SIr James Craig

Diplomat renowned for his mastery of Arabic and dealing with hijackers ©

When James Craig approached the last
days of his final posting 2 ambassador
in Sansdi Arabin, at the end of a stellar
career, he sat down and wrote the cus-
tomary vabedictory dispatch bo his boss,
the foreign secretary Creoffrey Howe

It was a confidential document and
Crakg, regarded as the foremost Arabist
of his fime in King Charles Street. knew
that he could more or less say what he
likel Ingleed, for a diplomat, he had
something of a reputation for beieg
prepared to speak iruth unto power,

{On one occasion he was asked by
the leraedi prime minister, Ceolila Meir,
charing a visit to Jensalem in 1973, who
had started the Sie-Day War in 1962 It
wid @ rhetorical question, but Craig
answered unflinchingly: *You did, prinse
midnister” It was a response thal led to a
shamsl-up row,

In his final dispatch from Riyadh in
1984 Crakg, who rose from humble
begimmi |njgs in Liverpool, described the
overwhelming role of lslam in Saudi
socicty, and went on to give some
forthright opinkons. The Saudis were
redisctant (o face the truth and then
act on it; their characteristics incheded
incompetence, insularity and igno-
rance of the modern world.

Two years later, by which time Craig
wis the director Al of the trade
body the Middle East Assoctation, he
wils shisckexl bo discover that a former
Bank of England emplovee had leaked
his dispatch to the New Slaleuman.
Fearful of the consequences for British-
Saudi  relations, the povernmend
tried to prevent the newspapers from
publishing the story, but failed.

il was ironic thal 2 man regarded as
one of the best friends the Saudic
had ever lsad in London, shoubd be ai
the centre of a diplomatic firestorm
betwaen two countries. After a
fl:;'l_-alcadpnlﬁy from Lﬂnd?n.mea.ﬂa:ir
subsided. Many years later Craig
recalled what he described as the “greal
fuss” over his valedictory, He said that
the Saudis adenitted prvately to him
that they were far bess put out than
London  feared. Visiting Riyadh a
month after the furore, In his capacity
85 @ board membser of the Saudi British
Bank, Cralg dropped in on the finance
mingster and his colleages

“The conversation obvicusly turned
LT T

ispatch, said, yos, it's poing
roiand in Riyadh and we have had some
discussion.” And one of them said, "W

thought that your criticisms were for
the most part right, tho a ligthe
severe, [t was all freendly.”

Cralg had besn posted to Saudi for the
first time as coumsellor and head of chan-
cery in Jedidah between 1967 and 1970,
When he reluerned 2 ambassadar nine
years later he walked straight into the
o bebween: the Do countries over Lhe
1980} belevision documentary Death of
Princess. The film told the story of a
b e i

COMITION:-
ef lover, The Savdis were fursous that the
i
=Rop a
et as an attack on Blamic L and their
culture and traditions

Era]gdmdld his best to try to heal
the g, and personally delivered a
letter of to the Saudi fore

ign
rixinister, ce Saud Al Faizal, bt to

no avail He was informed that his
presence in the was N longer
required. At the same time the appoint-
ment of a new Saadi ambassador in
London was cancelled Five months
later, when tempers had cooled, Craig
resumetd his posting and spent muech of
ik ]' m:nru the damage of the affair

Throughout his caresr in the Arab
warhd Lnlg] enjoyeid almost legendsry
status, not least for his extracrdinary
Tacility with Arabic, He not only spoke
fheent classical Arabic, but mastered
diabects in & way that could armaze and
delight his hosts,

Aside from his diplomatic work,
Craig developed a speciality as a hijack
crisis co-ordinator. He played a key role
in mmﬁngthe responge b a Palestin
ian hijack of a British Airways VCI0
during a refuelling stop in Dubal in
1994, The hijackers were evenhmlly
released inte Tunisian cu EVER

though they had killed a German bank

manager. Afterwards Craig was given a
permanent robe in hijpek response —
a5 he it, he became the Forei
Offlees “hljacker-In-chief® — on t
hasgsthat future incidents were likely to
e perpetrated by Arab terrorists.

His affinily with the Arabs — he was
the first British diplomat to meet the
Pabestine  Liberation  Organksation
Forelen Oftees Miodle:Fust puliy

L e ¥
what they regarded as its pro-Arab
agenda. In a 1991 interview with the

[ Thames e wis asked whether it
was fair that he should always remain
sugpect on this score in the eyes of
Jewish organizations in Britain

“That was the case, but | think it has
clanged now,” hessid. * [n the midedle of
my career [ think people outside woold
have pauped my sympathies were
pro=Arab, | would }chlzrntr.ﬂed that
and said that my Em
pro-British, and that S:.rrnnathm
led me to su the Arab case in

aspects of the problem, not Inall”
James Mamu:m'ﬂw
bormn in Liverpool in 1924, the

four children, one of whom disd in
infancy. His father, also James, was a
ﬁg}eerﬁ'cm Parth.} If-::mnﬂrer Florence
wis from Liverpool Her

father — John Morris, a joornalist —
was a key influence on Craig and
imbued in him a passion for language.

After a local Church of
England primary school, Craig won a

scholarship b0 the Liverpool
Institute High School for Boys,

of & succession of inspirational

teachers who nurtured his nalural

ability. Encouraged by his parents,

he won an exhibition to Queen's
College Cford where — in bebwaen
takinga break toserveinthearmy —
he read Classies and then switched to
Arahbe and Persian, graduating with
a first in P47,

Afterworking atthe Forelgn Offices
Micklbe East Centre for Arab Sudiesin
the Lebanese village of Shemlan, Cralg
joined the Foreign COffice proper. His
first job in London in 1558 was on the
Sudan desk, where he learnt the ropes
withaul any training whatsoever. He
rememibered being called to Downing
Street to act as inberpreter when the
crovmn prinee of Libva was visiting, As
Harodd Macmillan led his guests up the
stairs to dinner, Cragg recalled  him
saying “These are all the photographs of
my predecessors as prame minisbers
and | translated. Macmillan added: ‘A
rather scruffy lot, don't vou think? but |
didn't translibe that”

In 1961 Craig went out to Dubai to be

lithcal agent to the Troecial States

the United Arab Emirabes ), where
he revelled in his complete authority
ower the wvarous rulers who wsed to
akdress him in “glorious ferms”
was fearless in settling local disputes
and on one occasion walked across
ez man’s land between two squabbling
armed Factions, the better 1o organkae
a settlement.

He becamse hesd of the Forsign

Offices Mear East and Morth Africa

ent in the early 19905, and then

up the first of his bwo amlssssdoreal
ptﬁt‘-sl]‘l Diamascus

He married fwice, fiest Margaret
Hutchimson in 1952, with whom he
had four children who all survive
him. Jamie is a lawyer who voluntesss
fior the Citizens Advice Burean Andrew |
worked as a producer for the BBC World |
Eu.'r'-ru:v: v worked for the Institute |

while Brigid was born
mth ‘s synelreme and is cared for
in 8 home Margaret died in 2001 [n
M2 Crakg marmsed Bernadette Lane,
wh survives hime

After he retired, Craig indulged his
lowe of reading and threw himself info
village life in Standlake in Onxdfordshire,
wisere e was a mainstay of the Lower
Windbrush Valley Historical Society.

I rescemit mh&harﬂadparkjnmnk.
but disd o Er With his thick
black eyebrows under white hairin later
years and a pipe in hand, Craig was
every it the mandarin. Witty, erudite,
nr-;m:l.m he m_lanmnge hﬂ%ﬂue all
an e his great ity in
Arahic an?m meany dialects, shedied
Persian and spoke French, and could
rub along in German and Tuarkish.
He was once fitlingly described as a

‘p{:rd:dnw: linpist”,
Language is the preat love of my
life.” e said, 1 woudd die for grammar,

for the subjunctive. 1 lowe etymology,
T.he hhtm of hinguwage, comparative
E Jsthngremﬁndumrmﬂ

Sir James Craig, diplomat. GCMG, was
lborn on Juby 13, 1524, He died an

Saptamber 26, 20M7, aged 33

[ 2
where he came under the poidance Ii' &
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