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GERMANY CALLING

‘ ~ ith enemies such as the Right Hon.

Nicholas Ridley MP, do Bonn, Brussels and
the Bundesbank need friends? Federalist
politicians — and especially German ones
— may rub their eyes when they first read
the remarks of the Secretary of State for
Trade and Industry which we print on
pages 8-9; a little later they may be rubbing
their hands with glee.

Pro-federalist commentators in this
country are constantly telling us that the
British Government’s hostility towards the
idea of political and economic union in
Europe is a matter of sheer xenophobia.
What these critics want to imply, naturally,
is that political and economic union are
such self-evidently rational projects that
only the most cranky or irrational pre-
judices can explain any failure to adopt
them. But before they seize on Mr Ridley's
anti-German comments as confirmation of
their claim, they should read and re-read
them carefully.

Mr Ridley’s misgivings about ‘uppity’
Germans may tell us something about the
Government’s motives: the fears and re-
sentments which fuel its reluctance to hand
over the management of our currency
(and, ultimately, our economy) to a glor-
ified version of the Bundesbank. But a
distinction must be made between motives
and reasons — between the emotional
colouring of an argument, and the logic of
the argument itself. The logic of Mr
Ridley’s argument cannot be dismissed as
mere prejudice. It is an argument about
political accountability. What it asks is this:
is it right or proper for a British govern-
ment to say to the people who elected it,
‘The powers which you entrusted to us
over crucial aspects of your lives, we have
now transferred to a distant committee
over which you have no control’? The logic
of this argument would remain the same,
whether the chairman of that committee
were French, Chinese, Eskimo or Martian.
[t is not an argument that depends on the
peculiar untrustworthiness of the Ger-
mans.

In recent months, indeed, it is the
federalists who have been putting forward
arguments based on the peculiar nature of
the Germans. Two arguments in particular
have been used, one implying that the

Germans are peculiarly vicious, the other
that they are peculiarly virtuous. Both
arguments should be rejected by good
Eurapeans — and by good anti-Europeans
too, for that matter.

The first argument states (or rather,
insinuates, since the proponents of this
view come nowhere near Mr Ridley in
candour) that the Germans are intrinsically
bellicose; that this tendency has been held
in check only by the division of the
country; and that now Germany is to be
whole again, special measures will be
needed — i.e. a rapid tightening of Euro-
pean integration — to tie their hands. For
years, the federalists have claimed that
closer and closer integration is necessary in
order to prevent another European war.
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This claim is, and has been for many years,
grossly unconvincing: one has only to look
at the nature of Europe today (thanks
partly — but not only — to the achieve-
ments of the EEC in its present form) to
see that the chances of Panzers rolling into
France, or French nuclear bombs raining
on Frankfurt, are almost infinitely remote.
The only way to keep this preposterous
claim alive, therefore, is to hint that the
Germans are not as they seem. No coun-
try’s interest can be served in the long run
by such insinuations, which amount to a
policy of increasing suspicion and mistrust.

The other argument used by the federal-
ists, however, implies that the Germans
are uniquely virtuous. This is the argument
which says in effect that German economic
management will always be supremely
efficient and infinitely wise, and that the
British should therefore have no objection
to entrusting as much control as possible
over their own economy to the Germans.
In reality, German economic success de-
rives from a mixture of cultural values,
institutions and working practices. These
are all things which the British could learn;
and conversely, they are things which the
Germans could forget. There are no
grounds here for an irrevocable transfer of
powers from British institutions to
German-dominated ones.

But in the foreseeable future, of course,
Germany will have the dominant economy
in Europe. If the federalists have their
way, Britain will become an outer province
of that economy, prevented by social leg-
islation (European minimum wages, etc)
from competing against it in the two ways
that poor regions naturally compete
against rich ones — through lower wage-
costs and a weaker currency. Instead, ours
will be the competition, not economic but
political, of one parasite against others, to
see which can cream off the greatest flow
of subventions from the host economy.
Our politicians will sit in Brussels or Berlin
like the fly on the axle of the chariot-
wheel, saying ‘What a cloud of deuts-
chmarks I raise!” It is hard to think of a
surer way of creating, in the long run,
strong British resentment of Germany, and
even stronger German resentment of Bri-
ram.
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SAYING THE UNSAYABLE
'ABOUT THE GERMANS

Dominic Lawson meets Nicholgs Ridley
and hears an impassioned denunciation of a country
he accuses of trying to take over Europe

IT IS said, or it ought to have been said,
that every Conservative Cabinet Minister
dreams of dictating a leader to the Daily
Telegraph. Nicholas Ridley, the Secretary
of State for Industry is, so far as I am
aware, the only one to have done so. It
happened when the late Jock Bruce-
Gardyne, long-time writer of the Tele-
graph’s economic leaders, was staying with
Mr Ridley. The then deputy editor of the
Telegraph, Colin Welch rang up to urge
Jock to file a promised leader for the next
morning's paper: :

owe much to his — is more averse to hiding
the hard facts behind a patina of sympathy
or politican’s charm. In a mirror world Mr
Nicholas Ridley would be Mr Cecil Parkin-
son.

Even knowing this, I was still taken
aback by the vehemence of Mr Ridley’s
views on the matter of Europe, and in
particular the role of Germany. It had
seemed a topical way to engage his
thoughts, since the day after we met, Herr
Klaus-Otto Pohl, the president of the

Colin  Welch: 1s that
Jock? .

N. Ridley: Yes.

CW: Where is your lead- |
er? We need it now.
NR: Right oh!

CW: TI'll put you on to
the copy-takers.

At which point Ridley
delivered an impromptu
pastiche of a Bruce-
Gardyne leader, unfor-
tunately too surreal to
pass Mr Welch once he
read it and divined its
true author.

After I had visited Mr
Ridley in his lair, an
18th-century rectory in |
the heart of his Glouces-
tershire constituency, I
could see why he should
L have delighted in such innocent deception.
As we ate lunch together I stared through
what I thought was a window behind my
host’s left shoulder. But it was in fact a
magnificent trompe l'oeil, painted by Mr
Ridley in 1961.

The house's — real — garden, designed
by Mr Ridley, a civil engineer by training,
is similarly baffling. One secluded section
turns cunningly into another, and from any
one fixed position it is impossible to see
where the next turn might lead.

But Nicholas Ridley’s passion for illu-
sion is most definitely only a pastime. In
modern political life there is no more
brutal practitioner of the home truth. Not

even Mrs Thatcher — whose own views
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the strongest . . .?
‘It’s because of the Germans.’
‘But the European Community is not
just the Germans.’
Mr Ridley turned his fire — he was, as

usual smoking heavily — onto the orga-

nisation as a whole.

‘When I look at the institutions to which
it is proposed that sovereignty is to be
handed over, I'm aghast. Seventeen un-
elected reject politicians’ — that includes
you, Sir Leon — *with no accountability to
anybody, who are not
responsible for raising
taxes, just spending
money, who are pan-
~ dered to by a supine
. parliament which also is
not responsible for rais-
ing taxes, already be-
having with an arro-
gance I find breathtak-
ing — the idea that one
says, “OK, we'll give
this lot our sovereign-
ty,” is unacceptable to
me. I'm not against giv-
ing up sovereignty I
principle, but not to this
lot. You might just a
well give it to Adolf

Bundesbank was visiting England to
preach the joys of a joint European monet-
ary policy.

“This is all a German racket designed to
take over the whole of Europe. It has to be
thwarted. This rushed take-over by the
Germans on the worst possible basis with
the French behaving like poodles t‘n the
Germans, is absolutely intolerable.®

‘Excuse me, but in what way are moves
toward monetary union, “The Gcrman:;
trying to take over the whole of Europe"‘;'

“The deutschmark is always going to h
the strongest currency, because of t} ;'t
habits. il
‘But Mr Ridley, it’s surely not

. axiomati
that the German currency wil] s

always be

e PRmE——

Hitler, frankly.’

We were back to Ger-
many again, and I was
e — still the devil's — if not
Hitler's — advocate: \

‘But Hitler was elected.’

‘Well he was, at least he was . . . butl
didn’t agree with him — but that’s another
matter,’

‘But surely Herr Kohl is preferable ©
Herr Hitler.” He's not going to bomb US:
after all. &

‘I'm not sure I wouldn’t rather have . - -
— I thought for one giddy moment, a5 :
Ridley paused to stub out his nth cigarette:
that he would mention the name of the 12!
Chancellor of a united Germany — €l "
e Shc.itcrs and the chance to fight back,
than  simply beifig taken over by -
€conomics. He'll soon be coming here and
lrying to say that this is what we should «




on the banking front and this is what our
taxes should be. I mean, he'll soon be
trying to take over everything.'

Somehow I imagined (and I admit it,
Pecausg Mr Ridley is for ever accusing
Journalists of making things up) that I*
could hear a woman’s voice with the very
faintest hint of Lincolnshire, saying ‘Yes,
Nick, that's right, they are trying to take
over everything.” I can at least recall, with
no recourse to imagination, the account of
one of the Prime Minister’s former advis-
ers, of how he arrived for a meeting with
Mrs Thatcher in a German car. ‘What is
that foreign car?’ she glowered.

‘It’s a Volkswagen,’ he replied, helpful
as ever.

‘Don’t ever park something like that
here again.’

The point is, Mr Ridley’s confidence in
expressing his views on the German threat
must owe a little something to the know-
ledge that they are not significantly diffe-
rent from those of the Prime Minister, who
originally opposed German reunification,
even though in public she is required not to
be so indelicate as to draw comparisons
between Herren Kohl and Hitler.

What the Prime Minister and Mr Ridley
also’ have in common, which they do not
share with. many of their Cabinet col-
leagues, is that they are over 60. Next
question, therefore, to Mr Ridley: ‘Aren’t
your views coloured by the fact that you
can remember the second world war?" 1
could have sworn I saw a spasm of emotion
cross Mr Ridley’s face. At any rate he
answered the question while twisting his
head to stare out of the window:

‘Jolly good thing too. About time some-
body said that. It was pretty nasty. Only
two months ago I was in Auschwitz,
Poland. Next week I'm in Czechoslovakia.
You ask them what they think about they
second world war. It's useful to remem-
ber.’ It is also useful to know that Mr
Ridley’s trips to Poland and Czechoslova-
kia are efforts, in the company of some of
Britain's leading businessmen, to persuade
the East Europeans of the virtues of doing
business with Britain. How very annoying
to see the large towels of Mr Kohl and his
businessmen already covering those East-
ern beaches.

But, hold on a minute, how relevant to
us, now, is what Germany did to Eastern
Europe in the war? Mr Ridley reverted to
the sort of arguments he must have inhaled
with his smokes when he was a Minister of
State at the Foreign Office:

‘We've always played the balance of
power in Europe. It has always been
Britain’s role to keep these various powers
balanced, and never has it been more
necessary than now, with Germany so
uppity.’

‘But suppose we don’t have the balance
of power; would the German economy run
Europe?’

‘I don’t know about the German eco-
nomy. It's the German people. They're

already running most of the Community. [
mean they pay half of the countries.
Ireland gets 6 per cent of their gross
domestic product this way. When’s Ireland
going to stand up to the Germans?’

The strange thing about Mr Ridley's
hostility to the Bundesbank and all its
works, is that, if he had ever been Chancel-
lor of the Exchequer — a job he admitted
to me he had once coveted, but no longer
— then he would probably have matched
the Germans in his remorseless aversion to
inflation. But as he pointed out, ‘I don't
think that’s relevant. The point is that
when it comes to “Shall we apply more
squeeze to the economy or shall we let up a
bit?" this is essentially about political
accountability. The way I put it is this: can
you imagine me going to Jarrow in 1930
and saying, “Look boys, there's a general
election coming up, I know half of you are
unemployed and starving and the soup
kitchen's down the road. But we're not
going to talk about those things, because
they're for Herr P6hl and the Bundesbank.
It’s his fault; he controls that; if you want
to protest about that, you’d better get on to
Herr P6h1™?

There might be more financial discipline
in a British economy run under the influ-.
ence of men like Herr Pohl, Mr Ridley
agreed. But, he added, suddenly looking
up at me through his bifocals, ‘There could
also be a bloody revolution. You can’t
change the British people for the better by
saying, “Herr Pohl says you can’t do that.”
They'd say, “You know what you can do
with your bloody Herr P6hl.™ I mean, you
don’t understand the British people if you
don’t understand this point- about them.
They can be dared; they can be moved.
But being bossed by a German — it would
cause absolute mayhem in this country,
and rightly, I think.’

The rumbustious tone of Mr Ridley’s
remarks and the fact that our conversation
was post-prandial may give the misleading
impression that the politician was relaxing,
and not choosing his words too carefully.
Far from it. Mr Ridley had the smallest
glass of wine with his lunch, and then
answered all my questions with a fierce
frown of concentration, one hand clutched
to his forehead, the other helping to
provide frequent supplies of nicotine.
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‘It’s outrageous! We'll be paying the same as
a rottweiler.’

And although he has not been so out-
spoken on the matter of Europe before, it
is no secret that Mr Ridley was a supporter
of Enoch Powell long before Mrs Thatcher
was ever a force in the political firmament.
I reminded Mr Ridley that he had voted for
Enoch Powell in the 1965 contest for the
leadership of the Conservative Party, and
asked him, ‘If Mr Powell had been elected
then, and become Prime Minister in 1970
would there ever have been a need for
Margaret Thatcher?

At this point, Mr Ridley's frown of
concentration became an angry scowl, and
to aid his pondering further he removed his
spectacles and poked himself in the eyes
with the ear-pieces.

‘I think that is possibly . . . right. But
then you have to put against that some
extraordinarily correct but totally un-
reasonable belief that Enoch might have
developed, which would have meant that
his Prime Ministership would have been a
failure.’

I must say that at this point I was
overcome with admiration for Mr Ridley.
Any other politician in the same position
would either have said, to be safe, ‘Yes,
there would still have been a need for
Margaret Thatcher’, or less sycophantical-
ly, ‘I don’t think there’s much point in
answering such a hypothetical question.’

Similarly, when I asked Mr Ridley, how
he felt, as a self-described ‘Thatcherite
before Mrs Thatcher’, seeing old Heath-
men like Kenneth Baker, Douglas Hurd
and Christopher Patten gain greater pre-
ferment under the lady, he was quite
unable to come up with the diplomatic
evasion. Instead he produced an express-
ion half-way between a smile and a gri-
mace, ‘I don’t want to go into colleagues,
and that. That's getting close to what you
put in your memoirs. I'm not going to say
things about current differences in ‘the
Government because I think on the whole
it's a very good government. And of course
everybody in it has slightly different views
about things.’

‘Slightly?’

‘Well, less than slightly, but I'm not
going to divulge those or talk about them.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it would weaken the Govern-
ment.’

‘It might help to strengthen the Govern-
ment.’

“Yes, but I'll do that my own way, not
your way.’

“You think your way is successful?’

‘Oh yes. I'm quite happy.’

‘Does that mean you are still winning the
important battles in Cabinet?’

‘That presupposes that there are battles.
We’'re moving pretty well along in the right
direction. If 1 felt out of sorts with the
whole thing I would resign. It’s not an idle
threat.’

That certainly will be believed. Mr
Ridley is still serenaded by the Right as the
only minister to resign from the Depart-
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ment of Industry after Mr Heath's famous
U-turn of 1972. Mr Heath still insists that
he sacked Mr Ridley. The truth — as usual
in such matters — appears to lie¢ some-
where in between. |
Whatever, it seems that -only Mrs
Thatcher changing her views on Europe —
a nearly incredible proposition — would
cause Mr Ridley to leave the Department

of Industry in such traumatic circumstances
for a second time.

Or, as Nicholas Ridley put it to me
with his habitual, but constantly surprising
and un-English directness, ‘I've been
elected to Parliament nine times, I've been
in office for 14 years, I'm still at the top
of the political tree, and I'm not done
yet.’




