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  An eloquently argued defence of a public body that gets more than its fair share of brickbats. A pity that so few of our politicians share his grasp of reality and
  clarity of vision

  Mail on Sunday


  He does write well. His trenchant prose is unsullied by the managerial gobbledegook that has infected Whitehall. His tone is engagingly sardonic . . . this is an
  admirable diplomatic primer . . . Meyer is the silkiest of mandarins

  
  Sunday Times


  Meyer knows very well that a good story sells an argument. So he has chosen to write a history book, a retelling of 500 years of adventure and intrigue in
  British diplomacy, to make his case . . . These are good stories, especially those about the grand failures

  
  Financial Times


  The former Ambassador to the US takes a dim view of Britains foreign policy, arguing that its high time government started to look out for numero
  uno

  
  The Times (Books weve loved in the past few weeks)


  His book is an argument for a return to a coherent foreign policy with a clear-eyed vision of the national interest. A dose of refreshing realism which is
  overdue. If we want to get our way, we have to be clear what way we want

  
  Daily Mail


  Meyers summary of the qualities a diplomat requires is as good as any I have seen

  
   Guardian


  


  To Catherine, as always.
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  The origins of Getting Our Way are to be found in the fertile genius of Archie Baron, Creative Director of Wingspan Productions. I had previously worked with Archie on
  a television documentary for the BBC called Mortgaged to the Yanks. Afterwards we thought of doing something more ambitious about Britain and America, in advance of the US presidential
  elections in 2008. But after a while our conversations  and this was Archies idea  turned to making a documentary series about British diplomacy and how Britain had played its
  hand in the world over the last five hundred years. The BBC liked the idea; and, lo and behold, it commissioned a three-part series for television. Getting Our Way was born.


  I was very keen. From my earliest years at school I had loved history. As a diplomat, I was time and again reminded of how much is to be learnt from the past; and how ignorance of history can
  lead modern politicians into error and misjudgement. It was, I thought, worth making the series just to remind viewers of Britains diplomatic past. But it would also offer a platform for a
  set of arguments, dear to my heart, about the abiding importance of diplomacy and the national interest. Getting Our Way is, therefore, both a documentary series and a book with an
  opinion.


  The idea of a book flowed naturally from the television series. But, once again, it was something inspired by Archie Barons energy and creative imagination. He fired me up to put pen to
  paper. Sometimes, in this whole endeavour of television series and book, I see myself a little like the Chinese Emperor Qianlong from Chapter 4 within, borne aloft on my lonely authors
  palanquin by the strength of others. Archie was among the strongest: always encouraging, inspiring, enthusing, sometimes cajoling.


  There were many others who bore me aloft and kept me going. There was huge cross-pollination between the book and the television series. I am not sure whether the Getting Our Way
  production team appreciate how much they motivated my writing. They were extraordinarily talented and always the best of company. I owe a great debt of gratitude to Helena Braun, the
  producer/director, who contributed so much. She had the steadiest of hands on the tiller, while having to put up with my quibbling over the script and tantrums when I got tired at the end of a
  days shooting. I also want to thank the jovial Will Jacob, cameraman and sound recordist extraordinaire, as well as the King of Puns; assistant producer Kim Lomax (more of her below); and
  Nick Boy, quartermaster and logistics wizard. We had a few laughs.


  My warm thanks also to Julian Alexander of LAW and Jayne Rowe of Wingspan, whose quick efficiency sorted out contractual and other matters for both television and book with a minimum of
  fuss.


  All kinds of people, too numerous to list, helped us on location around the world. But a special mention is owed to Sir David Tang, not only for the wisdom he brought to the Chinese episodes of
  the documentary and book, but for his generous hospitality and help in Hong Kong and Beijing.


  Of course, none of this would have happened without the BBCs confidence in the project. Five names in particular are on the Getting Our Way roll of honour: BBC Commissioning
  Editors Mark Bell and Martin Davidson; and successive BBC Four Controllers Janice Hadlow, George Entwistle and Richard Klein.


  This book benefited from a great deal of research done for the television series. It was intimidating in its thoroughness. In the time available I would never have been able to get on top of it
  on my own. I am indebted to Kim Lomax and to Jo Foster for their high-quality contributions, under great pressure, to the historical chapters. Without these as a foundation, the book would never
  have seen the light of day in 2009. Any mistakes are, of course, my own.


  My thanks, as ever, to my agent, Jonathan Lloyd, at Curtis Brown; to Alan Samson, my publisher at Weidenfeld and Nicolson; and to my editor, Lucinda McNeile. No writer could
  be in better hands. I am grateful also to Jeremy Lee of JLA for his help on the television side.


  Throughout the writing of this book, my grumpiness and self-absorption have tested the patience and good humour of my wife, Catherine, to the outer limits. She not only showed the forbearance of
  a saint, but did everything possible to ensure that, over the months, I could write undisturbed by the distractions of daily life. Getting Our Way could be dedicated only to her.


  London, August 2009
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  You can and should be prouder of who you are, what you have done and what you represent. Stop apologising for who you are, and focus instead on what you
  do.1

  

  


  This is a book which uses history to make the case for the revival of British diplomacy. It is an argument for a coherent foreign policy under a re-energised Foreign Office,
  driven by a clear-eyed vision of the national interest.


  Getting Our Way recounts nine stories from Britains diplomatic annals over the last five hundred years. Diplomats are at the centre of each narrative. It is an inside account of
  their extraordinary experiences, sometimes in the face of physical danger, often at historys hinge. The book covers a period in which Britains power has waxed and waned: from the puny
  island nation of the sixteenth century, to the global superpower of the nineteenth century, to the more modest post-imperial status today of a major European power. In these radically differing
  circumstances, we see how Britain has viewed its interests in the world and sought to advance them; how allies have become enemies and enemies allies. Time and again, we see the enduring wisdom of
  Lord Palmerstons2 observation in 1848 that we have no eternal allies and we have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal
  and perpetual, and those interests it is our duty to follow.


  For all that has changed in international affairs since his time, Palmerstons insight is as valid today as it was 161 years ago. Foreign policy  what is to be done  and
  diplomacy  how it is to be done  begin and end with the national interest. Without that, all is drift and muddle. Nowadays, to our damage as a nation, we have
  allowed the necessary rigour of foreign policy to become diluted by fashionable but fraudulent notions of the post-modern state, which elevate the daft utopianism of global values at
  the expense of the national interest.3 Meanwhile, diplomacy shrivels within the confines of an undernourished Foreign Office.


  Getting Our Way records diplomatic successes and failures over the centuries in all four corners of the earth. But the companion of success has invariably been an unsentimental foreign
  policy, executed by robust, proficient and well-resourced diplomacy.


  Diplomacy rivals prostitution as the oldest profession. Like streetwalking, it has never enjoyed a wholly favourable reputation. Often confused with its clandestine cousin,
  espionage, it has for centuries been associated with deviousness and duplicity. Only the other day, when I was giving a talk on foreign policy, a woman came up to me afterwards and expressed
  astonishment that I had actually given straight answers to questions. I expected, she said, the usual wishy-washy on the one hand, on the other that you get from
  diplomats. In modern times diplomacy has also become associated with appeasement of one kind or another, of kowtowing to foreign governments. The venerable Conservative politician, Lord
  Tebbit, was once reputed to have said that just as the Ministry of Agriculture protected the interests of farmers, so the Foreign Office provided the same service to foreigners.


  These criticisms have acquired the rancid flavour of class warfare, a deeply ingrained British pastime. For centuries diplomacy recruited from the aristocracy and upper classes. When I joined
  the Foreign Office in 1966, recruitment had become more widely meritocratic; but it was overwhelmingly a male meritocracy drawn from Oxbridge and a few other universities. Today, the recruitment
  pool is vastly bigger in every way. But, the old myths persist. The image of a diplomat, clad in pinstripes, quaffing champagne, leading the good life in a magnificent embassy, dies hard. The
  press, with its Pavlovian attachment to clich, perpetuates the myth with relish.


  In 1984, Britains then Foreign Secretary, Sir Geoffrey  now Lord  Howe,4 pulled me out of our embassy in Moscow and
  made me his press secretary and Foreign Office spokesman. He told me that one of my main tasks was to improve the FOs public image. So, to show that British diplomacy was
  tough, I recommended a campaign against foreign diplomats who failed to pay their parking fines in London. This resulted for a while in a draconian regime, which led to the naming and shaming of
  diplomatic miscreants and much yelping from Londons Diplomatic Corps. But, it pleased the Evening Standard, which had a low opinion of the Foreign Office (we are as a matter
  of editorial policy hostile to diplomats, said its formidable political editor, Charles Reiss, at our first somewhat tense encounter); and, as far as I was concerned, that was all that
  mattered.


  Then, to show that the Foreign Office was not stuffy, I persuaded its chieftains to agree to a BBC proposal to put Geoffrey Howe on Jimll Fix It, a television show that went out
  every Saturday at teatime. My earlier attempt at image-management had ended in the disaster of a documentary called Caviar and Cornflakes, which confirmed every FO stereotype, and then
  some. Jimll Fix It had a huge audience and was presented by Jimmy Savile, one of the top television personalities of the 1980s. Every week it brought to life someones wish or
  ambition, usually a childs. In our case, it was a girl who wanted to be an ambassador. So, we fixed it for her and sent her to Moscow for a week. She acquitted herself brilliantly; and even
  the Soviet foreign ministry played ball. No one would bat an eyelid nowadays. But, twenty years ago, it caused some consternation in the Foreign Office to see Her Majestys Secretary of State
  for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs sitting alongside the flamboyant Savile, a demure schoolgirl, and a chart-topping black brother-and-sister group called Five Star.


  The programme was considered a success; and I suppose that several million viewers got a better understanding of what an ambassador is for. But the attempt to strike a populist note went beyond
  currying favour with the press and public. It reflected a long-standing malaise in King Charles Street, which, though it has mutated over the decades, persists to this day.


  I joined the Foreign Office on a warm autumns day in 1966. I was astonished at the lack of formal preparation for the job. I had found the Civil and
  Diplomatic Service entrance exams rigorous, exhausting and often quite fun. In those days they took place in three stages, by the end of which hundreds of unsuccessful candidates had been knocked
  out. The whole process took weeks. I remember being so drained that I was left with barely enough energy or motivation to do the revision for my university finals, which followed soon after. At
  each stage, you waited tensely for the Civil Service Commission letter that would tell you, in strangely small typescript, whether or not you had been successful. Only a score or so survived the
  final stage to be admitted to the upper reaches of the Civil and Diplomatic Services.


  My induction course lasted about a month. It was led by an engaging, rugby-playing giant of a man, Ewen Fergusson.5 I do not remember much
  about it. I was given a handbook on diplomatic etiquette, sent to some lectures and made to spend a fortnight in a registry, learning how to file papers. Then, one morning, I was taken to the West
  and Central Africa Department, told that I would be responsible for French-speaking African countries plus Liberia, and shown my chair and desk. You will be sitting next to Mr
  Renwick.6 He will show you what to do, I was informed. I sat down and the first thing I saw was an enormous in-tray, filled with files
  held together with red tape and what were known as Treasury tags: pieces of red string with little metal bars at each end that were threaded like cuff-links through holes punched in the files. As I
  stared at the pile, paralysed like a rabbit in headlights, Robin Renwick leaned over to me and said, I think you will want to give priority to Upper Volta.7 They havent paid the rent on their embassy and they have done a bunk to Paris.


  And that was that. I was now, at the tender age of twenty-two, a wet-behind-the-ears but fully functioning British diplomat, expected to advise my seniors, including George Brown, the Secretary
  of State, on all aspects of relations with some fifteen African states. I was put unsparingly to the test in my very first month. As I wrestled with the Upper Voltans, I was summoned to the office
  of the Minister of State, a genial Scottish politician called George Thomson. He was about to receive an official visit from a member of the government of the Central African Republic. I was there
  to interpret between English and French. The usual pleasantries of a courtesy call were easy enough to translate. But, just as I was beginning to relax and enjoy myself, the
  African told Thomson that one of the main exports from his country was roselle. What on earth was roselle? With panic rising in my gorge, and unwilling to admit to ignorance,
  something made me blurt out jute in translation. To my horror, instead of moving on to another subject, Thomson eagerly pressed the African minister to describe the precise properties
  of roselle. Thomson hailed from Dundee, where jute mills had once been the backbone of the economy. He knew a lot about jute. There ensued a lively conversation in which Thomson said
  jute and the African minister said roselle. Thomson promised to look into the possibility of importing roselle into Dundee. After the meeting, he asked me to follow
  matters up vigorously. This could be a way of helping Dundee and a poor African country. I raced back to my office and looked in my dictionary. Roselle was not there. I tried out the
  mystery word on a friend in the French Embassy; but he had not heard of it either. He promised to ask around. The next day, Jean-Pierre called back. What was a British minister doing, he asked,
  talking to a politician from the Central African Republic about importing a plant that was variously used as a diuretic, laxative and food-colouring agent? My heart sank. I saw my career slipping
  beneath the waves before it had hardly begun. Oh, and by the way, added Jean-Pierre, its also used sometimes as a substitute for jute fibre  if thats of
  any interest to you. Of any interest to me!? I kissed my French-English dictionary. History does not relate, I believe, whether roselle proved to be of any use to the moribund jute
  mills of Dundee.


  That was the British way of doing things: to learn on the job. It still is to some extent. The British diplomatic tradition is not to be overly abstract or intellectual. It is in some contrast
  to Continental Europe, where diplomacy is often taught at specialist academies. The annals of diplomacy record, perhaps apocryphally, a long and arduous negotiation with the French over some
  initiative, at the end of which the leader of the French delegation throws up his hands and exclaims: I agree this will work in practice. What concerns me is whether it will work in
  theory. In Germany, after years of studying things like international law, virgin diplomats are not let loose until they are sniffing the approach of middle age. In Britain we do not have academies. We do not teach diplomacy, we teach foreign languages. We leave international law to the lawyers. As for the rest, we learn by example, just as in nature animals
  show their young how to hunt. I gathered a vast amount from having my desk in what is known as the Third Room. Besides Robin Renwick, there were two other older diplomats working in the same room
  as me. It was noisy and sometimes distracting. But, as I was meant to, I observed and listened to what was going on around me and learnt in a week more than I could be taught by an instructor over
  a term.


  There was something else too which made this an exhilarating experience for someone just out of university. Despite the Italianate magnificence of Gilbert Scotts building, and the stuffy
  reputation of the Foreign Office, everything was surprisingly informal. Long before Tony Blair insisted that he be addressed as Tony, the use of first names was the norm in King
  Charles Street. I discovered that I was expected to address everyone this way, with the exception of the Secretary of State, other ministers, and the Permanent Under-Secretary, who was the head of
  the Diplomatic Service. There was a formal hierarchy of ranks as there is in the armed services. But more often than not it was by-passed. Quite often, lowly creatures like myself would be summoned
  to the office of the Secretary of State or of some great mandarin, so that I could brief them, say, on Liberian politics or tensions between Rwanda and Burundi. For a while the Foreign Office
  experimented with what it called the team system, which removed two layers of bureaucracy. It worked brilliantly, pushing down responsibility to the lowest level possible. It was
  heady stuff for a young diplomat. You got to know personally almost everyone who mattered very quickly. It inculcated a terrific esprit de corps and high morale. Needless to say,
  bureaucracy reasserted its deadening hand and in due course the two layers were restored.


  From this pragmatic system emerged a Diplomatic Service that was widely respected by its peers. I remember being told by a Japanese diplomat how Tokyo had studied several of the European
  diplomatic services and had concluded that the British was best. It was admired in particular for its professionalism, negotiating skills, and profound knowledge of abroad. The Foreign Office was
  organised around great clans of specialists: Arabists, Kremlinologists, sinologists and the like. A huge effort was put into language training. I spent a year learning Russian
  full-time. It was two years for the Chinese- and Japanese-speakers. You were meant to acquire a thorough understanding of the country for which you were the specialist; and if you were actually
  posted there, you were expected to do this without falling into the dreaded trap of going native  of representing Ruritanian interests in Britain, not the other way round. It
  is all too easy to do. You make a vast effort to understand a country  to speak the language, make friends, burrow deep into its mores and culture, travel its length and breadth
   and before you know where you are, you are more familiar with it than with Britain. Unless you are vigilant, your sympathies can be pulled along in the wake of your understanding and
  knowledge. Before going to Washington as Britains Ambassador in 1997, I was given the crisp instruction to get up the arse of the White House and stay there. Once comfortably
  ensconced in this part of the American anatomy, where, as a distinguished US general recently told the White House, the sun dont shine,8 I had always to remind myself that the purpose of the contacts made in this intimate position was to advance the British interest.


  It did not take me long to realise that I was joining an organisation as troubled as it was talented. There was a spectre stalking the august corridors of the Foreign Office. It took the form of
  an American Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, who had served President Harry Truman between 1949 and 1953. Only four years before I became a diplomat, in a lecture to officer cadets at West Point,
  he had made the sharply perceptive observation that Great Britain has lost an empire and has not yet found a role. His words, which have passed into the realm of historical
  clich, caused outrage in a Britain already highly sensitive to its diminished post-war status. It did not help that they had come from America, our intimate wartime ally.9 It is a useful antidote to the careless rapture of todays Special Relationship rhetoric (alive and well during President Obamas visit to
  London in April 2009) to realise that in the early post-war decades it was above all the United States that confronted Britain with its decline. This was a period marked by strained and difficult
  passages between London and Washington. Immediately after the end of the war in 1945, the newly elected, and nearly bankrupt, Labour government sought a substantial loan from
  the Truman administration. The negotiations were so hard-fought and acrimonious that they aroused an intense mutual hostility; and the strain killed John Maynard Keynes, the ailing British
  delegation leader. In 1956, President Eisenhowers administration humiliated Britain by exploiting the weakness of sterling to force a halt to the Anglo-French expedition to seize the Suez
  Canal from Egyptian President Nasser. The swelling national crisis of confidence and identity, felt with especial keenness inside the Foreign Office, was aggravated still further by General de
  Gaulles veto in 1963 of our application to join what was then the European Economic Community.


  In 1968 I was posted to Moscow and then, two years later, to our embassy in Madrid. It was an awful time to represent Britain abroad. We seemed in a state of terminal economic decline and
  national demoralisation. British diplomats abroad are paid and taxed in sterling. As the pound kept on sinking in value, the relentless fall in our purchasing power measured almost exactly
  Britains rate of decline. Even the Communist East Germans, in a characteristic piece of Goebbels-style hyperbole, claimed to have overtaken our GDP. In late 1973 I returned home from Madrid
  to a litany of horrors: the miners strike; the three-day week; the energy crisis; working in the Foreign Office by the light of a small Camping Gaz lamp; double-digit pay rises, devoured by
  inflation worthy of a banana republic; and to a surly Customs officer, who searched my car from top to bottom. Could it get worse?


  The Foreign Office, meanwhile, suffered a prolonged agony of introspection, reflected in inquiry after inquiry into the purpose and nature of British diplomacy: the 1964 Plowden review; the 1969
  Duncan Committee report; the creation in 1971 of the House of Commons Defence and External Affairs Sub-Committee, which published a series of reports on overseas representation; and, most
  far-reaching of all, the 1977 report of the Central Policy Review Staff (CPRS), which in essence recommended the abolition of the Diplomatic Service and its integration into the home Civil Service.
  As the governments response in 1978 to the CPRS report pointed out,

  
  
  
  The frequency of all these reviews has been a clear reflection of Britains need . . . to adjust . . . to the post-war world . . . to the dismantling of
  the Empire, to the withdrawal from East of Suez . . . More than any other single factor [entry into the European Community]10 has altered the international framework within which British foreign policy operates.11

  

  


  At the time of the CPRS report I was in London, working as a member of the Planning Staff of the Foreign Office. This was supposed to be a collection of egghead diplomats whose
  task was to look at long-term strategic issues. We wrote worthy papers on things like the interdependence of nations, a newly fashionable concept born of the realisation that the oil-producing
  countries had their hands on our windpipe; or Eurocommunism, a hot-button issue of the Cold War era (what do you do if a NATO member-country like Italy votes for a communist government? Answer: not
  much). The good and the great of the Foreign Office would read the papers, congratulate us on the perspicacity or otherwise of their content, and then consign them to the dusty archives of
  eternity.


  When not boring ourselves rigid writing these papers, the Planners served as the Foreign Secretarys special forces, taking on ad hoc tasks at his personal request. In
  197778 the key task for the Planning Staff was to destroy the CPRS report, which represented an existential threat to the Foreign Office; I was entrusted with drafting the counter-blast. The
  Foreign Secretary of the time was David, now Lord, Owen, who at thirty-eight was the youngest holder of the job since Anthony Eden in 1935. The tough, talented and ambitious Owen, who had just
  become Foreign Secretary on the unexpected death of Anthony Crosland, was having none of a report that would have shot his job from under him. In due course, the CPRS boarders were repelled. Better
  than that, the governments response endorsed the primacy of the Foreign Office in the conduct of foreign policy, even while acknowledging the meshing of foreign and domestic
  affairs as a result of our membership of the European Community. The key conclusion, which had Foreign Office mandarins purring from one end of King Charles Street to the other, was
  that:


  
  Responsibility for the overall conduct of overseas relations in the broadest sense of the term will continue to be vested in a single Cabinet Minister, namely
  the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs . . .

  

  


  Note that this conclusion was reached despite the separate existence of a Ministry of Overseas Development, created by the then Labour government.


  So, game, set and match to the Foreign Office. For a while it regained its footing and self-confidence. But, thirty years later, the FO has, according to numerous witnesses, fallen again on hard
  times, surrendering swathes of responsibility for foreign policy to other players in the Whitehall community and continuing to live a crisis of confidence and identity. The notion, for example,
  that the Foreign Secretary is responsible for the overall conduct of overseas relations has been undermined by the activism abroad of the Prime Ministers office and the
  autonomy and funding given to the Department for International Development, which, with a budget at least three times that of the Foreign Office, pursues its own agenda abroad. A bright,
  middle-ranking woman diplomat, who can expect to be a contender in due course for the top jobs, told me recently that she was a member of a group of dissident Young Turks inside the Foreign Office.
  If, she said, we go on the way we are, we will just end up a Ministry for Consular Affairs, rescuing distressed travellers and tourists.12


  How was this allowed to happen? After all, following the bleak under-achievement of the 1970s and the earlier wrenching readjustment to the loss of empire, Britain enjoyed more than a generation
  of economic renaissance, which enabled us to play a confident and assertive role in the world. How is it possible that the wise and careful Lord Hurd, a former Foreign Secretary and professional
  diplomat, could get up in the House of Lords earlier this year and speak of a malaise becoming increasingly apparent in the working of the Foreign Office; of an organisation that has
  been hollowed out, because it is no longer a storehouse of knowledge providing valued advice to ministers and is increasingly an office of management . . . of a steadily
  shrinking overseas service? Hurds conclusion was that the Foreign Office should be the coordinator, the guide and the shepherd in foreign affairs and that it should
  repair and restore its tradition of excellence.


  What lies beneath accusations made in 2008 by the human resources consultancy, Couraud, hired by the Foreign Office itself, of institutional timidity, a cultural fear of
  failure, people getting to the very top of the Office by never making any mistakes? Couraud tells us that mediocrity flourishes because mediocrity
  is seen to be safe . . . We have never come across an organisation so stuffed full of talent. How can it continue to get so many obvious common sense issues wrong? Or take
  another consultants report, this time by Collinson Grant in 2005 and again commissioned by the Foreign Office. It delivered the verdict that: The entire organisation needs to be
  challenged and reformed, but the leadership lacks the skills needed and the will to upset the status quo. The then Permanent Under-Secretary, Sir Michael Jay, was excoriated by the House of
  Commons Foreign Affairs Select Committee as part of the problem. It is all quite mystifying to people like myself, who regularly meet young diplomats. They are as bright and talented
  as they have ever been.


  The use of outside consultants is itself part of the problem: the symptom of weak leadership that cannot see what needs to be done; or, if it does, dares not make changes without some sort of
  validation from the private sector. This is not a phenomenon peculiar to the Foreign Office. New Labours obsessive reliance on the alchemy of consultants has infected much of Whitehall. But
  as Britain recovered its strength under Margaret Thatcher, Foreign Office self-confidence failed to keep pace. It did not help that one of the Great Beasts of the Conservative government, the
  Foreign Secretary, Lord Carrington, fell on his sword over the Argentine invasion of the Falkland Islands in 1982. It did not help to have an overbearing, even intimidating, Prime Minister, who
  seized the reins of the most important foreign policy areas of the day  the US, the Soviet Union, the EU, South Africa  a model that Tony Blair was to emulate several years later,
  albeit without Thatchers rigour and grasp of detail. In her twelve years as Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher went through five foreign secretaries. She regarded the Foreign Office with
  suspicion. A Sun leader-writer of my acquaintance at the time used regularly to characterise the FO as a bunch of pinstriped appeasers. It was an authentic Thatcherian echo.
  It was not surprising that, under Thatchers tough monetarism, the Foreign Office budget came under sustained pressure. When I applied to take time out in 1988 to study American politics at
  Harvard, a fearful Foreign Office told me never to utter the word sabbatical in Thatchers presence. She thought them a waste of money. Instead I was to say
  career-development attachment. I did. She asked me what it was. I replied with some trepidation that it was a sort of . . . sabbatical. She did not seem to mind.


  It was around this time that the Foreign Office got it into its head that, to deflect charges of being fuddy-duddy and out of touch, it should organise itself on business lines borrowed from the
  private sector. There would be modernisation based on the latest information technology. This was when the rot set in  when corporate management seemed to become as important as the conduct
  of foreign policy. It has been a sorry tale: generations of failed computerisation projects, some in-house, some sold to King Charles Street by consultants; a privatised global telecommunications
  system, which in my time passed through the hands of German and American companies in a series of buy-outs to end up under the control of a Hong Kong Chinese corporation; departmental
  reorganisations recommended by consultants, which in due course had to be dismantled when they proved unworkable.


  It got worse under New Labour, as deference to the world of business and consultancy reached a climax. The culture of targets, set by the Treasury, acquired the madness and mendacity of Soviet
  statistics. In Washington as Ambassador, I had to engage in an annual objectives-setting exercise. In principle, it is absolutely right to set clear goals for your embassy. But, the Foreign Office,
  throttled by the Treasurys grip on its budget, insisted on a bureaucratic exercise of elephantine proportions. The Office had its own objectives. Each department within the Office had
  theirs. Each embassy and high commission had theirs, as did individual officials. The idea was that there should be a cascade of objectives from the top to the bottom. Getting all
  these objectives to fit together took ages. Finally, like the annual promulgation of the theses of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, the objectives would be published, often months into the
  year to which they were meant to apply. They were, for all practical purposes, dead on arrival. Meantime, we just got on with the job for which there was only one authentic objective: advancing the
  national interest, using our judgement, common sense and professional skills to work out how to get from A to B.


  In any case, the methodology of objectives-setting was almost entirely fraudulent. Quantitative targets are fine for road building or hospital cleaning. But much of
  diplomacy is not susceptible to this kind of measurement. I was instructed by London to put into my personal objectives a set number of public speeches for the year. There was no interest in their
  subject or audience: never mind the quality, feel the width. I plucked the number thirty-five out of the air. Fine, was the response. At the end of the year I duly reported that I had met my quota.
  Well done, was the response. But, this kind of target-setting measures nothing. Your embassy, each of your staff, you yourself can report a 100 per cent success rate; and it will tell you very
  little about the quality of your diplomacy.


  In 2006, Sir Ivor Roberts, retiring from the Diplomatic Service as British Ambassador to Italy, sent a valedictory despatch of unusual candour to the Foreign Secretary. For over a century it had
  been the custom that retiring ambassadors should write a despatch, making observations on, and drawing conclusions from, their final posting and diplomatic career as a whole. Like all despatches
  they were addressed to the Foreign Secretary and circulated to all posts. Many of these despatches have been of very great value, with more frankness than is usual in diplomatic communications.
  Ivor Roberts was one such, with his trenchant and well-aimed criticism of the culture of managerialism and permanent revolution in the Foreign Office:


  
  The culture of change has reached Cultural Revolution proportions . . . Can it be that in wading through the plethora of business plans, capability reviews,
  skills audits, zero-based reviews . . . we have forgotten what diplomacy is all about? . . . Why have we failed so signally to explain to the likes of the Cabinet Secretary that well-conducted
  diplomacy cannot properly be measured . . .? We manage or contain disputes; very rarely do we deliver a quantifiable solution.

  

  


  The content was sufficiently newsworthy to leak in due course to the press. As such it followed in the footsteps of the similarly well-crafted and timely farewell despatch sent
  by Sir Nicholas Henderson from Paris in 1979. He addressed Britains decline and what we should do about it. His despatch duly found its way into the pages of the Economist.


  Unlike Henderson, who was hauled out of retirement by an approving Thatcher and rewarded with the embassy in Washington, Ivor Roberts despatch fell on deaf ears; and,
  for the first time since their inception, valedictory despatches were as a result severely curtailed in their distribution. Meanwhile, the Foreign Office website continues to be riddled with the
  jargon of management consultancy. There is much talk of corporate leadership, audit and risk, business strategies, change owners and what appears to be the terrible sin of
  change-bunching. Innovation has become a virtue in its own right, as if permanent revolution were necessary for the effectiveness of British foreign policy.


  Reform and modernisation are periodically necessary. Todays Foreign Office is a better place for the true meritocracy of its recruitment. It is a better place too for its light, airy
  canteen. For lunch in the 1970s I had to descend into a subterranean chamber, where sweating cooks of gargantuan girth would emerge from the steam to ladle you Cornish pasties the size and
  consistency of hand grenades.


  But, the price paid for necessary improvements has been high. I still have ringing in my ears something said to me on my first day in the Foreign Office in 1966. Always remember this is a
  service, not a business. That has seemed to me ever since a pretty good principle for all Whitehall. But, over a generation or more, it has become progressively diluted. Consultants, special
  advisers, and sundry outsiders  many with civil service status on short-term, high-paying contracts  have been increasingly entrusted with tasks once reserved for the mainstream civil
  service. Many top civil servants are themselves paid huge salaries  the 130,000 a year, plus expenses, that I received in my last year in Washington in 200203, is relatively
  modest when set against the pay today of public service jobs with comparable responsibility. The weary argument that these sums are necessary to recruit and retain quality just does not wash. You
  are not supposed to be in public service for the money. The implicit deal when I joined was clear: we will pay you modestly (60 a month after tax in 1966), in return for which you will get
  job security, a final-salary pension and a decoration if you do well  and, by the way, you will go wherever we choose to post you. That admirable ethos looks to me in pieces, perhaps beyond
  repair. Like much of Whitehall, the Foreign Office today cannot make up its mind whether it is a service or a business.


  This has not been great for British diplomacy  and that at a time when conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan have yet again validated Clausewitz dictum that war is
  the extension of politics by other means. The poor, bloody infantry can win a thousand firefights in Helmand province, and earnest officials from DFID13 can make their plans for a bridge here, a dam there; but until these efforts are linked to a political process, underpinned by diplomacy, they are so much waste of blood
  and treasure.


  Getting Our Way examines, through its cast of diplomatic characters, the three pillars of the national interest: Security, Prosperity and Values. Sometimes these pillars are, as they
  should be, mutually reinforcing. Sometimes one  especially Values  will be in conflict with the others. Either way, there are sharp lessons to be drawn from the past to guide us
  through the turbulence of a world where, far from ending, history has resumed with a vengeance. The sharpest of them all is that, despite the profound changes in international affairs over the last
  five hundred years  geopolitical, demographic, economic, environmental, technological  a nation that loses sight of its interests, and neglects its diplomacy, is a nation lost.
  Britain risks such a fate.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  PART I


  SECURITY


  


  
    The first duty of government is to ensure the security of the nation. For most of our history this has meant protection from invasion, armed attack and
    subversion. It still does. But, nowadays, we have to take a broader view of our security and to add a new order of threats  economic, environmental, criminal, cyber, health and so forth.
    It makes foreign policy a much more complicated business than in most of the period covered by this book. Yet, at bottom, it remains a matter of confounding our enemies and strengthening our
    alliances.

  


  The following three chapters show how Britains diplomats have sought to buttress the nations security at very different stages of our history. Sir Henry Killigrew sets out in the
  later sixteenth century on a dangerous mission to Scotland, when Britains very survival as an independent, Protestant nation is under threat from foreign invasion and domestic conspiracy.
  Two hundred and fifty years later, with Britain assuming the mantle of superpower after victory in the Napoleonic Wars, Viscount Castlereagh reorders the map of Europe at the Congress of Vienna to
  avoid further entanglement in the Continents disputes. A century and a half later, with British power now in decline, Sir David Ormsby-Gore, one of my predecessors as Ambassador to the
  United States, manoeuvres artfully to acquire nuclear weapons from the United States, so guaranteeing not only Britains security in the Cold War, but also its place at the top table of
  nations. Britain lives still with Sir Davids legacy.


  


  

  

  

  

  1


  ALL SECRECY AND CIRCUMSPECTION:


  Killigrew in Edinburgh


  

  

  

  

  Henry Killigrew might not have looked much like a hero as he rode towards Woodstock Palace in Oxfordshire in September 1572. A serious and professional Cornish gentleman, he
  would never seize the limelight in the same way as a Sir Francis Drake or a Sir Walter Raleigh. But Queen Elizabeth had summoned him to attend a confidential meeting with her two closest advisers
   William Cecil, Lord Burghley, and Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester  because she needed an able and experienced diplomat, and Killigrew had, over the course of several missions in
  Europe, earned himself a reputation for a discreet and skilful touch. With England standing on the verge of international conflict, it fell to Henry Killigrew to save the day. After bidding
  farewell to his monarch, he would saddle his horse and ride with all haste to a city in the grip of civil war, where he would enter negotiations with the foreign power judged to pose the most
  immediate threat to Englands security  Scotland.


  Elizabeth Is grip on the throne had been shaky from the start. Legally, she was a bastard. Her father, Henry VIII, had left her with a murderous legacy of religious
  conflict and dynastic instability. Her predecessor, Mary I, had bequeathed a poison pill of her own by marrying the heir to the Spanish throne, soon to be King Philip II. This gave the most
  powerful Catholic monarch in Europe a personal, religious and political stake in Englands future. And to make matters worse, Elizabeth was an unmarried woman. As long as she refused to pick
  a husband and produce an heir, preferably male, the country would be plagued by plots, and rumours of plots, over the succession.


  Ironically, the root of Elizabeths problems lay in Henrys determination to shore up the Tudor dynasty. After the divisive civil war of the previous century  the Wars of the
  Roses  from which they had emerged victorious, the Tudors were congenitally insecure about their grasp on power. When his Spanish wife, Catherine of Aragon, failed to produce male heir,
  Henry VIII applied to the Pope for a divorce so that he could marry Anne Boleyn. The Popes refusal led Henry  a religious conservative, who saw no particular attraction in the
  Protestant rite  to break with the Catholic Church and open the door to the Reformation with the creation of the Church of England. This was hugely divisive since many English Catholics,
  while loyal to their sovereign, refused to abandon their allegiance to Rome. Worse, it had all been to no avail: Anne Boleyn bore him a daughter  Elizabeth  whom Henry subsequently
  declared illegitimate, at the same time ordering her mothers execution. Though a subsequent Act of Succession restored Elizabeths place in the line of succession, she remained a
  bastard in the eyes of the Catholic Church.


  After Henrys death in 1547, the brief reign of his sickly son, Edward VI  the only male progeny given him by his six wives  saw the consolidation of Protestantism as the
  state religion, but accompanied by unrest and rebellion. When the fifteen-year-old king died in 1553, he was succeeded by his half-sister, Mary I, daughter of the discarded Catherine of Aragon. The
  equally brief reign of Bloody Mary pushed tensions sky-high, as she set about returning England to Catholicism by burning hundreds of Protestants at the stake as heretics.


  Elizabeth herself never showed any of the doctrinal intolerance that had marked her half-sister, but there was never any doubt that Elizabeth would be true to her fathers legacy and keep
  Britain free of the Papacy. Her legitimacy and security as sovereign were entwined with the fate of the Church of England. Within a year of ascending the throne, an Act of Parliament made her its
  Supreme Governor.


  Meanwhile, Europe in the sixteenth century was, as ever, a treacherous snake pit of constantly shifting alliances, played out in wars, dynastic marriages and betrayals. But
  the terrain was changing. Nation states and city states were emerging from a medieval world, in which the Pope and Holy Roman Emperor had once struggled for European primacy. Now the Papacy was
  fighting for its spiritual authority against the Protestant Reformation, while its secular authority began a terminal decline. The Holy Roman Empire had split between the Austrian and Spanish
  branches of the Habsburg dynasty, and the so-called Italian Wars, which had raged from the end of the fifteenth to the middle of the sixteenth century, dragged in most of Western Europe, including,
  for a while, England. By the middle of the sixteenth century, Spain had the clear edge in the struggle for supremacy with France, as the latter descended into a half-century of religious wars
  between Protestants and Catholics. (It was not until the French king, Henri IV, put an end to these in 1598 that France was able to begin the long climb to great-power status under Louis XIV a
  century later. That in turn would trigger a century-long struggle between France and Britain for world supremacy, from which the latter would emerge victorious on the battlefield of Waterloo in
  1815.)


  As a small country on the outskirts of Europe, sixteenth-century England lacked both wealth and military muscle. Its various armed interventions on the Continent were, for the most part, marked
  by incompetence. Elizabeth frequently complained about her generals, once remarking of the Earl of Essex, who was somewhere in France, that where he is, or what he doth, or what he is to do,
  we are ignorant. Fortunately, England showed greater skill at tacking between France and Spain, playing one off against the other.


  The advent of the Reformation, and the division of Europe between Protestants and Catholics, had made the balancing act a more perilous, high-stakes game, since it had become infused with
  religious fanaticism. Elizabeth, a conservative like her father, started out reasonably tolerant of Catholics, but this proved no protection against the full force of the Catholic
  Counter-Reformation: the perennial threat of either Catholic conspiracy at home or Catholic invasion from abroad  or some combination of the two. The crisis that hit Elizabeth within two
  years of her ascending the throne in 1558 had three distinct, but linked, features: religious  the threat of schism; dynastic  stemming from rivalries rooted deep
  in the Middle Ages; and national  the jostling for position between embryos of the modern nation-state. It was a sign of much graver things to come. And it originated in Scotland.


  The Scots had been Englands enemy for hundreds of years. Since the thirteenth century they had been in intermittent alliance with France against England. The famous Auld
  Alliance reached a climax in the middle of the sixteenth century when James V of Scotland married a French wife, Mary of Guise, a member of one of the great French Catholic noble houses.
  James died in 1542, a few days after the birth of his daughter, also called Mary and later to become known as Queen of Scots. The child Mary was sent to France for her upbringing, while back in
  Scotland her mother assumed ever greater powers, becoming Regent on her daughters behalf in 1554. Many French had followed her to Scotland. There was a large French garrison at Leith. In
  1558, Mary of Guise contrived her masterstroke, arranging for her daughter to marry Franois, the heir to the French throne, who the following year would be crowned Franois II. For a
  brief moment in history the Scottish and French thrones were united. But then everything suddenly fell apart when Franois and Mary of Guise both died in 1560. Resistance to French and
  Catholic influence had been building for a while as the Reformation gained ground in Scotland, and now a group of Protestant nobles, known as the Lords of the Congregation, seized the opportunity
  to rise in rebellion. When they turned to England, the Auld Enemy, for help, Elizabeth  recognising the strategic threat of a Scotland dominated by Catholic France  sent
  troops north of the border and forced the retreat of the French army from Scottish soil.


  The experience deeply marked Elizabeth and her advisers. An intense concern for the security of her throne and of Protestant England became the leitmotiv of her reign. It led to an
  increasingly harsh regime for English Catholics; and an ineradicable suspicion of Mary, Queen of Scots, and her French connection.


  In 1572, when our story takes place, Elizabethan England was again in serious danger, threatened by plot, rebellion and invasion. Three years previously, the Catholic earls of
  Northumberland and Westmorland had led the Northern Rising, and celebrated the old Catholic Mass in Durham Cathedral. They had hoped for support from the Duke of Alba, Governor
  of the Netherlands, at that time a Spanish possession. The rebellion failed. Elizabeth responded with severity, executing hundreds of rebels, many of whom suffered the awful fate of hanging,
  drawing and quartering. She then passed laws seizing the assets of Catholics living abroad, and made all members of her Parliament swear an oath of supremacy.


  At this point Pope Pius V intervened, promulgating a Papal Bull, Regnans in Excelsis. It declared
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