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INTRODUCTION – FOR RECIPIENT’S EYES ONLY

These are the things they didn’t want you to know.

The inner thoughts of prime ministers from Lloyd George to Margaret Thatcher. The missives from the Palace that the royals wanted kept away from prying eyes. The things the Cabinet were only prepared to discuss behind closed doors, on the strict understanding that no one would find out about it until long after they were safely picking up their pensions. The secrets so worrying to the powers-that-be that they decreed they should be kept locked away for decades.

And in many cases, it’s very hard to see why.

Would it really have hurt the nation to know that Mrs Thatcher was incandescent at public funds being spent on a new ironing board for Number 10? That Winston Churchill graciously offered to hold his Cabinet meetings elsewhere so Clement Attlee and his wife could take their time moving out of Downing Street? Or that the Queen disliked the film Beau Brummel so much that she threatened to stop going to the cinema altogether?

Other documents make hair-raising reading. The admission in a top-secret briefing on Britain’s preparedness for nuclear war in 1960 that ‘the provision of facilities on the scale considered necessary for the continued survival of those who outlived the attack was not undertaken because of the cost’. The plans made 50 years before 9/11 to counter the ‘most serious threat’ of undetectable atomic bombs being smuggled into the UK on board ships and planes, which consisted in full of ‘putting on a bold front’ and hoping the Russians fell for it. Or even the heartfelt worries of one of Harold Wilson’s ministers – expressed in a hand-written note ‘because I did not want the office to know about it’ – that Prince Charles might have been brainwashed into supporting terrorists.

These are the inside stories of those crises and everyday dramas – and the reactions of the very ordinary men and women who had to deal with them: their frustration and fury, incredulity and occasional outright horror. They range over eight decades and administrations of every political persuasion, but a peculiarly British sensibility runs through them all: a determination to avoid awkward questions, to defuse pomp and, wherever possible, indulge in a little light piss-taking. They reveal first-hand, and in many cases for the first time, what one senior Number 10 official termed the ‘mixture of sweet reasonableness and low cunning’ that kept the country functioning throughout the twentieth century.

A brief history of confidentiality

All the source material for this book comes from the declassified official papers which take up over 100 miles of shelving at the National Archives. It wasn’t until 1916 that anyone thought it might be a good idea to keep formal records of what was said in Cabinet, which is why the earliest item you will find here is ‘an appreciation’ of how the First World War was progressing (in short: not terribly well). For a long time there was no question of letting anyone outside of Whitehall ever see them: as a Cabinet Precedent Book makes clear a few decades later, ‘official information is the property of the Crown. Any person, whether a servant of the Crown or not, who publishes or otherwise discloses official information, without official authority, is liable to prosecution under the Official Secrets Act of 1911 and 1920.’ Even decades after declassification, there is still quite a thrill to opening up a file that has ‘SECRET’ or even ‘TOP SECRET’ stamped in large red letters across its cover. Although I have to say the one that also had the reference number ‘007’ on it turned out to be considerably less exciting than it ought to have been.

It was not until 1958 that the law decreed that government paperwork should be automatically opened up to the public after 50 years had passed. This came as an unpleasant surprise to former PM Anthony Eden, who had left Downing Street a year before that, when he came to write his memoirs. ‘I found it very disturbing,’ he complained after the Cabinet Office informed him he would not be allowed to look at all his own correspondence until he had reached the grand old age of 110. ‘So far as I can recall, I knew nothing about the Public Records Act of 1958, and if I did I would certainly have put forward some arguments at the time.’

The deadline, which was designed to ensure that anyone who featured in the paperwork as it was released would be beyond the reach of recriminations due to retirement or death, came down to the more familiar ‘30-year rule’ the following decade. ‘If criticisms are to be made of me, and of my conduct of affairs, I would rather be alive to answer them,’ announced Prime Minister Harold Wilson in 1966. He died exactly 29 years later.

There was a vain attempt to put the genie back in the bottle in 1985, when maverick politician Enoch Powell, by that point a backbencher for the Ulster Unionists, tabled a parliamentary motion attempting to extend the secret period beyond three decades in order to avoid embarrassing any ministers who might be ‘still active in public life’. By an astonishing coincidence, the thirtieth anniversary of his own first government job was fast approaching.

In 2000, Tony Blair’s government introduced the Freedom of Information Act, which opened up all but the highest-security government departments to anyone who knew exactly what to ask for and had the stamina to hold out against obfuscating civil servants until they got what they were looking for. So proud was Blair of this particular bit of legislation that he described it as ‘imbecility’ and himself as a ‘naive, foolish, irresponsible nincompoop’ for ever considering it. The 30-year rule itself, however, remained unchanged for another seven years, until his successor Gordon Brown – a man who was regularly accused of keeping secret from Blair what he was up to when serving as his Chancellor – commissioned a review of the way the nation deals with its secrets from his unlikely pal Paul Dacre, editor of the Daily Mail. This concluded that the limit should be dropped to 15 years as ‘a small but significant contribution to a more mature democracy in which there is a greater trust between the electors and the elected’. The report was released in 2009, just before the MPs’ expenses scandal broke. A year later the government said it would drop the deadline – but only to 20 years, and it won’t be fully phased in until 2023.

This book, by its very nature, is something of a lucky dip. I’ve rummaged in the archives and blown the dust off the things that surprised, enlightened and amused me. I hope they do the same for you. If you enjoy it, tell your friends. If you don’t, it is absolutely imperative in the interests of national security that you tell no one.
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