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FO 371 / 168868 

Frank Brenchley, embassy, Jeddah to Earl Home, Foreign Secretary, 18 April 
1963  

Recently slavery was abolished. “Saudi Arabia has long been the largest remaining 
centre of chattel slavery in the world”. “The sands of time have steadily been 
running out for the Saudi regime... The revolution in Yemen, and more particularly 
the intervention of Egyptian troops there, gave the hour-glass a final jog. Faisal 
knows that he must bring about reforms quickly if the regime is to survive. 
Hampered everywhere by a lack of trained administrators, he is struggling to speed 
evolution in order to avert revolution”. Arabian American Oil Company (Aramco), is 
the only large foreign investment in Saudi Arabia. “It has given the United States a 
position of preeminence here over all foreigners”. US advisers train regular army and 
air force. “It is ... not in our interests to see American political influence in Saudi 
Arabia weakened”. 

FO 371/168869 

Sir Colin Crowe, ambassador, Jeddah to Earl Home, 30 June 1963 

“The picture that the world has of the regime in Saudi Arabia is most unattractive... 
It is dominated by a sect of Islam of a farouche [sic] and intolerant puritanism, but 
ruled by a royal family whose extravagance and dissipation are only rivalled by its 
numbers. It has no modern code of laws and its criminal justice is of mediaeval [sic] 
barbarity. There is not even a pretence of democratic institutions and though 
slavery has been abolished slaves are still to be found. Corruption is widespread. 
The country sits on top of some of the riches oil resources in the world and enjoys a 
vast unearned income which it has dissipated in pleasure, palaces and Cadillacs. 
Like all such pictures, while the individual elements may be correct, it gives a 
distorted picture of what the country is really like”. 

“There must be reform or there will be explosion or breakdown. Saudi Arabia 
contains one of the largest American overseas investments and its stability is 
important not only to the United States government but, by its influence in the Gulf, 
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to Her Majesty's Government as well. It is of the highest concern that this stability 
should not collapse and that reform should come in an orderly manner”. 

Saudi Arabia “was created by the almost single handed efforts of one great man, 
King Abdul Aziz ibn Saud...He came to power as the leader of a surge of Wahhabi 
fanaticism… Unfortunately King ibn Saud's son who succeeded his father was even 
less competent to handle the problems of a modern state. He seems to have had no 
idea that money should be spent for other purposes than his personal whims or that 
there was any limit to the amount that would be forthcoming. Thanks to his 
extravagance and that of his family the country was reduced to virtual bankruptcy 
by 1958 when it became necessary for Prince Faisal to take over the government.” 
Matters are now better financially but “no real change was made in the structure of 
the regime. Religious obscurantism still held sway”.  

Faisal has consolidated his position. “It is very much to our interest that he should 
succeed. He is head and shoulders above anyone else in the Kingdom and if he fell 
whether by Palace intrigue or revolution the Arabian peninsula might lapse into 
chaos and confusion”. 

Sir Colin Crowe to Earl Home, 22 July 1963 

“The Wahhabis were very much more strict and puritanical than any other Moslem 
sect. Not only did they drive people to the mosques, destroy tombs and memorials, 
forbid drink and smoking but even forbad singing and music. Their puritanism was 
not even acceptable to other Moslems and once the initial surge which brought Ibn 
Saud to power was over it was bound to be eroded.... this has already gone a long 
way in practice. But the theory is still unbroken and one sees on all sides the 
hypocrisy which is caused when religious prohibitions have lost their meaning and 
are daily flouted”.  

“Women cannot go around freely... Arabia even in the great days of the Arab empire 
was always an intellectual and cultural backwater. It still is today. There is not the 
intellectual ferment of Cairo or Damascus and what there is comes from Egyptians 
and Palestinians… Saudi Arabia is indeed old-fashioned. It is an autocracy with so 
far no pretence at a constitution, democratic or otherwise”. But it is not a 
dictatorship and “ordinary people can and do reach ministers to vent their 
grievances”. The atmosphere is “freer and the opportunities for the ordinary man to 
speak his mind are much more numerous than in the so-called republican, socialist 
countries”. 

If the regime collapsed there would be “chaos and confusion” and a tug of war 
between ''progressive' and conservative forces' but the “slogans of Arab nationalism 
would probably be adopted and we should, I fear, have difficulties. It is very much to 
Western interest and particularly that of the United Kingdom that the existing 
government here should continue”. 
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Sir Colin Crowe to Earl Home, 31 August 1963 

“The stability of the present regime in Saudi Arabia is… important to Western 
interests in the Middle East”. King Saud, badly ill, “is a man of the utmost folly and 
lack of understanding of the modern world”. Faisal is the real ruler of country. 
 

FO 371 / 174676 

Sir Colin Crowe's valedictory despatch, 14 October 1964 

“The puritanism of the Wahhabis that brought King Ibn Saud to power has lost its 
moral fervour but has left a veneer of hypocritical restrictions and taboos which has 
cracked, and is cracking, in some cases, but is still thick in others. There is still no 
modern code of law; hands are still publicly cut off for theft and a woman was 
recently stoned to death in Riyadh, admittedly for a shocking crime. Inefficiency is 
everywhere and corruption very nearly so.” 

“The maintenance of stability in Saudi Arabia is of the highest importance to Her 
Majesty’s government in relation to our position in the Persian Gulf and in Southern 
Arabia. Prince Feisal's regime is about as satisfactory as any we could expect. It is 
friendly to the west and strongly anti-communist; its objectives, except over 
Buraimi, are ones with which we sympathise; it is pursuing a policy of economic and 
social reform which is aimed at bringing the country up to date without revolution 
and Prince Feisal enjoys the support of the great majority of the people”. 

 
FO 371 / 174671 

Foreign Office paper, 'Possible change of regime in Saudi Arabia', February 
1964, top secret 

Section entitled “Basic British policy towards Saudi Arabia… Two considerations are 
paramount in British policy towards Saudi Arabia. A change in regime which lined 
up the country with its large oil revenues with the republican Arab states would 
upset the whole balance of power in the Middle East... The second consideration is 
the preservation of our position in the Persian Gulf and Aden. The present regime in 
Saudi Arabia is less impelled to subvert our position than any other that might be in 
power there... Our position in the Persian Gulf and Aden gives the best assurance 
that our oil supplies, particularly from Kuwait, will remain available on favourable 
terms, and prevents the Straits of Hormuz being closed against us. It follows that our 
policy towards Saudi Arabia is directed, in concert with the Americans, to keeping 
the present regime in Saudi Arabia in power. This does not involve us in approval of 
their external policies. We can to some extent counter the odium attendant on 
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supporting a reactionary regime by trying to persuade the Saudis to take measures 
of reform and letting the world know that we are doing so.” 

“The part of Saudi Arabia which matters most to us is the Eastern province... We 
should almost certainly not wish to intervene on one side or the other [in the case of 
a coup there] especially since the Americans are committed to the present regime 
and might carry the odium of successfully supporting them without any need for us 
to intervene. Our ultimate objective would be to establish good relations quickly 
with whatever regime controlled the Eastern province. As the most likely coup 
would be a palace revolution or a revolt in the Hejaz, resulting in a regime more or 
less similar to the present one, we should have sufficient credit left from our 
provision of military advisers and technical advice of other sorts to render this 
objective reasonably easy of attainment”. 

Sir Colin Crowe to Frank Brenchley, Arabian Department, Foreign Office, 18 
March 1964 

Notes recent tensions between Feisal and Saud, the National Guard is at full alert, and 
that Saud has demanded that Faisal dismiss two of his ministers and replace them 
with king's sons. “The only encouraging thing in this picture seems to be the high 
morale and efficiency of the National Guard and the degree to which Timbrell 
[British head of advisory team to the National Guard] is in Prince Abdullah's [head of 
National Guard] confidence”.  

Attaches a 'Report by Mr Symons' of the embassy. Symons notes that two plans have 
been drawn up over the past few days, the first put into effect, the second explained to 
those who need to know. First is “protection of Faisal. All immediate guards of Faisal 
will henceforth be of the National Guard. A company will be permanently inside the 
grounds of his palace”. Second is “defence of the regime… a plan has been drawn up 
for the occupation of certain points which would ensure the maintenance of vital 
public services, the continuation of the work of the cabinet and the denial of the use 
of the radio station to all but those supported by the National Guard. Both these 
plans were drawn up by Brigadier Timbrell and Colonel Bromage, at the express 
wish of the Amir Abdullah and at very short notice. They have been communicated 
only to the top officers of the Guard. There has been no joint discussion with Sultan 
and the Brigadier has specifically asked that details of these plans should not be 
made known to the Americans as he feels that if made available to the MAAG group 
in Riyadh, they may be used in such a way as to destroy the confidence he has built 
up in his dealings with Abdullah. I support him in this.” 

Sir Colin Crowe to Rab Butler, Foreign Secretary, 16 April 1964 

“Prince Faisal's authority is now unchallenged [after ‘internal coup’ against Saud] … 
Saudi Arabia has no constitution and one not need perhaps to be too concerned with 
the legal implications of these moves against the King. But it is an interesting 
sidelight on the strength of the religious elements in the state that the key decision 
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against the king was taken by the religious leaders and is based on the shari'a law. It 
has however been suggested that the fatwa of the 19th of March was not strictly legal 
since it was signed by only 12 ulema whereas under sharia law a fatwa of this kind 
should be subscribed to by all the ulema. However the 12 were the leading ulema in 
the country: there was not time to get all to subscribe and the fatwa is unlikely to be 
challenged. In the same way there may be some doubt about the validity of the 
transfer of power when the agreement of the King himself was not obtained”. 

“One of the most remarkable features of the whole affair has been the way in which 
public opinion has been ignored throughout: the dispute was treated s a matter for 
the family and the ulema… It is true that the National Guard by the very state of their 
preparedness acted as a deterrent to would-be troublemakers; in this way they 
were merely fulfilling their role as guardians of internal security, but they did not 
provide direct political support for Prince Feisal… What may also be serious in the 
long-term is the bringing of the ulema into the picture. They are a very reactionary 
element and they may exact a price for their support by delaying social 
development, eg the removal of restrictions on women, which at the moment is 
moving steadily forward”. 

November 1964 – Saud abdicates and Faisal becomes King. 
 

FO 371 / 179881 

Morgan Man, ambassador, Jeddah to Foreign Office, 29 September 1965 

Had two hours with King Feisal this morning. “I said how very much Her Majesty's 
government looked forward to cooperation with his country in the Arabian 
peninsula”. Told him he hoped 'British suppliers' of arms would be given a chance by 
Saudi Arabia. Feisal: “He said that he wanted us to be aware that Saudi Arabia 
considered existence of Israel in the Arab world to be an impossibility. It was like a 
piece of wood in the middle of a sheet of glass”. 

 
FO 371 / 179878 

Foreign Office brief for the Duke of Edinburgh's visit, 22 January 1965 

“The Saudis belong to the puritanical Wahhabi sect of Islam... and observe strictly 
the five daily prayers, the fast during Ramadhan… the annual pilgrimage to Mecca 
and the rules against smoking and drinking. Islamic law (shari'a) has not, as in most 
Arab countries, been replaced by a more modern code: hands are still amputated for 
theft, and women for adultery. Women have remained until now in a subject 
position… The National Guard was originally the ‘White Army’ or ‘Ikhwan’ of King 
Abdul Aziz. It was kept separate from the regular forces organised from revenue 
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from oil after the war, and is now regarded as n internal security force, and the 
regime's main guarantee of survival against revolution. In August 1963, at the 
request of King Faisal, two British advisers, Brigadier Timbrell and Colonel 
Bromage, were appointed to train the Guard, which is over 20,000 strong.” 

 

FO 371 / 179880 

Morgan Man, Jedda to Frank Brenchley, Foreign Office, 23 June 1965 

“My informant said that Faisal's policy was the wider one of fostering Islamic 
solidarity rather than remaining within the narrow and barren confines of the Arab 
League.... The theme of solidarity among Muslim states was as you know 
predominant during the recent Islamic Congress in Mecca... I suppose one can say 
that Faisal is trying to use Islam as a counter-magnet to Nasser's Arab unity theme, 
and that he hopes to create an Islamic ‘bloc’ which will gradually draw off a large 
section of those who have hitherto flocked to Nasser's standard. I have my doubts 
about the success of Faisal's policy particularly among the angry young Arab 
‘nationalists’ but it is probably too early to judge. Faisal certainly seems bent on 
pursuing it.” 

FO 371/186426 

This file contains a long letter from Trefor Evans, ambassador in Damascus, to Paul 
Gore-Booth, Permanent Under Secretary, FCO of 21 November 1966 calling for a 
change in UK policy in the Middle East to “make an all-out effort to get on with the 
progressives and to encourage the emergence of good progressives” (like Algeria, 
Egypt, Yemen). The file contrasts progressives with traditionalists. The policy would 
involve distancing UK policy from the US, coming out more strongly against 
colonialism and neo-colonialism, expressing sympathy for the liberation movements, 
for the Arab cause in Palestine and others. Evans says that the UK shouldn't break with 
“our old traditionalist friends in the Middle East” but “Middle East security cannot 
be reliably based on the deserts of the area...nor on the shaikhs and kings that rule 
over those deserts”.  

R.Wade-Gery, Minute, Foreign Office, 16 December 1966 

On Evans paper above. “Most of Mr Evans' detailed suggestions are pretty 
impracticable” but does accept that present UK policy “does not take the Arab 
'progressives' seriously enough… We do tend to talk and think as though the two 
ideological camps in the Arab world were of roughly equal size. But in fact our 
'traditionalist friends' – Saudi Arabia, the Gulf states, Muscat, South Arabia, Jordan 
and Libya – probably have a combined population of less than 10 million, the 
majority of whom are illiterate, whereas Egypt alone has nearly 3 times that number 
of inhabitants a quite a number of them are by local standards well-educated. Oil 
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gives our friends an advantage for the moment, but their relative weakness makes it 
unlikely that they can keep this wealth in their own hands indefinitely”. 
 

FCO 8 / 1181 

Willie Morris to Donal McCarthy, Arabian Department, Foreign Office, 3 April 
1969 

“British [arms] suppliers are keen to get any orders which the Saudi government 
wishes to place.” 

Sir Willie Morris, ambassador, Jeddah to Michael Stewart, 'British policy 
towards Saudi Arabia', 16 April 1969 

Notes a number of British interests in the Middle East: that the area should not fall 
under “Soviet communism or other hostile domination”; that “political and economic 
conditions in the area shall favour our continued access to Middle East oil on 
favourable terms”, the expansion of UK exports, “the maintenance of substantial Arab 
foreign exchange reserves in sterling”, the maintenance of overflying rights; and that 
UK withdrawal from the Gulf takes place in orderly manner.  

“Valuable as this export market is, it is of less importance to us than Saudi Arabia's 
role in the preservation of our wider politico-economic interests in the Middle East... 
King Feisal's hostility to communism is as crude and obsessive as the anti-
Westernism in some other Arab states: but it is solidly based on a sound sense of 
where Saudi Arabian interests lie – which happens to be where our own lie. The 
Saudi stand gives encouragement to other Arab governments, and elements within 
other Arab countries, who wish to resist the extension of Soviet and other anti-
western influences... A collapse of the Saudi regime, whether followed by the 
substitution of some form of revolutionary government or disintegration of the 
Saudi kingdom, could therefore cause damage far wider than to our commercial 
interests here. It would leave other non-revolutionary regimes – eg, Jordan, Libya 
and Kuwait – dangerously exposed... There would be a serious danger of the trouble 
spreading to other oil producing countries... From this… it appears that our interests 
would be best served by: (a) the survival of the present regime for at least the next 
few years; (b) internal reform and some liberalisation to give it a better chance of 
survival, and to make external policies more effective and more appealing; (c ) some 
reinsurance for us against possible change; (d) the continuation of Saudi Arabia's 
present general external policies and a more cooperative policy on the Gulf; (e) 
anything which improves our commercial opportunities in the Saudi market.” 

“Practical cooperation in the intelligence field, valuable for its own sake, is a useful 
adjunct of this diplomacy; and I am especially anxious that our senior officials in the 
Gulf states should visit Saudi Arabia and make contact with senior Saudis.” 
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On internal politics “the Americans have from time to time preached the virtues of a 
more rapid pace of advance to King Feisal but would be the first to admit that they 
have created more suspicion than conviction in so doing. For us to offer unasked 
advice would be a waste of ammunition. When opportunities come our way, we can 
discreetly applaud and encourage those who are pursuing more liberal ideas and 
policies – always provided they are within the framework of the present regime and 
not an opposition movement against it. I am not unduly concerned about the 
tarnishing of our own image by association with the illiberal aspects of the regime – 
to those who are intelligent and open-minded enough not to be moved solely by 
prejudice it is obvious that we have neither the wish to perpetuate nor the power to 
end them. In a negative sense, we contribute to the survival of the regime by 
supplying a training mission for the National Guard, which has as its unadmitted but 
universally accepted mission insurance [sic] against subversion of the other armed 
forces. The same cannot be said so certainly of our assistance to the Saudi air force 
since an air force with modernised equipment and modernised officers must be 
regarded as a potential threat to the regime as well as a defence of it: but at least the 
acquisition of defence equipment and training from British (or American) sources 
limits opportunities for subversive penetration.” 

“But technical assistance also serves two other purposes which make it desirable 
that we should seek for ourselves a share in it. Firstly, by engaging in these activities 
we can extend our influence outside the inner circle of government, and take out the 
only kind of insurance against future changes that is easily open to us. Technical 
assistance is one of the most effective ways of establishing contact and healthy 
relationships with the younger, educated Saudi administrators and technicians in 
and out of government, who must inevitably exert more and more influence on the 
destinies of Saudi Arabia, whether it follows the evolutionary or revolutionary 
path.” 

 
FCO 8 / 1772 

Sir Willie Morris, Jeddah to Michael Stewart, Foreign Secretary, 'Saudi Arabian 
foreign policy', 10 April 1969 

“The central concern of King Faisal's present foreign policy is the preservation of 
Saudi Arabia (with which he identifies the House of Saud) in the face of the threats 
he apprehends against it. The present threats are not, since the UAR withdrawal 
from Yemen, military but political – the threat of the extension of revolutionary 
Arab socialism or Communism in the area… There is no formal United States 
guarantee; but repeated assurances of United States interest in preserving the 
territorial integrity of Saudi Arabia against unprovoked aggression amount to an 
informal guarantee.”  
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“King Faisal pursues intermittently with varying degrees of enthusiasm, his idea of 
Islamic unity; and a tame propaganda organisation centred on Mecca promotes this 
cause – the World Muslim League. But whilst the King is sincere in his devotion to 
Islam and his belief in the need for Islamic solidarity, the political purpose is to 
promote a grouping of countries which will oppose communism and in which King 
Feisal, rather than some Arab socialist, can play the leading role.” 

Sir Willie Morris, 'Memorandum: Saudi foreign policy', 3 April 1969 

“For most of the reign of Abdul Aziz, the British presence in the Persian Gulf and on 
the southern shores of the peninsula was accepted by the Saudis as part of the 
established order. The British had helped him establish himself and remained his 
benevolent neighbour and supplier of funds in time of need… With age, King Feisal 
shows more and more inclination to appeal to Islam and the Koran as the source of 
inspiration for his policies... But there is also a determination to play the Islamic 
card for its political worth. If Saudi Arabia is always a minority voice in the Arab 
circle, she can claim to take a lead in the Islamic circle. The ‘World Muslim League’ is 
an ostensibly independent cultural organisation which is in practice an instrument 
for whipping up interest in and support for Saudi policies. But Feisal's use of Islam is 
not aimed at creating some amorphous worldwide association of Muslim states – his 
more practical idea is to extend his relationships with Iran and Pakistan, and 
perhaps associate Turkey and even eventually Iraq, in a group of state more 
congenial to Feisal's view of the world... but the chances of it taking shape do not 
seem great.” 

 

FCO 8 / 1202 
 
James Craig, embassy, Jeddah to William Fullerton, Arabian Department, 
Foreign Office, 9 October 1969 
 
He has just had a meeting with Prince Fahd. “All he had to say was that Muslim 
solidarity was going to be a powerful weapon against communism precisely because 
communism was anti-religion of all kinds. The West should take Muslim solidarity 
into account and recognize the Muslim states as their friends and natural allies.” 
 

FCO 8 / 1733 

Sir Willie Morris, 'Saudi Arabia, 1971', 28 April 1971 

“Our narrow commercial interests are of lesser importance than the politico-
strategico-economic interest [sic] to us of Saudi Arabia as a major supplier of oil to 
the West, owner of the largest reserves of any country outside the United States and 
a major factor in the stability of the whole Gulf oil-producing area. To a degree, the 
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stability of Saudi Arabia and that of the Gulf states are interdependent. The Saud 
regime would be threatened by radical regimes in the Gulf states; the present 
regimes in these states could hardly be expected to survive a revolution in Saudi 
Arabia. Libya is a fearful example. We can hope that when change comes in Saudi 
Arabia, it will be less unpalatable and we can in a limited way reinsure against it by 
extending non-political contacts outside the regime and the surrounding 
establishment. But we should work on the assumption that, however unsatisfactory, 
this is the best regime in Saudi Arabia we have, or can count on getting. There is 
little or nothing we can do to improve it, so we must make the best of what it is. It is 
in our interests that it should survive for a few more years.”  
 
 

FCO 8 / 2105 
 

Sir Alan Rothnie, Ambassador, Jeddah to Patrick Wright, FCO, 22 December 
1973 
 
“There is a kind of direct democracy in this country which, difficult though it may be 
to comprehend in the light of modern Western concepts of what democracy ought to 
consist of, does provide a valid legitimation of the Al Saud’s form of rule and a 
cohesiveness to the social structure.”  
 
D.Tatham, Middle East Department, FCO to FCO, 10 September 1973 
 
Notes his talk today with Mohammed Al Fawzan, the Director of Foreign broadcasting 
in the Saudi ministry of information. “Mohammed had been very ably fielded by Mr 
Morris in our embassy in Paris who had advised the COI [Central Office of 
Information] of the collapse of his French tour. The COI had provided him with a 
large Jaguar and an attractively leggy blonde and Mohammed seemed in a 
thoroughly anglophile mood.”  
 

 
FCO 8 / 2107 

 
Edward Heath to King Faisal, 15 November 1973 
 
“During the crisis through which we have been passing and the momentous issues 
which it has raised for us all, I have much valued Your Majesty’s understanding and 
appreciation of British policy in the Middle East”. Notes the “excellent state of our 
relations today”. “I remain Your Majesty’s sincere friend, Edward Heath”. 
 
 

 
 



 11 

FCO 8 / 2123 
 
FCO, ‘Brief for the Prime Minister’s meeting with HRH Prince Fahd bin Abdul 
Aziz, Second deputy prime minister and minister of the interior of Saudi 
Arabia’, February 1973 
 
“We want to encourage the investment of Saudi Arabia’s surplus oil revenues in the 
United Kingdom… Saudi Arabia and the United Kingdom have a mutual interest in 
seeing communist subversion defeated in Dhofar… The war is expensive… we hope 
that Saudi Arabia will be able to contribute to the needs, both military and civil, of 
her close neighbour [i.e., Oman] as generously as she has to other Arab countries… 
We have a common interest in building up the Yemen Arab republic as a strong and 
attractive alternative to the Marxist regime in Aden.”  
 
 

FCO 8 / 2125 
 
FCO brief, ‘Visit of HRH Prince Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz: 4-10 July’, 2 July 1973 
 
Abdullah is commander of Saudi Arabian National Guard. “Saudi Arabia’s vastly 
increased wealth and more central position in the Arab world following Nasser’s 
death have improved her standing in the Middle East. We have been urging the 
Saudi government to assume the responsibilities it is now more able to bear, 
particularly in the Arabian Peninsula where our basic objectives coincide.”  
 
“Saudi Arabia remains a close society with a repressive legal and administrative 
system. The long term danger too the regime lies in this contrast between economic 
dynamism and social immobility… We welcome Saudi Arabia’s active interest in 
preserving the integrity and stability of neighbouring states such as the YAR and 
Oman”. 
 

FCO 8 / 2124 
 
Record of a conversation between the Prime Minister and Price Fahd of Saudi 
Arabia, 10 Downing Street, 21 February 1973  
 
“The Prime Minister said that Britain had been giving considerable help to the 
Sultan of Oman, both by supplying equipment and secondment of officers to serve in 
his forces. This assistance had been given in a discreet manner, so as to avoid 
propaganda attacks on us in the United Nations and elsewhere.”  
 
D.Allen, Arabian Department, FCO to Anthony Parsons, FCO, 4 February 1972 
 
“Politically, the enhanced position of Faisal in the Arab world and the stability of the 
Saudi regime are strong reasons for the cultivation of good relations in the 
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furtherance of British policy and interests. More specifically, the paramountcy of 
Saudia [sic] Arabia in the Arabian peninsula is something which it will pay us to 
exploit, given our substantial investment in the Gulf States, our large degree of 
dependence on Gulf oil and our consequent (and common) interest in the stability of 
the area.”  
 

PREM 15 / 2184 

Peter Walker, Secretary of State for Trade and Industry to Prime Minister, 13 
December 1973 

Letter headed “The proposal: We should make a major effort to persuade the Arab 
oil producers to invest part of their large surpluses over the next five or six years in 
British industry with a good growth potential”.  

Section entitled: “Partnership – the essential concept” says that during the recent visit 
of the Governor of the Bank of England an industrial adviser, Mr Baker, had some 
discussions on investment. “He was given the strongest possible indication that we 
should be very unwise to talk about attracting Arab money into our industry until 
we had sown readiness to help with the industrial development of Saudi Arabia. For 
them domestic development is understandably the first priority. Second to that, 
might come joint ventures in third countries (eg a refinery in Pakistan).... What we 
must do, therefore, is to try to identify potential major deals involving British 
companies in important development projects in Arab countries. We would hope 
that in one way or another (eg use of the Eurocurrency market) the financial 
participation regarded as essential by the Arabs (who are suspicious of turn-key 
projects) could be found in part from Arab funds. British industry's main and 
essential contribution would be technology, management and marketing outlets. In 
addition we must look for profitable joint ventures in third countries, especially 
where this can be linked to the exploitation of new sources of raw materials or 
energy. On this basis, we could reasonably invite the Arabs to use some of their 
surpluses to finance further expansion in the United Kingdom of the companies or 
industries which were helping to build up their economies.” 
 
 

FCO 8 / 2342 
 
S.Cambridge, Financial Relations Department, FCO to Alan Rothnie, 26 April 
1974 
 
“Ever since the upheaval of the autumn of 1971 we have had one major aim so far as 
international monetary matters are concerned, and that is to maintain stability and 
to work for a new and reformed system which might serve us in the future as 
Bretton Woods did in the past… To that situation are now added all the problems of 
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the financial surpluses of the oil producers. Along with our desire for a stable and 
reformed world monetary system we are now also anxious to ensure that the oil 
producers are willing to accumulate surpluses; that those surpluses should be 
recycled; and that this should be done in whatever way or ways are [sic] most likely 
to reinforce the stability of the system. On a slightly different plane, we certainly 
want some of these surpluses to come our way – naturally on the most favourable 
terms we can get… These are our main objectives.” 
 
“A balance therefore emerges between wanting a system which can deal with the 
surpluses but not wanting to make it so attractive that it encourages the oil 
producers to aim for ever greater surpluses. We would want to the Saudis and 
others to understand the dangers of not achieving a stable system; but we would not 
want them to believe that we were ready to pay any price to induce them to join in a 
reformed system. Meanwhile, from a purely UK point of view, our wish for a proper 
international system does not mean that from time to time we shall not want a share 
of the oil surpluses to come our way – but equally, in certain conditions, we shall be 
unwilling to see too big an increase in the sterling holdings.” 
  

 
FCO 8 / 2348 

 
‘Report by the Defence Attache, Jedda’, 16 March 1974 
 
Report by Group Captain Ives. “The Kingdom is probably more secure today than 
ever before. The Al Saud family are still firmly in the saddle… The King’s strength, 
like Muhammed’s, lies to some extent in the religious fervour which he promotes 
and the subjugation and strict adherence of most of his subjects to the austere rules 
of the Koran. There are, of course, also relatively efficient intelligence services and 
the Saudi secret police…  They [the Saud family] will, therefore, still see the need for 
an improved National Guard to counter any internal threat from the Army… For the 
time being, and probably also in the long term, it is in our interests that the Al Saud 
should preserve themselves, both for reasons of internal stability and oil supply and 
also for the sake of us continuing to share some of the financial and other benefits 
which are to be won in Saudi Arabia.” 
 

 
FCO 8 / 2344 

 
US State Dept to US embassy, Jeddah, 4 May 1974 
 
The State Department called in Wilberforce, the political counselor of the UK embassy 
in Washington “to urge that the UK withdraw reported offer to sell Blowpipe missile 
to Saudis. We pointed to our own restrictive policy in making our comparable 
weapon (redeye) available to other governments, and our particular efforts to 
ensure Redeye not introduced into volatile Arab-Israeli situation…. We also drew 
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upon… in pointing to potential shortcomings in Saudi munitions control; however in 
urging British restraint in this matter we stressed that our overriding concern was 
to preclude seepage of this type of weapon into the hands of terrorists.”  
 

FCO 8 / 2332 
 
Patrick Wright, FCO to Alan Rothnie, Jeddah, 25 February 1974 
 
“Without doubt, the most significant development for 1973 for Saudi Arabia, was, as 
you remark, her not wholly voluntary progression to a position of world influence. 
Her leaders have for the first time flexed their oil muscles and seen how persuasive 
this strength can be on the international stage… We must try to ensure that our 
policies remain such as to maintain our preferred status. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabian 
wealth will continue for the foreseeable future to be immense and I agree that our 
best opportunities at present lie in the fields of investment and industrialisation.”  
 
Alan Rothnie, ‘Saudi Arabia: Annual Review for 1973’, 22 January 1974  
 
“From early in the year we had it in mind to mount some form of seminar or mission 
to nudge Saudi thinking in the direction of sensible investment abroad of their 
surplus revenues to persuade the Saudis of the worth of the facilities that the City of 
London had to offer. As the Saudis increased the emphasis of their demand that 
others should help them to industrialise our original ideas were modified and in the 
event it was a three-man mission that visited us in late November – the Governor of 
the Bank of England accompanied by Lord Denman, Chairman of COMET and Mr 
Stephen Baker, Industrial Adviser in the Department of Trade and Industry…. By the 
end of the year we and the Saudis had taken the first steps towards the 
establishment of a new long-term relationship in the linked spheres of development, 
investment and oil.”  
 

 
FCO 8 /2343 

 
Alan Rothnie to Ministry of Defence, undated, [March 1974] 
 
Notes a meeting with the US ambassador to Saudi Arabia who told him that the US is 
concerned about the possible UK supply of Blowpipe to the Saudi Arabian National 
Guard and army. He says the US had refused to provide similar, Redeye, for fear of 
going to terrorists and that they might “be used against civil aircraft or similar 
targets”.  
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T 277 / 2880 

Treasury, 'Chancellor’s visit to Saudi Arabia: notes of a meeting at the ministry 
of finance’, 9 December 1974 

Denis Healey, chancellor, meeting with Prince Musa'id bin Abdul Rahman, the Saudi 
finance minister. Healey noted high unemployment in the West. “The origin of the 
problem lay in the surplus revenues of those oil producing countries which, because 
of their small population and lack of infrastructure would be unable to spend them 
in the near future. The UK, like other consuming countries, was anxious to assist in 
Saudi development because it was in their interest as well as in Saudi Arabia's that 
the Saudis should be able to spend their money. But until that could happen there 
would be these large surpluses and corresponding current account deficits in the 
consuming countries. The UK believed that it was important that the oil producers 
should e able t find a secure way of investing their surplus revenues, so that they 
would be available when they were capable of spending them. An urgent aspect of 
the problem was the strain on the world's banking system. ... The bulk of the surplus 
oil revenues was placed at short term in the Western banking system. The banks 
were now becoming reluctant to accept much more money short term at high 
interest rates; the sums on deposit were becoming out of proportion to the banks' 
capital base. If any of the important Western banks were overwhelmed in this 
situation there would be grave consequences for the entire private financial 
structure of the West. The UK and other countries were therefore searching for new 
means of giving the producers a secure location for their money.” Hence the proposal 
Healey made to the IMF for the Saudis to lend money to an 'oil facility' at below 
commercial interest rates for the benefit of countries in balance of payments difficulty. 

“The Chancellor asked Prince Musa'id if he could suggest ways in which British 
industry could assist in the development of Saudi Arabia and in particular if there 
was any way in which the British government could be of more direct help.” Healey 
“did not consider the oil producing countries to have acted immorally [in raising 
prices] nor did he consider that the oil price increase was responsible by any means 
for all the difficulties now facing the world. The inflation that the world had 
experienced in 1973 had had nothing to do with the price of oil. It was a historical 
accident, though a particularly unfortunate accident, that the oil price increase had 
come just when the threat of inflation was being recognised and steps were 
beginning to be taken in Western countries.” 
 
 

FCO 8 / 2570 
 
Alan Rothnie, Jeddah, to Foreign Secretary, 2 July 1975 
 
“They are not merely a royal family but a royal family with much intelligence among 
their members and much lively awareness of the need to take careful measures to 
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protect their control over the family estate in a world to most of which their position 
appears anachronistic… I seem to detect a diminution of interest in the concept of 
Islamic unity… I feel fairly confident that we shall find Saudi Arabia focusing more 
on its own immediate interests in the future. Our Muslim Pope [Faisal] is gone…. In 
Faisal’s day it perhaps made sense to press Saudi Arabia to use her great strength to 
blunt the power of OPEC. With Faisal gone it may serve us better for this awkward 
giant to keep her sword in her sheath. In less metaphorical terms this means we 
should support her in those moderate actions which she is taking, perhaps even 
including the stabilisation of the purchasing power of oil revenues, rather than press 
her to welsh on her OPEC partners.”   
 
Defence Intelligence report, ‘Saudi Arabia’, June 1975 
 
The royal family is “firmly in the saddle”. “Saudi Arabia’s increasingly influential 
position in the Middle East has stemmed partly from the late King Faisal’s personal 
prestige, partly from the Kingdom’s ever-growing wealth and partly from the status 
conferred by the possession of Mecca and medina, the chief shrines of Islam.” The 
UK has a small military mission of a Brigadier and five officers to the National Guard. 
“The two stated roles of the National Guard are to provide a force complementary to 
the Army in defence of the kingdom and to maintain law and order within Saudi 
Arabia. A third, but unwritten role, is to act as a counterforce to the army; a Royal 
family plan to lessen the chances of a successful coup.” Its strength of 40,000, divided 
into a regular element, called Fedayeen, of 17 battalions each of up to 1,000 strong, 
and a semi-regular territorial element called the Mujahadeen, of 26 units. “Both 
Fedayeen and Mujahadeen units are deployed around the main cities and across 
strategic routes… Inside Saudi Arabia… the National Guard does fulfil a deterrent 
role against a coup.” 
 
 

FCO 8 / 2590 
 
Hooky Walker, ambassador, Jeddah to T.Clark, FCO, 8 February 1975 
 
On 1 February the Saudis made a statement of their defence policy. “Oddly though 
the statement may read to Western eyes, it does at least clearly state that the first 
objective of the Ministry of Defence and Aviation is the external defence of Saudi 
Arabia; it implies that the second purpose is Jihad – which presumably covers the 
legitimacy of armed action for the recovery of Jerusalem.” The file contains the 
Foreign Office translation of the Saudi press statement: “The general principles upon 
which the Kingdom’s defence policy is founded include the doctrine that Jihad (Holy 
War) is something that will remain in existence until the Day of Judgment within the 
limits laid down by God (‘Fight in the cause of God those who fight you, but do not 
transgress limits, for God loveth not transgressors’, Koran, sura ii) and by the 
Prophet (‘whoever fights to raise high the word of God is doing the will of God’). The 
Kingdom’s defence system is guided by the Shari’a rules of conduct for war that tare 



 17 

contained in the Holy Book, the Sunna of the Prophet and the guidelines of the Four 
Great Caliphs.” 
 

FCO 8 / 2601 
 
Record of a conversation between the Foreign Minister [David Ennals] and the 
Saudi Arabian second deputy prime minister and minister of the interior 
[Prince Fahd], 10 March 1975 
 
“Prince Fahd said that Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states were particularly keen to 
invest their surplus revenues in the United Kingdom because of their longstanding 
friendship with this country.” 
 

 
FCO 8 / 2602 

 
Steering brief by FCO, ‘Visit of Crown Prince Fahd of Saudi Arabia, 20-23 
October 1975’ 
 
Fahd is the real ruler. Saudi Arabia is “a major force for stability in an area of vital 
importance to our economy”. The country has the largest oil reserves in the “free 
world” and “is the leader of the ‘moderate’ camp in OPEC”. “The Saudis are major 
holders of sterling and major investors in Britain”. It is important on this visit “to 
show that we regard the Saudis as a valuable interlocutors by exchanging views 
with them on a wide range of world (as distinct from purely Middle Eastern) 
problems, including East/West relations and the world economic and monetary 
situation (with particular reference to a new international economic order)”.  
 
FCO, ‘Brief on regional security’, 12 October 1975 
 
This is a brief for Prime Minister’s talk with Fahd. “Aside from the Arab/Israel 
dispute, Iraq’s desire to export revolution to her neighbours has led her to be 
regarded by them as a principal threat to regional security in the Arabian peninsula 
in recent years. The country’s close links with the Soviet Union and revolutionary 
socialist governments are in sharp contrast to the traditional sheikhdoms to the 
south, of which Saudi Arabia is the most powerful. At the same time the bonds of 
Arab blood and the Muslim religion provide a continuing backcloth against which 
dramatic quarrels and reconciliations are staged.”  
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FCO 8 / 2603 
 
 
Foreign Office brief for HM Queen, ‘Visit of Crown Prince Fahd of Saud Arabia, 
20-23 October 1975’ 
 
“Saudi Arabia is important to the United Kingdom for the following reasons… Oil. 
Not only is Saudi Arabia one of our main suppliers (over 30 per cent of UK imports) 
but because of her dominant position in the world oil market, she is able to 
influence the policies of lesser producers. Trade. Saudi Arabia is now our principal 
Arab customer… Finance. Saudi oil revenues were expected to reach $27 billion in 
1974; over $20 billion may be surplus to budgetary requirements, some of which we 
hope will be deposited in London. Military cooperation. We have no treaty 
commitments with Saudi Arabia but the British Aircraft Corporation have been 
contracted by HMG to service British aircraft of the Royal Saudi Air Force and to 
train Saudi pilots. This project is worth £250 million. A British military mission 
assists the Saudi National Guard.” 
  
Points of friction: UK defence of Abu Dhabi and Oman during Buraimi crisis in 1950s, 
UK role in Palestine during mandate, UK handing over to the NLF in Aden in 1967, 
what Saudi Arabia regarded as UK connivance at the Iranian occupation of the Tunbs 
and Abu Musa islands in December 1971. But there has been “considerable 
improvement” in recent years, helped by better relations both have with Egypt and 
“our common interest in helping Oman and the Yemen Arab republic resist 
subversion from PDRY [sic]. The Saudis have, since King Faisal’s death, told us that 
they would like to cooperate closely with us in preserving the security and stability 
of the Arabian peninsula (with resulting business for British firms)”, and the 
settlement of the long-standing border dispute between Saudi Arabia and Abu Dhabi. 
 
Section at the end is called “topics to be avoided”, noting two: “(a) the Arab/Israel 
issue; (b) recent reports of bribery and corruption in Saudi Arabia and other Middle 
Eastern countries”.  
 
‘Crown Prince Fahd’s visit’, Speaking note for the Prime Minister, 17 October 
1975 
 
“Our countries have major interests in common. The Chancellor of the Exchequer 
will be ready to discuss with Your Royal Highness recent developments in the world 
economy and the prospects for the period ahead… Your country now has a major 
stake in Britain and you will naturally be closely interested in the progress of the 
British economy… We hope that Saudi Arabia will continue to look to this country 
for a substantial part of its military equipment.” 
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FCO 8 / 2605 
 
Brief by HM Treasury, ‘Visit by Crown Prince Fahd of Saudi Arabia’, 15 October 
1975 
 
“The surplus funds of the oil producers made a major contribution to the financing 
of the current account deficit in 1974 and the first half of 1975. They have 
contributed directly and through the intermediation of the Eurodollar market… 
British nationalized industries have borrowed in total $1.4 billion to date direct 
from the oil producers: the major part of this has been from Saudi Arabia, although 
because of the sensitivities of the Saudis we have avoided identifying them as the 
source…. Of the oil producers which have put funds into sterling in this period the 
Saudis are second only to the Nigerians: they yare now very substantial holders of 
sterling.” 
 

T317/2142 

Record of a conversation between the Foreign Minister [David Ennals] and the 
Saudi Arabian second deputy prime minister and minister of the interior 
[Prince Fahd],  10 March 1975  

At a recent OPEC conference in Algiers, Saudi Arabia resisted the call for higher oil 
prices. Ennals: “We greatly appreciated the moderating role that Prince Fahd had 
played in Algiers… Prince Fahd said that Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states were 
particularly keen to invest their surplus revenues in the United Kingdom because of 
their longstanding friendship with this country… Mr Ennals agreed that British 
interests were best served by the closest possible relations between Saudi Arabia 
and the Gulf... We now had two aims, to maintain a close political and economic 
relationship and to minimise the influence of external powers such as the Soviet 
Union whose interests in our view were furthered by the activities of South Yemen 
in support of the rebels in Dhofar.” 

Note of a meeting between the Prime Minister [Harold Wilson] and the Crown 
Prince, 20 October 1975 

“The Prime Minister said he greatly appreciated the attitude which the Saudi 
government had adopted in relation to recent discussions in OPEC and also the 
statesmanlike leadership which the Saudi government were showing on Middle East 
questions.” 


