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Sir Brian Lee Crowe interviewed by Gwenda Scarlett on Wednesday

15 October 2003 for the British Diplomatic Oral History Programme.

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

GS Sir Brian you joined the Foreign Office in 1961 and I believe this was in line

with your family tradition?

BC Yes, [ went straight from Oxford in the normal way. My father had been in
the Foreign Office. He died young in 1952 as Consul General in Frankfurt. The
person historians have heard about is my grandfather, Sir Eyre Crowe, who was
PUS in the early 20s and who led the official British Delegation to the Paris Peace
Conference at the end of the First World War and who was also quite well known
for having written a famous memorandum on Anglo-German relations in 1907.
My great grandfather, Sir Joseph Archer Crowe, was also a diplomat (among
many other things, including being a war artist for the Illustrated London News in
the Crimean War and the first serious art historian, with an Italian called
Cavalcaselle) but hardly a conventional one: he was a sort of supplier of
intelligence for the Foreign Secretary in the courts of the still un-united Germany).
He failed to achieve his Ambassadorial ambition (Berne) when the premature
disclosure of this prospect by his wife before agreement scuppered his
appointment. He ended up as Commercial Attaché for all of Europe in Paris about

1890. So a long line in the FO.

GS Did you do some language training initially when you joined?

BC The Foreign Office taught me Russian first in London for several months
(with Andrew Wood, who subsequently became Ambassador in Moscow) and
then Paris for three months, staying with a White Russian family. Then they
posted me to Moscow in October 1962. Humphrey Trevelyan was my
Ambassador. A very distinguished Ambassador, who became part of my life
again when he was appointed governor of Aden in 1967, which we will come on

to.

GS This was the time of Khrushchev?



6)

7)

8)

BC This was the last two years of Khrushchev. I left in October 1964. The day
after I left Khrushchev fell. I don’t know whether there was cause and effect. It
was an interesting time to be in the Soviet Union, the period of the apparent
unravelling of the Stalinist years following Khrushchev’s famous 1956 speech
denouncing Stalin, although he had been himself been intimately involved with
Stalin all his life. There is a very interesting book just out by Simon Sebag
Montefiore called “Stalin: The Court of the Red Tsar”, a fascinating account of
Stalin. Khrushchev was deeply involved, up to his neck actually, in many of the
monstrosities that Stalin committed. But anyway he made that speech denouncing
Stalin and then there was the Cuban missile crisis, shortly after which I went to
Moscow. So with that crisis in relations with the United States behind us and with
the de-Stalinisation that was taking place progressively, after the 1956 speech, it
was actually possible to believe, we did all believe I think, that the Soviet Union
was starting on a new course of relative liberalisation. Artists were starting to
come out. New works were starting to be published. Solzhenitsyn published his
“One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich”, a story in Novy Mir magazine about
life in the gulag, which was a sensation. Novy Mir was sold out immediately and
“One Day” became unobtainable. I was able to get a copy for myself because
there was a Rank Xerox exhibition by chance at the time in Moscow and I was
able to get a friend who happened to work for Rank Xerox to xerox (or photo-
copy) the Embassy’s subscription copy of Novy Mir. I still have it (photo-
copying was still in its infancy in the West, or anyway the Foreign Office, we still
used carbon paper and stencils for reproducing texts. Typists were divided into
shorthand and copy typists, one of the daily chores of the latter being to copy-type
the telegrams, which came as upper-case telexes, on to stencils for wider
distribution). “One Day” was first republished, and then only in English, much
later. But it was possible to believe that things were gradually loosening up and

even that it was an irreversible process.

GS Was this reflected in your life there? Did you meet Russians at all?

BC It was reflected at the margin really. The old arrangements continued in

place. The KGB was still active. Everything was bugged. You couldn’t talk in



your own flat without being overheard. It wasn’t true that diplomats were always
trailed, not normally anyway, but you were greatly restricted on where you could
travel. You had to get permission to travel outside Moscow. Thirty, or twenty-
five, kilometres it was, outside Moscow. You had to give an exact itinerary of
where you were going, where you were going to spend the night, how you were
going to travel, and large areas of the Soviet Union were closed. Your travel
arrangements had to be made through the UPDK (administration for the
diplomatic corps), so they had detailed tabs on you. Locally engaged staff,
including cleaners etc, were hired through UPDK as well, and were obliged to
report to the KGB, and on occasion to go further (eg honey traps etc). And
Russians were still afraid to talk to you. Or if they weren’t afraid, they either
should have been or were working for the KGB. I remember picking up some
Russians once when I was driving outside Moscow and getting lost. I stopped at a
bus stop in the countryside, maybe in a village, and asked the people in a queue
how to get to where I wanted to go. They told me and then a couple said well, if
you’re going there, we’re going in that direction, can you drop us? So of course |
said yes. In the car I asked them whether they thought it was all right to do this,
and they said no problem. I dropped them where they wanted to be dropped,
which was at a crossroads where there was a policeman who was in one of those
sentry boxes common at crossroads outside Moscow then. They purported to be
traffic policemen, but since there was negligible traffic, there had clearly other
less benign functions. As I drove away I could see the policeman coming down
from his rostrum and going over and talking to them, clearly about being dropped
by a foreigner in a foreign car with a diplomatic licence plate. I don’t expect
anything happened to them, but I’m sure they were warned not to do it again. A
bit further on down the road, at another crossroads with a similar sentry box
occupied by a policeman, I was flagged down and interrogated. Why was I giving
a lift to Soviet citizens? I explained the story I have just recounted. Didn’t I
realise that this was illegal? I rejected this: how could it be? But in your country
a foreign diplomat would not be allowed to give a lift. The policeman genuinely
couldn’t credit that this was rubbish, even as he sent me on my way with a
warning to sin no more. That was the mind-set. Most of the contacts I did have --

- and it was possible to have Russian contacts then --- they were sort of



9)

authorised, the officials, and the people on the fringes of the diplomatic world

who were sort of licensed to deal with foreigners.

But there were some brave souls mainly from the cultural community, actors and
people like that, film directors, who wanted to branch out and have access to the
West, and for them that meant either journalists or diplomats. So it was possible
to have friends and I had a handful of good Russian friends. It was obvious at the
time that they had real difficulties over it with the authorities, the KGB, but it was
only when I met them outside the Soviet Union later when they were visiting the
West that I heard the details. For example, there was Oleg Tabakov, subsequently
a famous actor and film and theatre director including of the Moscow Arts
Theatre, but then an aspiring young actor and leading light in the dissident (as
dissident as it was possible to be) theatre called the Sovremenik (ie
Contemporary) theatre. Very distinguished. He was allowed out of Moscow in a
group in 1965 after I had left. He escaped his minders, although not before they
had warned him what an evil character I was, and we saw each other privately, to
arrange which he had had to take lots of evasive action. He then described to me
the pressures, the warnings he had received and the threats they had made which
he very bravely ignored. His wife (sadly first wife, they divorced and he married
again) was always scared and suspicious of my motives. She was very nervous
about meeting. So yes, it was possible to have friends and they were brave
people. Things were being published and plays were being put on that hadn’t
been allowed before and art exhibitions were being put on. There was one in the
“Manege” Exhibition Hall, which Khrushchev visited and referred very
disobligingly to something as being painted by a donkey or something like that,
which gave the lead for the media. But the fact is the exhibition took place in one
of the leading exhibition halls in Moscow. Then Khrushchev fell and we went
back to the Brezhnev era. There was - I think in last week’s Sunday Times
Magazine section - a reprint of a chapter from a book by Martha Gellhorn about
her visit in 1972 to Osip Mandelstam, the great Russian poet, and that was very
much a description of Russia as I recognised it, but even more frozen up than it
had been when I was there, because under Brezhnev it had gone backwards of
course. It was ten years after | was there. It had definitely gone back into the

deep freeze. And there were restrictions, self imposed, on us too: no



romantic/sexual relations with Russians for fear of blackmail (I remember my
Australian counterpart was not subjected to this rule and had a great time with
Russian girls. He made the sensible point that you can only be blackmailed if you
do something you are afraid to own up to, and bachelors at least would only be
afraid to own up to relations with Russian girls if it was forbidden). And I got into
trouble with my own authorities for bringing in a package of paperbacks of British
and American novelists and playwrights to give to Russian friends who had asked
for them. From the British authorities’ point of view it might have been a trap to
catch me doing something illegal and blackmailing me. I knew, or certainly
thought I knew, the Russians concerned well enough to trust them. I am sure I
did, but you can see how easy it would be to be mistaken. I can’t remember
whether I was allowed to give the books or not, I rather think I was since I could
hardly be blackmailed for it. So there was this atmosphere that the Soviet
authorities were trying to get you into trouble and your own authorities were
trying to keep you out of it, both combining to produce a network of restrictions
on what you could or couldn’t do. But it was much better than it had been before,

or than it would become again shortly.

10) GS Well you were actually rather lucky to be there at a relatively free time?

11) BC I was very lucky to be there. I enjoyed it very much. It was my first post. It
was a new country, a new experience, job, everything. The routine of Chancery
work was alleviated by contacts with important visitors and, for that matter,
important Russians. I met Rostropovich, for example (though I am sure he
wouldn’t remember that), I shook hands with Khrushchev and interpreted for Nina
Khrushcheva and Lady Douglas Home, then wife of the Foreign Secretary. I was
there for the final agreement and signature of the first (partial) Nuclear Test Ban
Treaty, when I was tremendously unimpressed with Lord Hailsham, leading our
delegation, at sea and very indecisive he was. I came within stabbing range of
Fidel Castro. Hugh Gaitskell and Patrick Gordon Walker came and dined in our
bachelor flat on a visit to Moscow when the Ambassador (and also I suppose the
Minister) was too tied up to look after them. I met Harold Wilson then too. And
so on. And life outside work was fun, summer and winter. Theatre, opera and

ballet were easily accessible and very cheap. Travel also was cheap, and I got to



places like Soviet Central Asia (Tashkent, Samarkand etc), the Caucasus and the
Baltic states (which the Ambassador was not allowed by London to go to since
this would have resembled recognition of their incorporation in the Soviet Union.
The Russians for their part made visiting western diplomats travel by night train
from Leningrad so that they wouldn’t be able to see anything on the way).
Russian history and culture were fascinating, with the countryside studded with
romantic, often decaying old churches, monasteries and villages. I was able to
acquire some good icons, legally I hasten to add (and legally exported, with the
right certificates from a proverbial little old lady in the Tretyakov Gallery in
Moscow who certified them rather humiliatingly, but necessarily, as of no artistic
or historic importance). There was skiing (mostly cross-country) in winter and
skating on the flooded embassy tennis court, also the occasionally famous---or at
least written-up in the newspapers from time to time as a new discovery---game of
broomball). The embassy had a dacha outside Moscow in a settlement of dachas
at Serebryanny Bor (silver wood) in a loop of the Moscow River. The whole
diplomatic corps also had the use (pre-booked) of the nomenclatura’s hunting

dacha settlement at Zavidovo, some 100 kms out of Moscow.

12) I lived in bachelor quarters at the back of the compound, where we sampled bear
paw and saiga antelope and other culinary delicacies provided by Russian friends.
Caviar (and vodka) were widely available. I had good friends and colleagues in
other embassies, notably the Americans. And there were secretaries and nannies
for female company and romance. So it was actually a good life. But then I never
actually wanted to go back and was never posted back, only coming on visits
much later. I didn’t want to go back to do a job at a level less than Ambassador
because in the Brezhnev years Moscow had become a less interesting and less fun
place, with fewer openings than I had had when I was young. So I did actually
manage to avoid that. Whether that was a good thing or not I don’t know, because
some of my colleagues did go back, more than once, finally as Ambassador.
People like Rodric Braithwaite and Andrew Wood, who stuck it out with their
Russian through successive postings and returned as Ambassador to witness and
indeed participate in the fascinating transition arising from the collapse of the
Soviet Union, the end of the division of Europe, the fall of Gorbachev, the rise of

Yeltsin etc. That was an exciting time to be in Moscow as British Ambassador,



the possibility of which I forewent for myself by preferring not to soldier on in the

trenches of the Brezhnev years.

13) GS So following Moscow you were posted to London; to which Department?

14) BC From Moscow I came back to London after the statutory two years there to
look after a section of what was then Northern Department, which dealt with the
Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, the Communist countries and also Norway and
Iceland. It was a slightly paradoxical name to call Northern Department, a
Department whose main job was related to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.
But there you are, that was the Foreign Office in those days. So was the continued
existence of coal fires in every room, prepared in the early hours by the cleaners
every day and burning away during the day (in winter, of course). Part of the
ritual also, long since disappeared, was tea in the “third room”, the room where
the desk officers sat at separate desks: the Head of Department and assistant heads
would come in and share it and socialise. I was there from’64 to ‘67 and was
Desk Officer for Rumania and Hungary at that time. I was also a Resident Clerk
at the Foreign Office. You know the Resident Clerk function?

15) GS Duty Officer weekends?

16) BC Out of office hours. Evenings and weekends. In exchange for your services
on top of your daytime job you had a free flat at the top of the building, shared
with three colleagues (plus another two or three when the FO amalgamated with
the CRO (Commonwealth Relations Office) in 1967), with cleaning etc free and
breakfast cooked for you, and a small allowance. The institution of the Resident
Clerks (my grandfather, Sir Eyre Crowe, had incidentally been one) changed over
the years and is being abolished this autumn, to be replaced by a more fully
fledged and modern operations centre type of thing. In those days we were all
bachelors and that’s where we lived, in the FCO. It was already changing when I
left, first with women resident clerks and then married ones. In recent years most
people have I think been married and have had their own homes, using the free
accommodation only when on duty. We did our work as the resident clerk on

duty actually in our own flat, our living room (we each had our own living room



and bedroom and shared other facilities). Later they put in a sort of operations
room there with telephone lines and equipment, so that the duty resident clerk
worked there. In many ways being Resident Clerk was more interesting than my
daytime job in the Department. I mean, Desk Officer for Hungary and Rumania
in the mid-60s was hardly front line stuff, whereas being on duty as resident clerk
made you the FO’s interface with the whole world as well as UK ministers while
everybody else slept or took their leisure time. So you witnessed and participated
in exciting or interesting events which cropped up out of hours, and saw
fascinating papers which passed through your hands. I had once to put the stand-
by battalion on full alert for some crisis on my own authority because I couldn’t
find anyone whose decision it properly was. I remember stopping the MOD/RN
from sinking an oil-tanker in the Beira Strait because they thought it might be
sanctions-busting over Rhodesia (it wasn’t). And I had to tell a worse-for-drink
George Brown, who was standing in as PM when Harold Wilson was in Moscow,
that he could not send British troops into Uganda because Obote had just arrested
half his cabinet. And advising Arthur Bottomley, then Commonwealth Secretary,
on what I thought he should do and say to George Brown. I also had things like
someone ringing up the FO and being put through to me by the switchboard
because there was nobody else to be asked what the capital of Albania was.
Asked why she wanted to know, my interlocutor explained that she was a

geography teacher and it was in the next day’s lesson.

17) GS A quieter time in the department?

18) BC There was always work to do. Always visits to arrange and we had an

official visit, the first one, from Rumania by a man called Birladeanu, who was a
member of the Politburo and deputy to Ceaucescu. Ceaucescu came
subsequently, long after I’d left, and got an honour from the Queen, you

remember.

19)GS Yes

20) BC It had to be taken away from him after he was killed. Well, it was interesting.

Rumania was pursuing a sort of dual policy of loyalty to the Soviet Union



internally and independence externally, which we were seeking to encourage.
Hungary was doing the reverse. It was trying to liberalise internally, while being
slavishly devoted to the Soviet line externally. So, you know, there was that sort
of interplay to follow and observe. I never went to Rumania. I went to Hungary
to a conference organised by the Quakers, actually where I was talent spotted by
Hungarian intelligence who identified me as a possible target because I’d been
nice to Hungarians, which seemed to me quite a soft criterion by which to identify
possible agents, but there we are. I know that because there was a Hungarian

defector shortly afterwards in London.

21) GS But you weren’t aware of it at the time?

22)BC I wasn’t aware of it at the time. I’d been given to him as one of his targets on
my return from Hungary. The Department called me in and told me about it, but it
wasn’t held against me. I had been approached earlier, before my posting to
Moscow, by the KGB. When I first came to London after leaving Oxford, the
KGB had tried to trap me first by getting me to do something (translating a
German magazine article into English on the grounds that their translator was on
holiday) and then paying me, and then when that failed, following up with the old
honey trap.

23) GS Before you joined the Foreign Office?

24) BC No, I’d joined the Foreign Office. But I’d known a Russian in Oxford; a
Russian lawyer who was a graduate student and we got to know each other, and he
knew I was going to the Foreign Office. When he went back to Moscow he
passed me on to his friend in the Soviet Embassy who cultivated me. I remember
that he took me to the Kirov Ballet. It was for me perfectly above board because I
reported every move to Security Department and they didn’t prevent me. But he
did try to pay me for translating something from Der Spiegel, from German to
English, on the grounds that the Russian translators were away on holiday, it was
August. They were going to have to be paid, and this was the money and he’d
already drawn it. I’'m sure that someone lurking behind the coats in the pub was

there to witness this transaction take place in the pub, a chap with a camera. I

10



managed to avoid that, and then at that point I broke all contact with him. It was
obvious what he was trying to do and Security Department at that point required
it. He contacted me some months later. I’d moved, so he didn’t know where 1
was, but he found out. He tracked down my mother in Oxford. My mother gave
him my home ‘phone number and he ‘phoned me and said that he and his wife
were having their tenth wedding anniversary, or something, and wouldn’t it be
nice if we could all get together and have dinner together in a restaurant, with
dancing. So somewhat taken aback I said well that’s very nice, but
noncommittally. I said should I bring a girlfriend? No, no, no, no, he said. Don’t
do that. We will provide you with a girlfriend (laughter). I didn’t go. I saw him
in my time in Moscow. He’d been posted back to the Foreign Ministry and we
met on a collective farm - on one of those visits to a collective farm organised to
demonstrate the success of Soviet agriculture. He was from the Soviet Foreign
Ministry and part of the escorting group. I can’t remember whether I tried to be
friendly or not. I don’t think I did particularly, but I tried to be polite. He cut me
dead. Absolutely froze me out. As far as I know the KGB had given up on me at
that point, because I was unaware of any further attempts against me, but there
were lots of other attempts on others including some of my other colleagues. By
the extensive application of alcohol, they got one chap into bed with a girl, which
he confessed to the next day and was immediately sent home. As I recounted

earlier the Australians were much more relaxed about such things.

25)GS Interesting contrast. You're back in Northern Department. You didn’t do that

job for the whole of that time in London?

26) BC No, in 1967 I was whipped out, - but actually before I get on to the next
episode I think there is a vignette from the 1960s that might amuse anybody who
ever reads this archive, about the Zinoviev letter. The Zinoviev letter was an
episode in 1924 when a letter purportedly written by Zinoviev, the Head of the
Comintern, to the British Communist Party sowing sedition and calling on them to
stir the army to mutiny and dockworkers to strike. It fell into the hands of the
authorities and a note of protest was drafted to send to the Soviet Trade
Delegation, I think it was called in those days, with a view to the publication of

both the Zinoviev letter and of the protest note. We didn’t recognise the Soviet
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Union, but they had a Trade Delegation. Ramsay MacDonald, who was both
Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary at the time and who had authorised the idea
of a protest and publication, was in Wales. My grandfather supervised, indeed
amended, the draft of the protest and sent it to Ramsay MacDonald in Wales.
MacDonald looked at it, amended it (probably firming it up) extensively and sent
it back to the Foreign Office. At the same time the Daily Mail had got hold of a
copy of the Zinoviev letter and was going to publish it, so it became urgent to act.
Anyway the draft came back to the FO from Ramsay MacDonald, initialled. Now
the crucial question that only people working in the Foreign Office would know
the significance of - [ don’t know if it’s true anymore, but it was when I joined -
was where he initialled. According to FO procedure (actually invented by my
grandfather two decades earlier when he had been in charge of FO administrative
reforms), if he initialled under the draft at the bottom of the text, it meant he
approved it for issue. If he simply initialled it in the margin, it just meant he’d
seen it and he was not approving it. But to complicate things in this case,
MacDonald apparently wrote his extensive amendments (amounting even to a
complete redraft) in the (wide) margin and initialled under that, ie in the margin
but under his own text. And so the key question was did he approve it or did he
merely amend it without approving it. MacDonald always maintained that he had
not intended to publish, nor to authorise the protest at that point. My grandfather
(Sir Eyre Crowe) however, convinced that MacDonald had authorised this, issued
the note of protest, sent it to the Soviet Trade Delegation and published it with the
Zinoviev letter itself, which the Daily Mail was in any case about to publish.
There was an outcry. It was in the middle of an election campaign. Labour lost
the election and for many years the story was - it was not true, but it was a belief
in the Labour Party - that the Zinoviev letter was the deciding factor in the
election. Since then it has been shown to be a forgery. It wasn’t sent by Zinoviev,
but was cooked up by Russian emigrés in Riga, or somewhere, fell into the hands
of MI6 and (probably) leaked by them to the Daily Mail. But all that’s by the
way. The Zinoviev letter gave ammunition to the Conservatives against a Labour
government which had negotiated trade agreements with the Soviet Union and
they went on to win the election. So when George Brown became Foreign

Secretary in 1965/6, whenever it was....
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27)GS He was the third of the Foreign Ministers under Harold Wilson?

28) BC Yes, Michael Stewart before him, in turn following the unfortunate Patrick
Gordon Walker who had had to resign because he failed to get a seat in the house
of Commons. He succeeded Michael Stewart, so it may have been ‘66. One of
the first things he wanted to do was to track down who had authorised the
publication of the Zinoviev letter. Was it Foreign Office officials, i.e. my
grandfather, or had the Prime Minister/Foreign Secretary done it? So he issued
instructions to find the draft and see where it was initialled. They searched the
archives for the draft and couldn’t find it. The search was so desperate that they
even came up to Northern Department, to my room in Northern Department,
which had been responsible for the subject way back in 1924, and searched all the
cupboards in Northern Department, including mine, just in case the draft
happened to be lying around in the pile of papers preserved forty years later by
some accident of history. Of course they didn’t find it. I think it has been since
accepted that the draft disappeared in the weeding process. It’s sometimes
probably difficult for weeders to know what’s important to keep and what can be
thrown away. They kept the final version, the one that actually went, and |
believe they kept the first departmental draft, so why, maybe they thought, bother
to keep the intermediate draft? Unless you realise that the draft, as in this

particular case, was significant.

29) GS George Brown was Foreign Secretary while you were there?

30) BC He was Foreign Secretary while I was there.

31) GS But also Michael Stewart had been?

32) BC Michael Stewart had been Foreign Secretary before, and Patrick Gordon
Walker, whom I had met in Moscow, briefly before that. Patrick Gordon Walker
having lost his seat in the General Election in ‘64, was nonetheless appointed
Foreign Secretary while a new seat was found for him (Leytonstone, if memory

serves me right) and he made the mistake of losing that by-election and so they
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couldn’t keep him on as Foreign Secretary. Michael Stewart took his place from
being, I think, Secretary of State for Education. He was a perfectly nice man but a
non-entity. I think not the kind of Foreign Secretary that Foreign Offices like. He
read his briefs and did what he was told. He was not a man who provided any
leadership, any ideas of his own. George Brown did. George Brown was brilliant
in many ways, up until about mid-day before the drink got to him. He had an
extraordinarily trenchant mind and the ability to grasp things and see things, and
see through things, which was truly impressive. I got to know him not in
Northern Department where [ was too low down the pole, but a bit over Aden. In
that capacity I saw both the brilliance of George Brown, and also his totally
unacceptable side, brutish, a terrible bully, with no regard to other peoples’
feelings or rights, be they ever so senior or ever so humble. He upset the FO lift
operators, the lift at the St James’s Park ambassador’s entrance, because he
insisted on pressing the buttons himself, refusing to let them, as they saw it, do
their job. He sacked people at the drop of a hat if one of his political friends put a

word in his ear: I saw that over an appointment in Aden. But he was brilliant too.

33) I was transferred on to the Aden side in 1967 when Lord Shackleton was
appointed at a few days notice, no more, to be sent out to Aden as sort of Minister
Resident in response to a crisis that was then taking place in Aden. There was a
general strike and a mutiny and British authority was being challenged and the
Governor was apparently not coping. It was a huge crisis. People forget now.
Aden was in the headlines back in ‘67. Aden was a colony, a Crown colony, but it
was also becoming part of the South Arabian Federation, which was to include the
tribal states which had protectorate status, with tribal sheikhs and traditional tribal
societies. The new British Labour Government had decided that South Arabia
with Aden should become independent by the end of 1967, by November 1967,
for financial reasons largely, it was the beginning of retrenchment from East of
Suez. And so this ill-fitting group of tribal Sheikhs and the cosmopolitan rootless
urban Arabs in Aden had been put together, and were being forced into a single
country with a federal regime and we were trying to create a constitution for them
and a means by which they would run themselves after we left. There was a
rebellion going on in the urban areas mainly manipulated by Egypt under

Nasserite influence through the Front for the Liberation of Occupied South
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Yemen, acronym FLOSY. And then there was another nationalist group which
came out of nowhere really, but was indigenous, based in the South Arabian tribal
areas, and tribal rather than urban, which called itself the National Liberation
Front. This was genuinely nationalist, not Nasserite, and basically what happened
in ‘67 was that FLOSY and the NLF had a war between each other at the same
time as we were trying to create a Federal Government for this country that we

were launching into the big wide world on its own.

34) Shackleton was sent out to deal with the crisis that developed and I was appointed
as his Private Secretary and Sam Falle was his Political Adviser. Sam Falle was
an Arabist and had served in a number of Arab countries including certainly Iraq.
I can’t remember where else he had served. He finished curiously enough
working for the European Commission as the Commission’s delegate in Algiers. |
think he was High Commissioner in Nigeria. But anyway he was the Political
Adviser and his function, basically for Lord Shackleton, was to find out who the
NLF characters were and get to meet them, which he managed to do
surreptitiously, only to find them completely uninterested in a deal. They made
no bones about the fact that they wanted to throw the British out; this was their
raison d’étre, to throw the British out, to be seen to be doing so, and not to arrive

at some compromise.

35) Shackleton decided very sensibly that he shouldn’t stay on in Aden as Minister
because you can’t have a Governor and a Minister in the same small place. The
“need to do something” was met by a decision to change the governor. So the
poor unfortunate then Governor, Richard Turnbull, had to make place for a new
broom Governor. Humphrey Trevelyan was brought in to replace the unfortunate
Richard Turnbull who hadn’t been doing a bad job. It was just that the political
requirement was to be seen to be doing something, and that was the thing they did.
It was no coincidence that both Sam Falle and I had worked in previous
incarnations for Humphrey Trevelyan. We both had the highest regard for him
and pressed his name for the appointment; perhaps something he would not

actually have thanked us for!

36) GS Rather than postpone the British departure?

15



37)BC No, there was never any question of postponing the departure. It was an
absolute requirement. There then followed a process during the summer. [ went
back to London with Lord Shackleton, for whom I continued to work as his
“Aden” private secretary in the House of Lords (the other part of his
responsibilities, at this moment very much déja vu all over again, was Lords
reform), but I was also repatriated to the FCO, to the Aden Department. Its Head
was Don McCarthy, who taught me a lot about drafting, although his technique
was totally different to my other great instructor, Howard Smith, who had been
my Head of Department in Northern Department. Howard Smith taught me to be
concise, halving the length of my drafts. Don McCarthy taught me to include
important information, doubling the length of my drafts. The trick was to
combine both skills. I was in this curious position of drafting Lord Shackleton’s
letter to George Brown, saying “Dear George, | think we should do this, that or
the other” about Aden. George Brown’s Private Office in accordance with
ordinary office procedure sent them down to the Department for advice and a draft
reply. And Don McCarthy would say: “Take this. You wrote it, you reply to it”,
so I had to draft replies to my own letters. It was quite amusing. But it was

interesting for me because again [ was still in my twenties.

38) There were a lot of negotiations going on on the side and secret contacts taking
place in which I was involved. There were meetings with FLOSY nationalists in
Athens (to which I went with Lord Shackleton travelling incognito on a specially
issued passport) and in Geneva with the tribal Sheikhs. All the parties were
invited to Geneva for a sort of grand get together to try and sort the problem out.
We stayed in the Beau Rivage, on the lake front, one of the grand hotels then
sufficiently down-at-heel for the British taxpayer to afford it, I suspect they
couldn’t now since it has been done up, while the sheikhs stayed in the
Intercontinental, down the road, also at the British taxpayer’s expense. Only the
tribal sheikhs came, the two nationalist parties (FLOSY, NLF) would have
nothing to do with it. So we had rather useless meetings in Geneva while the
situation on the ground in South Arabia, in the tribal states, not just Aden, was
breaking down. NLF-led rebellions were taking place in tribal lands, so after the

conference broke up the sheikhs were supposed to go back and resume control of
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their territories. But somehow or other they ended up in Beirut on the way back
and stayed there. I was sent to Beirut to get them to bloody well go back (we
were after all paying their hotel bills!), which again I enjoyed. It was quite fun,
but actually hopeless in the literal sense of the word, the situation was too far gone
to be saved. Some went to Saudi Arabia, perhaps cowardly but actually realistic.
Some did go back to Aden, to South Arabia and got killed for it. One flew back to
his capital from Aden in a British Army helicopter which was shot down as it
landed and he was killed, so basically the country was breaking down. This was I
think September, and the unalterable deadline for independence was 30
November. The final independence negotiation took place literally in the last few
days of November in Geneva, right up to the deadline set many months earlier for
independence day. Lord Shackleton led our side, the other side being these
shadowy NLF nationalists who’d won the civil war with FLOSY and taken over
the tribal areas. Their leader was Qahtan al Shaabi, but we really had no idea
what they wanted. They had told Sam Falle that they wanted to be seen to throw
the British out and there was real concern that they would attack our departing
forces, in effect forcing a fighting withdrawal. The tactic was to buy them out as
cheaply as we could get away with while sitting them out in the negotiations, so

that they got tired and were willing to settle.

39) GS In one negotiation?

40) BC In one long negotiation. So we sat through one long negotiation, because we
thought we could out-sit them, but it was difficult. The main objective was to get
them to settle on the lowest price which would allow our troops to withdraw.
Again people have forgotten this. Most of the British Navy, or a large part of it
was offshore. There were two aircraft carriers plus escort ships sitting just over
the horizon in case the last of the British troops and of the British community (not
least the Governor himself and his staff) had to be evacuated militarily. It was
incredible. People have forgotten that. I remember an Office meeting with David
Owen about ten years later when I was back in the Foreign Office and we were
talking, as we did a lot in 1977, ten years on, about Southern Rhodesia which was
then the decolonisation crisis. David Owen referred to our glorious decolonisation

record, we’d always handed over the colonies to properly elected democratically
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controlled governments when they became independent, we could do no less for
Rhodesia (which we indeed managed in the end to do). But I had the temerity to
say “Well, not quite, Secretary of State, there was the small matter of Aden, South
Arabia, which we handed over to an unknown gang of violent thugs whose only
credential was that they beat another gang of thugs in a civil war”. He didn’t like
that at all. But it was true. The way we dealt with Aden was, well I think it was, a
great exception to the generally honourable record of our decolonisation, but we
basically got out because we didn’t want to stay. We handed over a total mess to

the gang of thugs who had been most brutal during the civil war, and there it was.

41) The other thing I remember was that Lord Goronwy Roberts, who was Minister of
State at the Foreign Office, was sent out to reassure the rulers of the Gulf States,
who were worried about the implications for them of the British withdrawing from
Aden. Aden had after all been our big strategic base, if we gave that up, why
would we stay in the Gulf?

42) Goronwy Roberts was sent round to reassure them that our withdrawal from
Aden was just a sort of tidying up with no implications for them. On the contrary
we would need them all the more once we no longer had Aden, so they were not
to worry. That was sometime in 1967. At the beginning of 1968-- when was the
sterling crisis? It must have been after the sterling crisis—the strategic decision
was taken that we would after all withdraw from East of Suez. The end of empire,
the lot out. Lord Goronwy Roberts was sent round the same Gulf States, the same
Sheikhs to say “What I said last time is no longer valid, we’re leaving”. I’m sure
he tried to be reassuring and all the rest of it, but I always thought, how can a

Minister do that rather than resign. ..........

43) 1 think this is a forgotten, or perhaps more accurately, repressed period as far as
the British public is concerned. They remember a lot of the decolonisation, but
Aden is forgotten. If they remember it at all, people remember it because of Mad
Mitch leading the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders to retake Crater. Crater was
the business district of Aden and as the name implied, it was in a former volcano,
and the British security forces had been forced to withdraw from it by violent

demonstrations. In fact my Defence Attaché when I was Ambassador in Vienna

18



was one of the platoon commanders. He told me that Mad Mitch, who had had to
send his operational plan to his brigade headquarters, knew that the politicians
would chicken out at the last minute and call it off. So he told HQ that his zero
hour, the start time of the operation, was going to be something like 10 or 11
o'clock at night. He then quite deliberately moved it to say 7 o'clock and by the
time he got the expected order to call it off at say 9 o'clock, he was able to say it's

too late, we've already reoccupied Crater (laughter).

44) GS But it didn't change policy?

45) BC No. There were no casualties. It was a good operation. But it was a
dangerous time. There was a lot of murder going on. Brits were being shot by
terrorists in Aden. A friend of mine was shot - there was stretch of street called
Murder Mile. It was too dangerous to move around without an armed escort.
Aden became independent at the end of '67 and I continued in the Department
tidying up the loose ends, eg the provision of aid. We organized things like
training pilots for their small airforce, twelve Provost jet trainers which we had
given them as part of the aid package on independence, a fairly primitive plane
which they couldn’t do much damage with. It's extraordinary to think of the sums
involved -- I think we gave them something like £12 million and at the time it
seemed like quite a lot of money. You wouldn't pay for a parliamentary enquiry
with that amount of money these days. But anyway in that final independence
negotiation in Geneva we had bumped it up from something rather less in order to
sort of buy them off from attacking our troops as they withdrew. We discovered
subsequently that they never had any intention of doing so, but I suppose
somebody assessed that they might. I remember we had to send one pilot back
because his legs were too short to reach the pedals. (laughter). Obviously Aden
was winding down, as it were. There was a whole Aden Department in the
Foreign Office at the time. But in 1968 Aden Department was wound up and

incorporated into Arabian Department and I was posted to Washington.

46) GS It must have been quite a contrast?
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47)BC Which was a big contrast, yes. I had come back from Aden and was
resuming my Resident Clerkship so I continued that and by longevity had become
Senior Resident Clerk, In that capacity I presided over the break-up of the male
monopoly, welcoming into our mixed accommodation the first female resident
Clerk (Tessa Solesby). Some modification had to be made to the bathroom
arrangements, but otherwise life went on as before, each Resident Clerk with his
(her) own bedroom and sitting room, with a shared kitchen and dining room (and
one TV between us, black and white located in the dining room). The whole time I
was in Aden earlier in 1967 I had continued to keep my resident clerk's flat in the

Foreign Office, but of course I had to leave it when I went to Washington.

48) GS Where you were First Secretary Information?

49) BC I was posted there as First Secretary Information, that’s right. My job was to
be in contact with the press, the media, and be responsible for the peddling of ...
what’s the word, not propaganda - we never called it propaganda - information
about the UK. Positive information about the UK to the American media. Dealing
with journalists is always interesting, but recycling official information and news
about Britain I found a bit stultifying. Britain then was the sick man of Europe
economically, our great comparator was the thriving social market economy of
Germany. We had to duck the UK’s dismal economic performance, the appalling
industrial relations, strikes etc by playing up the quality of life in the UK, for
example democracy, the rule of law (unarmed police), civilised society/culture
etc, the Beatles, the Forsyte saga and Lord Clark’s Civilisation. And of course

transport (wonderful railways!), education and the wonders of the health service.

50) GS Did you deal with all the press corps?

51) BC Dealing with the Washington Press was our responsibility, directly under the
Ambassador. The Head of the British Information Services (BIS) in New York,
who in turn answered to the Ambassador, was responsible for the rest of the
American press and the overall British information effort throughout the US,
including the Washington office’s regional responsibilities (the Greater

Washington region, Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, I think).
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Our Consuls General in US cities had regional responsibilities, answering to BIS.
So in Washington I, and my boss the Information Counsellor, had a dual function:
the Washington press and press corps, answering to the Ambassador, which was
political; and the regional information effort (including commercial information)
answering to New York. We had mailing lists, we would also go around and talk
to the editors of the small town something or other asking whether they liked
getting our material, did they find it interesting? Yes we find it interesting. Do
you use it? Yes we use it. Is it valuable? Yes, it’s valuable. What else would
you like? Nothing, it’s all just fine.. “Do you want to be/remain on the mailing
list?” “Absolutely”. All quite untrue: I’'m quite sure that they binned it. There
was evidence they binned it. I binned it when I was on the receiving end of this

sort of stuff from foreign embassies or whatever.

52) Dealing with the press itself, the journalists and commentators, of course was
interesting. If it was high-level stuff (and leading journalists and commentators,
especially in an information-circus like Washington, tend to be prima-donna-ish,
although there were agreeable exceptions) it was dealt with at a high level by the
Ambassador himself, his deputy the Minister or by the Information Counsellor
who was my boss. But it was fun for a while. I got into a couple of minor

scrapes.

53) One was to be sued for one and a quarter million dollars by the founding Church
of Scientology for allegedly libelling them. In the Supreme Court of the United
States - I’'m the only person I know who has had a case brought in the Supreme
Court itself. I had to claim diplomatic immunity for that. It got that far and the
State Department had not done their job and prevented it. I was responding to a
write-in campaign against the British Government for stopping Scientologists
going to a Scientological conference in East Grinstead. So there was a lot of
protest in the States. In response to hundreds of curiously identical letters from
members of the US public (mainly from California) I had written a letter
criticising the Church of Scientology in the terms used by a British Minister
defending the Government’s action in the House of Commons. His words, and so

mine, were pretty disobliging and trenchant. But I had overlooked the fact that a
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Minister’s statement in the House of Commons is privileged, the words of a mere

information officer (identical though they may be) are not.

54)1 also got into a spat over Northern Ireland, which was before Bloody Sunday.
Bernadette Devlin had come to the States to put the Nationalist case to the
American public, followed hotfoot by a Unionist MP called Stratton Mills to
present the opposite case. He challenged her to a debate on American television
in the course of which he was taking the unreconstructed view that there had
always been equality in Northern Ireland and all this nonsense about
discrimination was untrue. In response she produced a letter purportedly from the
British Ambassador in which, she said, even the British Ambassador admits there
is discrimination in Northern Ireland. She read out this letter on prime time TV in
which there was a sentence which I will always remember. Which was “If you
want an admission that discrimination has existed in Northern Ireland, then you
can have it”. 1 didn’t see the television show, but there was a telegram the next
morning from the Head of BIS in New York saying that Stratton Mills had come
into his office, steaming with fury, how could the British Ambassador possibly
have written such a letter. Francis McGinness, who was Head of BIS, sent this
telegram saying he hoped it wasn’t true or words to that effect. It certainly wasn’t
written by any of his staff or by him. I saw this telegram and I recognised the
fateful words, so I went and owned up. I had written them, again in response to a
write-in campaign. A stock letter had gone out and then somebody had replied to
my letter with reasoned arguments. I responded in turn with a one off letter in
which I used that sentence complained of, which seemed to me then and seems to
me now to have been factually indisputable, especially in the past tense that I had
carefully used. But Stratton Mills complained. John Freeman was the
Ambassador. He sent a telegram to London saying that I had been well-
intentioned but perhaps a little overenthusiastic through inexperience, or
something like that. So he didn’t take me to task, but nor did he really stand up
for me. I think he should have been much tougher with the likes of Stratton Mills,
who had a lot to answer for over what has happened in Northern Ireland (without

of course meaning to imply any justification for the IRA and all its works).
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55) But these were minor things. Then I moved on, I don't think as a result of these

faux pas, but you never know. I was moved out of the Information Department

into Chancery, the political section and I suppose the heart of the Embassy.

56) GS I'm sure you were jolly pleased to move out of the Information Department.

Did the Scientologists let you be, by the way, after that?

57)BC No they didn't. No. When I left Washington I went to Bonn and they then

pursued me in the English Courts. They brought a case for libel there and the
Treasury Solicitors, the Law Officers anyway, came out to Bonn to see me. They
said you can plead that you are out of the jurisdiction, since you are in Germany.
Or you can accept jurisdiction and fight the case. They made it plain that they
wanted me to fight. Once I'd been assured that the government would cover all
costs, including if I lost and had to pay damages, I said I’d fight it. Of course they
never had any doubt that [ would win. And so, in effect, it turned out. They made
the requisite submission on my behalf to the court in response to the charge, or
whatever it was, and as | remember it the Church of Scientology had a certain
amount of time to file a response, and they failed to meet that deadline. No doubt
deliberately. And so the case stopped. I can only suppose that once they knew the
British Government was going to defend it, they thought better of continuing to
harass me. That was the end of it. But I still have in my scrapbook the State
Department's submission to the Supreme Court of the US re. the case of the

Founding Church of Scientology v. Brian Crowe

58) GS They have not been in touch since?

59) BC They have not pursued me since. Back in Washington I was transferred to

Chancery, where I worked on, well, it varied a bit. It depended on the manpower
at the time. Who was there and who wasn't. I was basically Desk Officer for
European Affairs, but I also did quite a lot on the politico/ military side, which at
that time included CSCE (Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe,
now transmogrified into the OSCE, O for Organisation), the start of the process
that led to the Helsinki CSCE Summit Conference in 1975. The Americans were

initially reluctant, the CSCE being a Soviet initiative designed to legitimise their
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hold over Eastern Europe and the division of Germany. There was also the issue
of Mutual and Balanced Force Reductions, MBFR, which again the Americans
were very reluctant about. But CSCE and MBFR in the event became important
Western policy objectives, the CSCE once we realised that we could use it against
the Russians, and MBFR as a means of holding off Congressional pressure on the
Administration to reduce US troop levels in Europe unilaterally: the pressures
were enormous in the light of what was seen in Congress as inadequate European
burden sharing within the North Atlantic Alliance. The objective frankly was not
to achieve mutual and balanced force reductions, although that on satisfactory
terms would have been nice, but rather to argue---successfully---that we couldn't
withdraw unilaterally without losing the pressure on the Soviets to reduce too. In
CSCE what we achieved in 1975 was in effect the right to interfere in Soviet
internal affairs through the standards set by the Helsinki Final Act, which played
some role in the eventual end of the Soviet empire. We also achieved language
legitimising the changing of borders peacefully and by agreement, extremely
important for the Germans to keep open the possibility of German reunification
despite the principle of the inviolability of frontiers. But these subjects have been
extensively written up and I don't recall anything of significance for historians or
researchers which is not better related elsewhere. The SALT (Strategic Arms
Limitation Talks) were also of great importance at the time, but I did not deal with

them.

60) I was responsible for the four-power/quadripartite talks, the Bonn Group, on
Berlin and access to it from West Germany. One aspect of that was an annual, or
maybe it was biennial, exercise involving a NATO planning cell at SHAPE in
Mons, Belgium, called Live Oak. This was responsible for contingency planning
against the eventuality of the Russians or East German blocking autobahn or rail
access to West Berlin. They were command exercises, but nonetheless serious for
that, with the military exercising their top planners and commanders in an exercise
scenario lasting some three days. The political command for Live Oak and
control of the Berlin access routes in a crisis was the Washington Ambassadorial
Group, composed of the US Secretary of State and the three western ambassadors
concerned (UK, France and Germany). However these top people didn’t play, but

delegated their function to more junior representatives at my level, in the UK case

2