions.  I think it only met once during my time there and I can't even remember what it 

was about, possibly something to do with GCHQ.   

One of the slightly creepy parts of the job was that we were also responsible for leak 

inquiries.  This was one of the most uncomfortable experiences I ever had as a civil servant, 

looking back, because some poor soul in the MAFF (Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and 

Food) had leaked to an agricultural trade magazine worrying evidence of the emergence of a 

strange disease in livestock, called Bovine Spongiform Encephalitis which nobody had heard 

of at that point.  The MAFF came down like a ton of bricks on this.  We had a retired guy 

from the Security Service who was meant to run these things.  It was all looked into and it 

wasn't difficult to work out who the leaker was.  I forget what happened to them.  I think they 

probably got fired.  I don't think they were prosecuted.  But, of course, a year or two later, the 

BSE epidemic broke out.  I remember thinking, ‘Bloody hell.  If only that person had been 

listened to.  Instead, the machine closed ranks.’  It was really very shocking, actually.   

There was another one that involved a leak to Robin Cook, who was then a Labour MP, and 

later Foreign Secretary.  I remember going to the Commons to interview Robin Cook.  The 

Security Service guy was in the lead.  Robin Cook was not very happy, quite rightly, I think.  

It was all very clumsy, that was the trouble. 

I was also involved in a comically unsuccessful attempt to simplify the classification system.  

I worked on this with a guy in the Security Service and we came up with what we thought 

was a brilliant scheme that would be much more efficient and save quite a lot of money too.  I 

put together a submission for the Cabinet Secretary which was a bit unusual because it 

included Venn diagrams!  Well, the Cabinet Secretary was OK with it but the Treasury hated 

it because it would mean they wouldn’t be able to use TOP SECRET classifications as freely 

as they liked!  I also suspect the Venn diagrams caused some annoyance.  So it got binned. 
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Japan Festival, 1989-91 

And I only was there for about a year, I suppose.  And then this extraordinary thing 

happened.   

I had a very dear friend who was an opera singer, Robert Tear.  We used to see a lot of each 

other.  He's dead now.  I was at his house and his agent, a lovely man who's also a very good 

friend, Martin Campbell-White, came round.  I actually have no recollection of this, but Bob 

told me later what had happened.  So Martin apparently mentioned over dinner that he’d run 

a German Arts Festival which had been quite successful.  He had a lot of business in Japan.  

And Japan, at that time, Japan was riding high, a huge economic powerhouse, masses of 

business opportunities.  So Martin had had this idea that there should be a Japan Festival here 

in the UK, designed to open the eyes of the ignorant Brits to the wonders of Japanese culture 

in all its many forms. 

Apparently we talked about this.  Martin had already recruited a sort of skeleton Board to 

take charge of the project, chaired by Sir Peter Parker, who had been chair of British Rail and 

who had been one of the young kids, bright young sixth formers, recruited in 1940 to go on 

Japanese language training, along with a gentleman called Hugh Cortazzi. 

Peter was most unusual amongst senior British businessmen in that he actually spoke a bit of 

Japanese.  Not a lot.  I think he'd forgotten most of it.  But, nevertheless, he was in a position 

to open a lot of doors. 

Martin had had conversations with the Japanese Embassy.  The Japanese characteristically 

had been a little cautious.  They weren’t too keen on committing to the project.  And they 

weren't too keen on committing Japanese government money, unless there was some 

evidence that the British government officially supported the project.  So apparently Martin 

said to me that what they really needed was someone like a retired ambassador, who could 

come in and give the whole thing an official look.  He asked me if I knew any people who 

had just retired and apparently I suggested some names.   

I completely forgot about it all.  And then I'm sitting in my office in Downing Street two or 

three months later, the phone rings and it's Martin, saying, ‘David, you remember I was 

talking to you about the Japan Festival?’  And I said, ‘Vaguely.’ ‘Well, you remember those 

people you suggested?’ ‘Not really!’ ‘Well, you did.  You suggested X, Y and Z.  And for 

one reason or another, none of them can do it.  But you said you'd be interested.’  I said, 
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‘What!’ ‘Yes, you said you'd be interested in doing it.  Would you be interested?’  I was 

completely thunderstruck.  I said, ‘Well, in principle, but frankly I'm not about to resign just 

on a speculative venture like that.  I’d need to get a return ticket.  I’d need to be seconded or 

lent or whatever, but I can't imagine the Cabinet Office personnel people are going to agree to 

that.’  He said, ‘Well just leave it with me.’ 

I thought nothing more about it.  But what I didn't know was that Peter Parker was starting to 

recruit more Board members and had just recruited Robert Armstrong!  The next thing I 

knew, Robert had rung Robin Butler and my bluff was called.  And I remember to this day, I 

was summoned to the Personnel Department and the Head of Personnel in the Cabinet Office 

was purple with rage and asked what I had been doing.  He’d just been told to let me go. 

SR: Did you have the return ticket?  

DB: Yes, I did.  He said, ‘You'll never come back.’  I said, ‘Of course I will.  This is just a 

temporary thing.’  He was absolutely right. 

I left in the summer of 1989.  It was a bit nerve wracking actually, because I had no idea what 

I was getting into.  I was suddenly being parachuted into the world of arts administration at 

really quite a high level.  I went from my office literally looking out over Downing Street at 

the back of the Cabinet Office to a tiny garret above a pop recording studio in Olympia. 

To get to the garret there were very windy, threadbare stairs.  There was also a goods lift 

covered in obscene graffiti: there were rock bands in there and you’d get into the lift and it 

would be Tina Turner or Bros – hilarious.  I had this little, tiny office right up in the roof.  

There was just one member of staff who was on loan from Martin Campbell-White's 

company, which was then called Harold Holt (later became Askonas Holt).  She was called 

Carmel George.  She was quite a formidable woman.  She was a senior manager in the 

business and I think had really wanted the job that I'd been given, quite understandably.   

So the two of us sat in this tiny office.  In fairness to Carmel, she put up with me very well 

and taught me a huge amount and was very tolerant.  Eventually we got on fine, but I do 

remember that, almost on my first day, I said to Carmel that I was going to need a 

dictaphone.  Of course, coming from Whitehall, I imagined that there was a form B382 that 

you filled in and submitted to somebody and waited six months.  And, if you were lucky, 

you've got a second-hand reconditioned one.  She didn't say anything.  She just went out and 

half an hour later, she came back with a brand new dictaphone in her shopping bag.  Such a 
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small thing, but it was a very significant moment.  I thought to myself, ‘Oh my God, we can 

actually just do things!’ 

It all started really from there.  At that point, the Festival was planned to consist of five or six 

fairly high profile things in 1991.  The reason for that was that it was the 100th anniversary of 

the Japan Society of Great Britain, which was one of these hands across the ocean things, still 

very active.  Hugh Cortazzi, who'd joined the Board by this point, had retired not that long 

before from being Ambassador to Japan and he was chair of the Japan Society.  So that all 

kind of slotted into place.   

It was big.  I think we had a projected budget of about 5 million quid, the vast bulk of which 

we hadn't yet raised.  I was the only full-time director as Martin was running his business.  

There was another concert agent with the wonderful name of Jasper Parrott, whose father 

actually had been a diplomat, an East European specialist called Cecil Parrott.  He was also a 

director.  Martin and Jasper were responsible for organising the sort of cornerstone events 

that had been identified at that point.  But Peter Parker, being a man with sensitive political 

antennae said, ‘Look, this can't just be a London love-in.’  At that point there was going to be 

Kabuki at the National Theatre, we'd started discussions with the British Museum about a big 

exhibition there.  Also the Royal Academy, the Festival Hall, the V&A.   

SR: Top institutions. 

DB: Oh yes.  But it was all London.  So part of my job was to find a way of satisfying Peter’s 

desire for this thing to be nationwide.  One of the things we did was to start conversations 

with people in the various areas of the UK where Japanese inward investment was strong.  

South Wales, Cardiff, Edinburgh, Newcastle and also Northern Ireland.  Eventually, to cut a 

long story short, we set up little separate offices in all those places with local committees of 

the great and good with a view to raising money and organising programmes and events in 

those places.   

SR: Raising money is hard work. 

DB: Basically, the big problem we had (with the exception of Scotland where the chair was 

George Younger) was that the regional offices were very good at identifying things they 

wanted to do, but extremely reluctant or unskilled in raising money.  So they were constantly 

coming and whingeing to London. 

SR: Did you get any money from the respective governments?  
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DB: Yes.  It would take a very long time to describe all of this.  The programme was a little 

bit like the Edinburgh Festival: there was the official programme and then there was a kind of 

Fringe.  So the official things were events for which the Festival administration that I headed 

was responsible.  That included fundraising.  The unofficial stuff was what other people 

chose to do, using the branding of the Japan Festival which, by the time the thing happened, 

was proving very attractive.   

This is a common problem in the arts: the first big challenge was to cover our administrative 

costs.  My salary had to be paid.  The government wasn't actually paying that since they just 

lent me.  That was quite a substantial sum of money.  The Japanese were not prepared at that 

point to put any money in … in fact they never put any money into supporting the admin side 

here.  But they did support the admin team in Tokyo, I think.   

The first thing we had to do was try and find some British companies that were prepared - not 

to sponsor us because this wasn't sponsorship - but essentially to give money, in return for 

minimal recognition, in order to enable the Japan Festival to operate.  Funnily enough, Peter 

Parker went to my former employer Warburgs.  The managing director was David Scholey.  

The proposition we put to him was that, given Warburgs operated in Japan, 50,000 quid 

towards our operating expenses would ensure they were well regarded by the Japanese.  Of 

course, 50,000 quid for Warburgs wasn’t a lot and Scholey agreed.  Once Warburgs were on 

board, we were able to get Schroders and other big city institutions, some of the big 

manufacturers like Unilever and so on.  We eventually had a list of donors giving £50,000 or 

£50,000 equivalent in kind.  So, for example, Clifford Chance gave us £100,000 worth of 

legal advice.   

That was one of the key challenges initially.  Robert Armstrong at the start had been given 

the job of chairing the Finance Committee of the Festival which was obviously responsible 

for raising the money.  I went to see him in his office in Rothschilds and I was very shocked.  

Poor man had had that dreadful Spycatcher catastrophe.  He’d been giving evidence.  He 

seemed to have physically shrunk, a shadow of his former self.  I sat down in his office.  Up 

until then he’d been Lord Armstrong to me, but he insisted I call him Robert.  I went down 

my list of target companies, places that we might go to try and get some money.  For some 

reason or other, Robert just refused to do anything.  He was just deeply embarrassed about 

approaching people for money.  So that was a bit disappointing.  I explained all this to Peter, 

who cunningly contrived to give Robert a different portfolio.  He brought in a wonderful man 
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whom I really admired called Graham McCallum, who became the Deputy Chair of the 

Festival and really put a huge amount of effort in.  Graham and I spent almost every day 

together for three years.  He’d been the head of the Swires operation in Japan for many, many 

years.  He was not a Japanese speaker but he really knew Japan and he had an immense array 

of contacts.  Super cool.  He was just completely unflappable – we'd have all these 

catastrophes and Graham would always say, ‘Oh, I think it'll be all right, you know’.  We got 

on very well. 

Graham and Peter and I set about getting the £50,000 donations.  Once we got enough of 

those, the whole thing started to motor and then it kind of exploded.  We ended up with this 

enormous programme with a huge budget – maybe £25 million. 

I have got out all the programmes to remind myself of all the things we did.  I suppose the 

biggest thing was the Sumo wrestling in the Albert Hall.  That was Martin’s idea.  Sumo had 

started to become popular, because Channel Four were broadcasting it in the late 80s.  I 

remember going over to Japan with Martin and having meetings with the Sumo Kyokai, the 

Sumo Association of Japan, which consisted of a large number of extremely big, retired 

Sumo wrestlers.  It’s been caught up in all kinds of scandals in more recent years but, at that 

point, it was still untainted pretty much by scandal and occupied this very curious position in 

Japanese culture as being both the great national sport, but also a kind of physical 

manifestation of the Shinto religion.  So it had a spiritual aura.  I think it still does, actually.  

Obviously, it is taken very, very seriously in Japan.  And the Sumo Kyokai took themselves 

very, very seriously.  They weren't keen to commit to the idea of coming to London, until 

they were convinced that we were serious and that HMG was involved.  Martin, because he 

represented a commercial organisation in the classical music sphere, didn't quite satisfy them.  

So I was wheeled out as the man from the Cabinet Office and the Foreign Office. 

I remember going into this meeting with all these extremely large old men and launching into 

a spiel.  I hadn’t then done much negotiating with interpreters.  Of course, the lovely thing 

about interpreters is it gives you lots of time to think.  So I remember delivering this really 

quite long, oration about how extraordinarily much we admired Sumo and understood its 

huge significance and how, in Britain, you know, blah, blah, blah.  You could see them all 

warming up a bit.  The killer thing though was that Martin had discovered that the old 

Kokugikan, which was the big tournament building in Tokyo for Sumo which had been 

destroyed in the bombing in the Second World War, had been modelled on the Albert Hall.  
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So the idea was to enable them to come and perform in the Albert Hall.  It all started to go 

from there, but just to illustrate the scale of the organisational problem – it wasn't just Sumo 

but Sumo was particularly acute – we wanted to bring the whole gang of more than 100 

wrestlers over and have a proper tournament.  They had been abroad before, to Paris and I 

think they'd been to Rio.  But never to London.  They were very anxious not to risk all of 

their wrestlers being killed at once in an air crash.  So they said straightaway that they would 

need two 747s.  We’d been sort of thinking about chartering one …. Then we had to 

negotiate to get the Albert Hall.  Renting it for five days plus was very expensive.  As the 

details started to accumulate, all sorts of problems emerged.  For example, the concertina loo 

doors on a 747 were too narrow for most of the wrestlers to get in the loo!  We desperately 

needed a sponsor to pay for these expensive flights.  We eventually got Virgin to sponsor 

them.  But what were we going to do about the loo doors?  Well, we couldn't really do 

anything about the loo doors.  So the poor wrestlers had to go to the loo before they got on 

the plane and weren't allowed to have anything to drink during the 13-hour flight, poor 

things!  

Then we had to get a hotel near the Albert Hall.  We ended up with the Royal Garden Hotel.  

Again, it was sponsorship in kind.  The problem here was that we had to get statistics.  How 

much does a big Sumo wrestler weigh?  The answer is 250 kilos in some cases.  So there was 

real concern about whether the loos and the beds needed to be strengthened to support the 

weight.  You wouldn't believe it.  It just went on and on.  And then, at the at the very last 

minute … the Sumo tournament is conducted on a pounded clay platform called the dohyo 

which weighs a lot.  Shortly before the tournament was due to start, we discovered that the 

floor of the Albert Hall would not support that weight.  So we had to bring in emergency 

measures – we had to get hundreds of acro props in to support the floor.  Fortunately the floor 

didn’t collapse.   

Another big problem, a commercial problem, was how much can you charge for a ticket to a 

Sumo tournament?  Will people pay?  There was no precedent, no way of knowing.  I think 

the budget for the whole thing by this time had got to a couple of million, so ticket sales were 

really important.  We needed to sell a lot of tickets.  We ended up deciding that the top price 

would be £100 round the dohyo, the rink thing.  Amazingly – and this happily was the case 

across the board with everything – the whole thing sold out.  5,000 seats in the Albert Hall for 

five nights sold just like that.  On that one event we actually we made a million pound surplus 

which really helped.  Martin did a brilliant job. 
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We had all these other things.  I got out all the old programmes to remind me.  There was 

Kabuki at the National Theatre.  Sold out.  Shakespeare at the Globe in Japanese.  King Lear 

Hamlet, Kabuki version.  Japanese cinema at the Barbican.  Archery on horseback 

(yabusame) in Hyde Park and in Wales.  Then bunraku, which is the puppet theatre, in 

Belfast.  Most of these things toured.   

One of the biggest things we did was the matsuri, which is the Japanese word for a Festival, 

in Hyde Park.  I think we were the first people ever to rent Hyde Park; it was the first time the 

Royal Parks had ever allowed that to happen.  We rented it for this weekend at the beginning 

of the Festival.  On the first day of the Festival, we were going to a sort of crafts event in the 

Royal Horticultural Hall.  I had my family with me.  The kids were quite little and we got in a 

cab to go to Hyde Park.  I remember this amazing feeling because suddenly the roads were 

blocked.  There were just thousands of people pouring into Hyde Park.  It was astonishing.   

SR: The brochure I have in front of me says that it was free.  How did you manage that? 

DB: That was sponsored, I have to admit, by Japan Tobacco.  We were less enlightened in 

those days! 

We had the Saito Kinen Orchestra under Seiji Ozawa at the Festival Hall and other 

performing arts at Sadler's Wells, the Barbican and so on.  The education programme 

involved about 30,000 schools.  Japanese handicrafts, Kamakura period sculpture at the 

British Museum, Japanese woodblock prints at the Royal Academy, another big exhibition at 

the Barbican.  We had robotics, the latest robots at the Science Museum.  Things in 

Edinburgh, Glasgow, Belfast, Cardiff – all over.  It was huge.  It was I believe the biggest 

cultural Festival ever held until then in the UK.  I think, by the by the time we finished, the 

budget was £25-30 million, a lot of which was raised in Japan.  But I think we raised £10 

million or so here.  It was the most amazing rollercoaster ride, because right up until the final 

accounts were draw, we didn't know whether we were going to be bust or not.  We were 

personally liable, as directors. 

SR: Really? 

DB: We had a financial director.  Every time the Board met, the red ink would just get bigger 

and bigger.  When the Festival opened, we were running a deficit of at least a couple of 

million.  So everything depended on whether we could sell tickets.  I have to admit, there was 

a large element of luck.  It was a sweet spot in several ways.  First, in the sense that there was 
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huge curiosity in Britain about Japan because Japan was in the news all the time and the 

government was really putting a huge amount of effort into attracting Japanese companies 

here.  It was also a sweet spot in the sense that the Japanese economy peaked right in the 

middle of the run up to the Festival.  In fact, in early 1991, the downturn began.  But, luckily, 

we'd already got most of the money by then.  I think if we'd had the Festival even a year later, 

we’d have really struggled.   

It was very much a team effort.  It was a really wonderful programme.  We had just dozens 

and dozens of things all over.   

The education programme, which I've just mentioned, was really important, because we got a 

team of volunteers, mostly Japanese women, going into schools and demonstrating Ikebana 

and all these other things and just talking about Japan.  Special boxes of materials were 

delivered to every secondary school in the country. 

As we gradually built up, Graham got free office accommodation from Elliott Bernerd who 

was the chair of Chelsfield Property.  So we had this wonderful office in Carlton Gardens, 

actually overlooking the Foreign Secretary's house.   

We managed to get some absolutely outstanding staff.  They were nearly all young women 

from the music industry.  Really so good.  I remember especially Kitty Secker – who had 

taught in Japan - and Claire Espiner, my PA.  Also a young Japanese woman called Shuko 

Noguchi.  Everybody worked incredibly hard.  I’ve very rarely worked as hard as I did on the 

Japan Festival.  Partly because of the time difference, because quite often the phone would 

ring at three in the morning.  Somebody in Japan was very worried about money or whatever.   

What was really fascinating for me was the gradual melting of Japanese reserve.  When I first 

joined, I was invited to lunch by the Japanese ambassador, whose name was Chiba.  He was a 

brilliant man.  Like a lot of Japanese, he had a wonderful poker face, but he also had a terrific 

sense of humour.  He was very, very good at doing deadpan jokes and you couldn't tell 

whether he was joking or not.  At lunch, I think we got off to quite a good start, because it 

turned out he was a great fan of Arthur Conan Doyle.  So there was a chat about that.  He had 

his Counsellor who was in charge of the Culture and Information section of Japanese 

Embassy, called Mr Ando.  Mr. Ando became my opposite number.  He and I saw each other 

I think, almost literally, every day, seven days a week, you know, for two and a half years.  

He was brilliant.  I don't think I have ever met a man with a better memory.  He never needed 

to take a note.  He would just remember every detail.  He was fantastically dedicated.  He had 
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worked with a big Japanese theatre director called Asari, who was also a powerful political 

mover and shaker in Japan who brought a fabulous Kabuki-style ‘Jesus Christ Superstar’ to 

London as part of the Festival.  He was really interested in the cultural world and particularly 

film.  But while he called me David, he was uncomfortable being called anything other than 

Ando-san! 

We bonded.  He was extremely able and very committed to the project.  Chiba obviously 

trusted him.  I remember there was a stage when he kept on taking me out to very expensive 

lunches.  And then we went out to a much cheaper place and he said, ‘David, I'm very sorry 

that we've come here today.  But I got in trouble with my ambassador for my expenses!’  So 

we would plan and scheme.  God, we had some moments!  

Something I haven't explained is that the two Patrons of the Festival were Prince Charles and 

his opposite number who is now the Emperor, Prince Naruhito.  We were setting up these 

regional programmes in Edinburgh, Newcastle, Cardiff and Belfast and I was most insistent 

that if the Crown Prince was coming, he really should go to all the Festival centres, including 

Northern Ireland.  Now this is 1991, things were still a little tense in Northern Ireland.  I had 

several conversations about this with Mr Ando.  He said, ‘He’s our Crown Prince, so 

obviously we really need to take good care of him.’  I said that I honestly felt sure it was 

going to be fine.   

Anyway, eventually, I got summoned in to see Ambassador Chiba, just the two of us.  This 

was at the stage when we were firming up the arrangements for the Crown Prince.  With this 

wonderful, absolute deadpan face, he just looked at me and said, ‘Mr. Barrie, you are 

proposing that our Crown Prince visits Northern Ireland?’ ‘Yes, Ambassador.  I think it's 

most important because you know, blah, blah, blah.’ ‘I understand.  I too, would very much 

welcome a visit to Northern Ireland, by the Crown Prince.’  Long pause.  ‘However, I need 

you to understand something.’  So there I was sitting on the edge of my seat and he said, ‘If 

this visit goes ahead as we propose and if anything were to happen during that visit, if 

anything were to happen to disrupt that visit, I want you to understand, Mr. Barrie, that I 

would have to commit suicide.  So, Mr Barrie, I say to you again.  Can you assure me that 

absolutely nothing will occur during the Crown Prince’s visit?’  I just gulped and said, ‘Yes, 

Ambassador.  I'm absolutely sure’.   

He wasn't joking.  But that was a startling insight into Japanese hierarchy, culture and all the 

rest of it.  Luckily, of course, nothing did happen.  I hadn't expected that.  I told Hugh 
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Cortazzi about it and even he was surprised.  Hugh was, of course, very active.  Did you 

know him? 

SR: No, but I know of him because I interviewed David Warren.   

DB: Well, David Warren was very involved.  David and I had history because we joined at 

the same time and he was the one who brought me back.  Hilariously, David was Assistant 

Head of FED (Far Eastern Department) so we had many meetings about the Crown Prince’s 

visit. 

Hugh was both wonderful and ghastly.  He was wonderful, because he was incredibly 

enthusiastic, incredibly energetic and deeply in love with Japan.  And really passionate about 

the importance of improving Anglo-Japanese relations.  However, he had no tact, zero human 

skills, actually.  I remember going to the Science Museum to have a meeting about the 

robotics exhibition with the Director of the Science Museum, Neil Cossons, whom I later got 

to know quite well.  He was like a bull in a china shop, telling the Science Museum what to 

do.  He was a bit of a bully, to be honest.  But he brought immense knowledge and 

commitment to the whole thing.  He was terrific, but just rather impossible! 

The most scary moment of all in terms of the diplomatic relationship was the cornerstone 

exhibition and, indeed, the site of the opening ceremony, was Visions of Japan, which was a 

great big exhibition at the V&A.  It actually inaugurated the present North Court exhibition 

area there.  This was very, very ambitious and hugely expensive.  We ended up having to 

give control of the exhibition to a Japanese architect called Arata Isozaki who was then the 

doyen of Japanese architecture.  He recruited two junior architects who were then rising stars, 

one of whom was Tadao Ando, who's now a mega star.  Each of them designed one of three 

spaces in the V&A. 

The first space was a kind of vision of historic mediaeval Japan with a kind of temple 

structure.  They actually cut down some 400-year old cypress trees to build this.  

Extraordinary.  Then there was a section of the exhibition that we kind of codenamed ‘Urban 

Hell’.  It wasn't called that, but was an evocation of contemporary Japanese urban culture.  It 

was all flashing lights and it was really brilliant.  The final space was visionary and rather 

more dreamlike, full of audio visual effects and things.  It was a great exhibition.  But very, 

very expensive.   
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About two weeks before the Festival was due to open in September 1991, there was a G7 

meeting in London.  The Japanese Prime Minister, Toshiki Kaifu, came to town with his 

Finance Minister and Foreign Minister and all the retinue.  They decided that they wanted to 

have a look at the Visions of Japan exhibition which was being installed.  It wasn't 

completely ready, but they wanted to see what it was going to be like, so I went to the V&A 

and went  round with them and their entourages.  Not very much was said, but I could feel the 

temperature dropping.  Japanese men at the best of times tend not to be very expressive.  

They got in their limos and left. 

I was with Mr Ando and he went back with the cortege to the Hyde Park Hotel where Kaifu 

was staying.  About an hour later, my phone rang.  It was Mr. Ando.  I could tell at once he 

was really upset.  ‘I don't know how to say this to you.  But my Prime Minister has said the 

exhibition cannot open.  He says it is a disgrace.  It reflects badly on Japan.  We cannot allow 

it to open.’  I said, ‘We've got the Prince of Wales and the Crown Prince.  We've got John 

Major and half the Cabinet coming to the opening ceremony in two weeks.  We've spent £3 

million on this and you're saying we can't open it.’  ‘No.  The Prime Minister says we can't.’ 

SR: What didn’t he like about it? 

DB: Well, I think it was the ‘urban hell’ bit that he didn't like.  The thing is, it was a very 

inventive, expressive, daring exhibition.  It was just so untraditional.  I think he had imagined 

that it would be just very respectful … you know, isn't Japan wonderful?  It wasn’t that, but it 

was a really interesting exhibition because it acknowledged that a lot of aspects of 

contemporary Japan were pretty horrible.  It was full of energy and excitement and so forth, 

but also fraught with difficulty.  The critics loved it, and the public liked it too.  But, anyway, 

I remember having this conversation with Mr Ando and I just said ‘Look, I really sympathise 

with you.  You've been put in a very difficult position but I think you and the Ambassador 

must say to the Prime Minister that the single most damaging thing you could possibly do for 

Anglo-Japanese relations right now would be to cancel the exhibition.  It would be a 

catastrophe, not just for the exhibition, but the entire Festival would be ruined if that were to 

happen’.  God bless them, they did.   

SR: Without any suicides on the way, I hope? 

DB: No, not on this occasion!  So they got Kaifu to back off.  But it was a tense moment.  We 

had a lot of a lot of stuff like that. 
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One of the things we wanted to get into the Festival was an outfit called Takarazuka.  This 

was Martin's idea.  He and I went to see Takarazuka, a kind of national institution in Japan.  

It's an all-female dance revue company that puts on musicals based in Takarazuka City, not 

far from Osaka.  The followers of Takarazuka are almost entirely teenage girls.  It's huge.  

Most of the big female stars in Japanese film and theatre started out in Takarazuka, because 

it's an amazing training ground. 

Nobody in England knew anything about it so we wanted to include it in the Festival.  We 

failed in the end, though Martin did manage to bring it over some years later to the Coliseum.   

We went to Takarazuka to see a performance because we wanted to see what it was actually 

like.  The manager of the company was not very keen for us to come that particular day, but 

we had an itinerary and this was the only day we could go.  So, reluctantly, he allowed us to 

attend an afternoon performance in the company’s own theatre, a big 2,000 seat theatre.  It 

was the creepiest experience, because we were ushered in right to the front.  The theatre was 

packed with teenage Japanese girls and their mothers.  We were literally the only men in the 

audience in a packed 2,000 seat theatre.  And we were gaijin: foreigners  

The musical began.  The thing about Takarazuka is that it's the most highly regimented, most 

beautifully rehearsed kind of musicals with astonishing dance line-ups.   

SR: Sort of Japanese Bollywood? 

DB: Yes, sort of.  You’ll have a line of dancing girls, literally 70 dancing girls across the 

stage and that kind of thing.  It turned out that the show was an insight into the peculiarity of 

Japan: it was set in Vienna, just after the Anschluss.  I can't remember the details of the plot 

but, essentially, you had dancing girls in fishnet tights and SS uniforms with swastika 

armbands.  It was all about the Nazis and the Jews.  Absolutely surreal with an audience of 

teenage girls all screaming their heads off.  The girls on stage were absolutely gorgeous.  The 

most popular characters are the ones who play the male leads.  So you've got these 

staggeringly exquisite Japanese girls, usually a bit taller than average, playing the men.  One 

of them was in a Gestapo leather greatcoat.   

Definitely one of those moments when the gulf between cultures opens up in front of you.  

Somehow, in Japan, the notion that the Nazis were just too awful to be the subject of a 

musical hadn't registered.  There was no irony that we could detect.  ‘The Producers’ it 

wasn’t! 
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Another thing we were keen to have – and this was a failure on my part – was an exhibition 

devoted to manga, the comic strip thing which in Japan, as you probably know, embraces an 

extraordinary spectrum from the most grotesque kind of pornographic material at one end 

through to the most brilliant evocations of classic Japanese literature, you know, the Tale of 

Genji or Shakespeare at the other.  You can't really understand contemporary Japan, or even 

historic Japan, without coming to terms with manga.  But the Japanese Bunkacho, the Culture 

Ministry, just didn't want it – so we failed.  That’s one of my few regrets about the Festival. 

Chiba, interestingly, had worked a lot in the Japanese Foreign Service on Okinawa, the 

Ryukyu Islands which occupy a rather peculiar position in Japanese history, because they 

were fought over between China and Japan.  I can't remember when they ended up in 

Japanese hands.  Anyway, they joined Japan in relatively modern times.  So, from a 

traditional Japanese perspective, they're not quite Japanese, really.  Anyway, Chiba thought 

and I agreed with him that we ought to have something in the Festival about Okinawa 

because it's important.  But again, we weren't allowed to do Okinawa.  It was just like, ‘That's 

not real Japan.’  Fascinating.   

A lot of my day to day work was to do with organising events or helping to organise them, 

administering dozens of committees, including the main Board, raising money and travelling 

to and from Japan on visits.  That was such fun.  Before my first visit, I sat down in London 

with Ando and he asked me where I wanted to go.  We made a programme and the MFA laid 

it on.  I was given an interpreter who went round with me, a lovely young woman who was 

about four foot six.  I’m quite tall, so everywhere we went, we were the object of kind of 

amused interest.  The first time I went to Kyoto, the historic capital, I remember going round 

some great temple complex and there was a party of Japanese school boys in those military-

style uniforms they wear.  People think of the Japanese as being terribly polite, but these 

school kids just took one look at this tall gaijin and this tiny Japanese woman and it was the 

source of immense hilarity! 

I loved Japan.  I really did.  I still do.  I really went for it.  The only thing that was a problem 

– and still is, sadly, to this day – is the treatment of women.  We had two or three very bright 

young Japanese women working in the Festival office in London.  We were completely 

integrated.  But every now and again, senior Japanese business people and politicians would 

come in.  Peter Parker's opposite number was the president of Toshiba, a man called Saba.  

Amazing guy, he was Christian, interestingly, and also knew about Ruskin.  That was bizarre.  
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Anyway, one day Saba and his merry men came into the office and the Japanese girls all just 

went into this cringe.  Their voices went up two octaves.  Afterwards I asked one of them 

what all that had been about.  She said she just couldn’t help it.  It was just hardwired.  Very, 

very strange.  I think it's a huge problem for Japan, actually, a waste of talent.  All these 

brilliant young women, many of whom now, of course, have university education and they 

end up just doing stupid jobs or getting married just because that's expected.  And it's dumb, 

really dumb. 

SR: Tell me a bit about Peter Parker.   

DB: I kind of worshipped Peter.  A very inspiring, man.  Most unusual – I didn't realise how 

unusual he was at that point, because I hadn't met a lot of very senior people from the 

business world.  He was very physical.  He was always putting his arm around you.  He had a 

lovely sense of humour.  He was warm, and extraordinarily sensitive.  He had this capacity to 

come into a meeting and before anything had been said, he could just tell if there was a 

problem.  He had this wonderful knack of just saying something that would break the ice.  He 

could also be really tough.  I remember we had some negotiations with a senior Japanese 

businessman, over merchandise sales.  He got really angry in front of Peter and started 

throwing accusations around and saying that we hadn't done this and we hadn't done that.  

The Ambassador was there too.  Very unusual and very tense.  Peter was usually very smiley, 

but I remember his face going dark and him saying, ‘I think if the conversation continues in 

this way, things are going to become very difficult’.  That did it.  He was cool.   

Graham McCallum was also super cool.  More than anyone else at Board level he made the 

Japan Festival a success.  He was always firefighting.  He would step in and you'd have some 

frantic theatre director getting on the line saying, ‘We still don't have enough money, blah, 

blah, blah’.  And he would say, ‘How much money do you need?  Just leave it with me.’  

He’d make a few phone calls, call in favours.  He was in my office once and there was some 

furious guy on the phone who demanded to speak with Graham as he wasn't satisfied with 

me.  So Graham picked up the phone.  I couldn’t hear what's was coming from the other end 

but Graham just stood there are said wearily, ‘Yes, you can call me a liar if you'd like, Mr.  

So and So.’  He was brilliant.   

We had lots of characters.  Did you know Fred Warner?  He was an earlier generation, 

Ambassador in Japan in the mid-1970s.  He was married to Simone, a very glamorous lady 

who’d been a sort of starlet, I think, in the 50s.  They were a huge hit in Tokyo and gave 
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wonderful parties.  Simone was a bit of a menace, actually.  She obviously loved Japan and 

knew quite a lot about it.  She insisted on being put in charge of the opening ceremony.  

There was some history between her and Graham which I won't go into.  I really didn't want 

her to be in charge because I wasn't at all sure … okay, she’d run the Embassy in Tokyo, but 

she'd had a staff.  Was she actually competent to do this?  Actually, that was the one row I 

had with Graham.  I asked him to leave it to me.  He put his foot down and said that if I 

didn’t have Simone, he was resigning.   

I wanted the Foreign Office to lend somebody to help out.  Peter and I went to see the 

Permanent Secretary – was it John Kerr? –  to make a pitch for additional help.  Eventually 

he did find somebody, but she had a difficult time with Simone who was the original grande 

dame, very good at telling people what to do, but actually never really thinking about what 

the implications were.  In fairness, though, the opening ceremony went fine.   

The biggest problem we had with the opening ceremony was the Prince of Wales, whose 

marriage at that time was going through a rocky patch, shall we say?  We'd got dear Prince 

Naruhito signed up in the spring for an opening ceremony in September.  I'd had various 

meetings with the Prince’s Private Secretary who was from the Foreign Office.  Peter Parker 

was also thick with Charles, so we thought that was all going to be absolutely fine. 

But he was impossible because he wouldn't commit!  What came back was ‘The Prince thinks 

he'll be able to do this but, of course, in late September he’s usually at Balmoral.’  I'm 

seething with indignation.  We had the Japanese Crown Prince and the Prince of Wales was 

on the letterhead as a Co-Patron.  Believe it or not, he kept us in suspense about whether or 

not he would attend until about three weeks before the event.  It was shocking.  I had to 

conceal this from the Japanese who would have been more than indignant, I think.  I have to 

say, he was pretty bad company.  He was so grumpy.   

Prince Naruhito was a doll, utterly charming!  He’d done a DPhil at Oxford on canal 

transport in England in the 18th century.  I spent much of the opening week going round with 

him in his entourage.  I really admired him.  He’s Emperor now, my friend the Emperor!  He 

was so meticulously polite, always interested, always considerate, spoke perfect English, 

asked the most interesting and intelligent questions.  Just the model of a state visitor.  In 

private conversation he’d say it was wonderful for him to be there because at home in Japan 

he was constrained and unable to meet ordinary people.  The Imperial Household agency, 

which is an oppressive organisation, absolutely governs every aspect of the life of members 
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of the Imperial Family.  The woman he married was a Japanese diplomat who basically ended 

up having a nervous breakdown.  That was really sad.  But on this foreign trip he was able to 

go to a pub and that kind of thing.  He was great, really impressive.   

In contrast, Charles was just thoroughly out of sorts.  Full of self-pity … nobody understood 

how difficult everything was.  I just wanted to give him a good slap.  He was no fun at all.  

But he did turn out. 

The opening ceremony was extraordinary because we had the two Princes, John Major and 

most of the Cabinet.  Then the whole thing just took off.  One of my favourite memories was 

going with my family to the Mikado at the Coliseum (actually not part of the Festival) and 

they introduced into the performance a reference to the Japan Festival - which got a big 

laugh.   

It was very odd, because there’d been this incredibly intense period of activity.  And then, 

actually, once it started, it was wonderful to stand back and just let it happen.  Just going to 

the events was wonderful.  I went to the first evening of the Noh theatre at the Queen 

Elizabeth Hall.  We wondered if anybody in London was really going to want to go and see 

Noh theatre.  I arrived with Mary and there was a queue of people waiting for returns.  

Incredible.  Everything sold out!  It was extraordinary.  And, as I say, there was a large 

element of luck.  But it was a great series of events. 

SR: I can see from all these brochures that you put a lot of effort into publicity.  But was that 

in the days before the internet became commonly used?  

DB: A huge effort, yes.  I was quite interested in trying to do something online.  It was just 

possible, but not practical, really.  But we did spend a lot of money on marketing.  But for the 

PR operation, we made a bad appointment early on.  But then we got somebody in called 

Deborah Boraston who was really good.  And there was a guy called Ewen Balfour who'd 

come from the Royal Opera House who had lots of good contacts.  Deborah was very good at 

the nuts and bolts technicalities of PR.  So we had lots of lunches where we'd invite 

journalists in, and we sent a number of journalists to Japan.  And there were endless news 

releases and a huge press conference that was attended by 300 journalists in the Festival Hall 

with camera crews from all over the place.   

The marketing campaign was run by a rather spiky but clever young man called Peter 

Neville-Hadley who annoyed everybody because he would go around saying that the only 
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reason this Festival was a success was because of him!  Well, you know, there are people like 

that aren't there?  But a lot of the stuff you're looking at here was done by him.   

It was just very strange, because suddenly we went from very, very anxious anticipation to 

rollercoaster success. 

The Sumo was one of the high points, I have to say, because that was all over everything.  

Martin organised photocalls with Sumo wrestlers around London in funny places and the 

moment they appeared in their finery, huge crowds would gather and you'd get Japanese 

tourists of course.  We had a great party in the Dinosaur Hall at the Natural History Museum 

to welcome the Sumo wrestlers.  They loved that.  One of our gang had the bright idea of 

inviting a woman magician who went round doing card tricks.  I would never have thought of 

that but they loved it too.  Chiyonofuji attended.  Probably the greatest Sumo wrestler of 

modern times.  He had just retired, so he couldn't take part in the competition.  Formidable.  I 

think one of the most impressive people I've ever met actually.  He was super smart.  There 

are basically two kinds of Sumo wrestler.  There are the ones who rely on just immense bulk 

and then there are ones like Chiyonofuji, who are much smaller and more agile, super fit and 

strong.  They've all done Judo and Karate and all that sort of stuff.  He weighed only 120 

kilos and he was about my height – 6 foot 2.    

The thing about Sumo is it's all about the eyes.  They all said that they knew who was going 

to win when they locked eyes.  Chiyonofuji had this intense look.  I remember the first time I 

was introduced to him in amongst the dinosaur skeletons.  He had this absolutely burning 

gaze.  Amazing.  When he appeared anywhere, the Japanese just went wild.  It was like 

having a combination of John Lennon and the Archbishop of Canterbury or something!  

The Sumo wrestlers were extraordinary, because most of the Japanese businessmen I dealt 

with (although there were exceptions) tended to be quite hard work.  Quite dull.  But the 

wrestlers weren't like that.  They were quite physical.  They'd sort of slap you on the back and 

you’d almost fall over!  

We had a wonderful farewell dinner for a dozen of them at Royal Garden Hotel with Peter 

Parker and his equivalent at the Sumo Association.  I was there along with Martin who had 

organised the Sumo.  There were lots of toasts and things and then suddenly one of the 

wrestlers just got to his feet and started singing in an amazing, deep bass voice.  Gradually 

they all joined in and the room was full of this extraordinary Japanese song.  I had my 

interpreter beside me and I leant over to ask her what it meant.  She said that she didn’t 
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understand as it was mediaeval Japanese.  I spoke to Mr Ando afterwards who promised to 

try and get a translation.  It turned out to be a beautiful song about the seasons and the 

seasons in the life of a Sumo wrestler.  It was very moving and apparently very rare for them 

to do that in front of anybody outside.  Amazing people.   

There were lots of extraordinary moments during the whole thing.  We did some research.  

Somebody on the team had the brilliant idea that we needed to be able to demonstrate what 

effect the Festival had had.  So we did some opinion polling professionally beforehand and 

then repeated it afterwards.  There was a striking change.  Public opinion was affected by it.   

One of the biggest issues we'd had to confront during the run up was the PoWs, lots of whom 

were alive who, quite understandably, hated the Japanese.  But we did address that fairly 

directly.  Through Hugh, we managed to get them not exactly on side, but they did give an 

undertaking that they were not going to make a fuss.  I had to do a speech once to a thing 

called the Nippon Club in the City, which was the top 10 Japanese business people in the UK.  

This was at the point that we were trying to raise money.  I had to do a pitch about what the 

Festival was going to be and why it mattered.  There was a nice man called Ben Thorne, ex-

FCO, who was very closely involved in the Festival like Hugh.  Ben had been, I think, the 

Commercial Minister or Counsellor in Tokyo.  I remember talking to Ben before I did this 

and asked him whether I should mention the war.  He said he didn’t really know.  But I 

decided in the end that it was right to do that, because of the PoW thing.  My line was that 

these guys needed to understand that there were still many people in Britain who had bitter 

feelings towards Japan because of the war.  There was no flicker.  I never knew afterwards 

whether that had done any harm or good.  But I thought it was important to signal to them, 

because they were very arrogant, actually, masters of the universe, most successful economy 

in the world ...  Sometimes in meetings you really felt they were doing the Japanese 

equivalent of looking down their noses at you.   

Anyway, we got away with that in the sense that we never got much flak as we might have 

done.  And certainly the public response to the Festival was tremendous.  Radio 3 devoted a 

hundred programmes to the Festival.  Channel Four covered the Sumo.  It was everywhere.  It 

was huge. 

Chiba actually left before the Festival closed, but we had a big party at the Japanese 

Ambassador's house which he hosted: it was really to say farewell to him.  I managed to get a 

first edition of a Conan Doyle book as a present for him: that was a really lucky stroke, 
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actually.  He opened it in front of us, looked at me and said, ‘Mr Barrie, I had this very book, 

this edition.  I had this and it was destroyed in the Tokyo firestorm’.  Amazing.  He was so 

touched.   

Speaking more generally, I'm a bit sceptical about cultural diplomacy.  I'm not sure that it 

ever has much long-term effect.  But about ten years after the Festival, I was doing a radio 

show for the BBC and afterwards I was talking to the producer.  Somehow the subject of 

Japan came up.  I asked him how he got started.  He replied he had started working for NHK, 

the Japanese Broadcasting Service which was modelled on the BBC.  I asked what had taken 

him to Japan and he said it was actually the Japan Festival.  That was quite nice.  I do still 

you know, meet people occasionally who mention the Festival.   

The sad thing was that the internet wasn't a big thing, then.  If you search for the Japan 

Festival online, there's very little digital trace.   

SR: Had you been able to access that more widely, the education programme would have 

really taken off.   

DB: Absolutely.  Well, the education programme - which was run by a brilliant woman called 

Sally Lewis - was a great success.  When the Festival closed there was a surplus of a million 

pounds and this was used to set up an educational trust.  And Tony Thorncroft, the Arts 

correspondent of the FT wrote an FT editorial.  This was my proudest moment!  He said it 

was the first festival in the UK since the Great Exhibition of 1851 that had left a surplus.  

That was true and the surplus was put to good use, maintaining the education programme.  

The programme was run by a wonderful young woman called Sally Lewis who really did a 

great job.   

We had a lot of very able people.  I don't think I've ever worked with such a committed, able, 

hard working group of people.  They were extraordinary.  I think it was partly because it was 

finite.  Everybody knew that.  We were working very hard, but it wasn't going to last forever.  

It was also partly because people were excited by the content.   

I mentioned earlier in our conversation the strangeness of the Foreign Office when I joined in 

that it was nearly uniformly male.  Suddenly, I was in an environment where 85% of the staff 

were women.  It was so refreshing, so different.   

We had our moments.  I remember a point when everything was looking particularly bleak 

and everybody was frantic.  There were people going off and weeping in corners.  I called the 



85 
 

whole staff together to try and give them a pep talk.  I don't think I was very successful.  But I 

do remember saying that, when it was all over, we were going to proud of it.  I'm not sure 

they believed me at the time! 

It was very tense at some points.  There was one particular Board meeting, when the finance 

director took everybody through the accounts.  You could see that there were some Board 

members saying things they wanted recorded in the minutes.  Hugh was one of them.  I 

wasn't too impressed by that.  But Peter kept his nerve.  Graham kept his nerve.  Patrick 

Jenkin too, the former Tory cabinet minister, was on the Board.  He was very supportive and 

very useful because he had all kinds of government connections. 

It was a fascinating project.  When it came to an end, I'd had so much hospitality from the 

Japanese Embassy that I wanted to do something in return.  One of the things we got was 

sponsorship in kind from a lot of the top London hotels.  To be honest, I think they were 

short-changed.  The theory was that they would give us free rooms and free hospitality in 

return for getting more Japanese visitors through their doors.  One of the deals was with the 

Dorchester.  At the end of the Festival, we had a big surplus on our account with them.   

So I took Mr Ando to the Dorchester and gave him the dinner of his life.  It was a hoot 

because the maître d’ and all the staff knew exactly what was going on: they were just 

encouraging me to order more expensive things.  So we had vintage champagne and vintage 

cognac and ludicrous things.  Ando ordered some soup which had gold leaf floating in it!  So 

we had a really lovely, wild evening with all the Dorchester restaurant staff smiling benignly 

because it didn't matter to them.  A few days later, I was in the office and the woman who 

was in charge of that part of the operation came in to present me with the bill.  We didn't have 

to pay it but this was what we'd spent: £1000 on dinner for two!  Crazy.  Ando really 

deserved it.  It wouldn't have happened without him and Chiba.   

It wouldn't have happened without Peter Parker and Graham and so many other people.   

When it all ended, for the one and only time in my life, for about a week I was a hot property.  

The phone was constantly ringing with job offers.  The big problem I had was that I was still 

technically a civil servant.  The Head of the Office of Arts and Libraries (OAL) as it was 

then, called me in and picked my brains about various things.  To cut a long story short, he 

wanted me to run the European Arts Festival, a government sponsored thing celebrating the 

EU, with John Drummond, the head of Radio 3 and boss of the Proms.  So the idea was I 

would do that and would still be in the civil service.   



86 
 

I would have done it except for John Drummond.  Because John Drummond had an ego the 

size of the Western hemisphere!  He’d been terrifically helpful during the Festival, but when I 

went to see him in his office at the BBC I just realised this wasn't going to work.  The theory 

was that he would do the performing arts, I would do the visual arts and we would be joint 

Directors.  The point, though, was that the OAL didn't trust him to manage the festival and 

keep it on budget.  He didn't know that.  So that was tricky.  Then when I went to his office 

he knew I was interested in Ruskin.  And he literally delivered a half hour lecture on Ruskin. 

So I just thought, ‘Stuff that!’  That made me very unpopular with the Cabinet Office and the 

OAL.  (And John, who never spoke to me again!)  But they didn't give up, because the next 

thing I got – and this was really surprising as I hadn't really warmed to the Prince of Wales 

and I've never been terribly good at concealing my feelings – was a request to put my name 

forward to be the Prince of Wales’s Private Secretary.  I absolutely didn't want to do that.  So 

I turned that down and everybody hated me at that point.  It was pretty clear I was going to 

have to resign. 

In the end, much to the puzzlement of all my colleagues and friends, I took this job running 

the National Art Collections Fund, partly because I believed in it, because it was a kind of 

Ruskinian thing (in fact, it came from an original idea by Ruskin) and partly because I was so 

interested in the visual arts. 

Festivals are nerve-wracking, but the work is really fun.  You've just got all these 

possibilities.   

SR: And you're working towards a defined end product.   

DB: Exactly.   

SR: Is there anything else you’d like to mention? 

DB: Let me think.  I know.  One funny thing was the UK-Japan Sasakawa Foundation which 

was a slightly shady charitable foundation set up by this man Sasakawa.  He’d made a 

colossal fortune in the gambling industry in Japan after the Second World War.  In Japan you 

weren't allowed to have casinos and gambling things on land, so he put them on ships and 

that was legal.  He made untold gold out of that.  The Sasakawa Foundation was set up and 

spent freely.  The problem was they actually wanted to give money to the Japan Festival.  But 

lots of people, including Chiba, warned us to be very careful about the Foundation, because 

Sasakawa was, I believe, a war criminal.  So we had endless, endless discussions about 
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should we/shouldn't we.  This will give you a flavour of the Sasakawa Foundation: the 

chairman of the UK end of the Sasakawa Foundation was a gentleman called Robert 

Maxwell!  This wasn't very long before Maxwell's death.  Peter went to have lunch with 

Robert Maxwell to talk about everything. 

When he came back, he told me it had been one of the strangest encounters he’d ever had.  

He reckoned Robert had gone mad.  Apparently, he had Peter to lunch à deux in one dining 

room whilst he was having another lunch simultaneously next door, so he was going 

backwards and forwards between the two lunches.  Weird.  Peter wasn't so surprised by that.  

But the really weird thing was that Peter had said he had come to talk about the Japan 

Festival.  Then Robert launched into a long spiel telling Peter what he had to do with the 

Japan Festival was X, Y and Z.  He went through a whole lot of things, after which Peter said 

he was grateful for the advice.  Robert then said, ‘No, Peter, that’s not advice.  That's an 

order.  I'm telling you that's what you've got to do’. 

Peter made his excuses and left.  Really strange.   

SR: So you didn't get any money from the Foundation? 

DB: Well, in the end, I think we did.  I can't really remember. 

There were all sorts of curious things.  There was an outfit called Dentsu, who were, very 

keen to be involved.  They were then the biggest advertising agency in Japan.  They also had 

something a bit iffy about them.  I remember going to their headquarters in Tokyo and 

coming into the lobby.  There was a bronze bust of the founder of Dentsu, believe it or not, 

with a Second World War helmet on!  Bizarre.   

We got a lot of pressure - there were organisations like Sasakawa and Dentsu that just wanted 

to be in because they could see that it might be useful to them I think really. 

Then we had dealings with lots of different Japanese official bodies.  The Foreign Ministry, 

the Culture Ministry and the Japan Foundation, which is like the British Council.  Mr Ando 

actually ended up being chairman of the Japan Foundation.  I think he may still be there. 

We had some tricky moments.  The British Museum put on an exhibition of 13th century 

portrait sculptures from the Kamakura period.  Zen Buddhist.  Exquisite, world class stuff.  

This was my first encounter, really, with the madness of museums, in this case the British 

Museum, about which I could write a book.  In the normal way of things, the British Museum 
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put in a request for all these different objects from Japan.  These things were the jewels in the 

crown.  The Bunkacho came back crossing off quite a lot of these things.  The curator was 

very disappointed and tried to remonstrate.  Then the Japanese side threatened to pull out.  So 

I had to go to the Bunkacho to mend fences on behalf of the British Museum.  Ridiculous.  In 

the end it all happened: it was a lovely exhibition despite the British Museum.   

SR: Why didn’t the Director of the Museum get involved? 

DB: At that time, the Director was a chap called David Wilson who was fantastically self-

important and grand.  No, he didn’t get involved, but probably should have done.  He 

probably didn’t know what was going on. 

Actually that reminds me that when the Kamakura exhibition was on, Mrs Thatcher, who by 

then was retired, let us know that she wanted see the Kamakura exhibition early one morning 

before the great unwashed came in.  So I turned up to meet her with the curator, to take her 

round. 

I think looking back, although I didn't realise it at the time, she was starting to lose her 

marbles.  We went round the exhibition and about half way around, she suddenly stopped and 

said, ‘Tell me, what is Buddhism?’  The curator and I looked at each other.  Then he cleared 

his throat and said, ‘Well, Lady Thatcher, I think the best thing I could say is that Buddhism 

is about the ultimate reality’.  So she brightened up said, ‘Oh, well, that's good.  I like a 

realist.  I like a realist.’  Then the curator said, ‘Well, it's not every day reality, you know, it's 

about the spiritual’.  He went on a bit like that.  Her face fell and she said, ‘Oh, so they're not 

realists at all.’  And she turned on her heel and left.  It was all very startling from a former 

world leader.  But I suppose it illustrates one thing, though, that the Festival reached all kinds 

of people.  All sorts of people wanted in on it.   

Looking back, it was probably the most exciting continuous period of my working life.  It 

was endlessly various: every day you were dealing with theatre directors, diplomats, artists, 

actors, curators, designers, journalists, businessmen, charitable foundations, and even the 

Imperial Household.  It was fascinating.  But also exhausting.  I hardly slept for about three 

years.  It was just crazy.  But enormous fun.  I’m immensely grateful to Martin Campbell-

White for inviting me to get involved. 

Anyway, it's been fun talking about all of this and I hope it's going to be of some interest to 

somebody. 
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SR: David, I think that’s a very good note on which to end.  Thank you very much for 

agreeing to take part in the project: we’re very grateful.   


