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He may be a high-flyer in the diplomatic service, presiding over one of the most vibrant
places on earth, but Sir James Hodge has his feet planted squarely on terra firma

Interview by Andrew Collier

OST PEOFLE who join
the diplomatic service
aspire to climb to great
heights. Sir Jarmes Hodge,
herwrevier, did his climibing
carly, and he has had quite enough of i,
thank you.
Before taking Her Majesty's shilling, he
was a steeplejack in loeland. Remarkably, be
took the job even though he hated heights,

It was, he recalls, character forming. “1
was doing medicval studies at Edinburgh
University in the 1960s and won a scholar-
shipto goto leeland. | got a job with a build-
ing company to make ends meet, and then
found they wanted me to be a stoeplejack.

~The jobs brvodved & twin-spired church in
Reyigavike We were taking the scaffolding
down and had to push the uprights off,
which meant | was hanging out into & void
about S0t up. 1 only got through it by fear
and courage.”

Being upright, rather than getting rid of
uprights, is what motivates Edinburngh-bom
Sir James these dmys. As British Consul
Greneral in Hong Kong, be is Her Majesty's
eyes and ears in one of the most dynamic
places on carth. He ks, though, more than
merely an observer. Half the population of
Homg kong - .1.4m;m1plr-uvﬂnlnhmrl-
wiras passport hobders, giving them the right

to enter the UTK {though not to live here) as

well as consular protection. It must be one
of the few postings where the resident
official represents most of the locals,

Mot that he has much need to. Since
Britain handed back its last great outpost of
empire in 1997, the Chinese, who took it
over, have behaved more of less impecoably,
sticking to their philosophy of one country,
two pystems. Even under the rube of Beijing,
Hong Kongs capitalist heart beats as
mightily as it ever did.

Thia docs not keave Sir James without a
role: far from it Her Majesty’s Hong Kong
outpost is the biggest UK consulate in the
world, employing 170 people. The political
and economic situation is under constant
scrutiny, and there are trade links to
stimulate. It is, in short, one of the busiest
and most senditive posts in the diplomatic
servioe, bl Sir James i well versed in keep-
img & ool head wnder pressune. “One of my
first postings was in Nigeria,” be recalls.
There were two coups when [ was there and
the head of state was ssasinatod.

“At one slage, proundless allegations
were being made that the British were
involved with one of the coups and the high
commission was set alight with us inside it
Fortunately, the fire didn't take hold and we
gl out. It waa” he says with the kind of
understatement only a diplomat oould
muster, “an awloward period.”

Sir James also spent a short spell in
Denmark. Otherwise, it has been Japan,
Thailand and Beijing. where he was
number two at the embassy in the run-up
to the Hong Kong handover.,

Thia, of coume, wie at the time when teere
wis 80 much friction between the Chinese
government and the then governor, Chris
Patten, that the situathon almost ignited. Did
Sir James have to try to spike Patten's guns
and placate the Chinese? His answer is
classic Whitchall speak: "Let's say it was an
interesting trisngular relationship.”

He clearly managed to retain the confi-
dence of Bejjing as, after a briel spell s
ambassador in Bangkok, he was given the
Hong Kong job. The position is an unusual
one, A British consulate shroad normally
reports to an embassy in the same country,
but Hong Kongs unique relationship
means the consul laises directly with
London, rather than going through Beijing.
It cannct be called an embassy becanse no
country can have more than oo, but that
effectively what it

Sir James, who 8 58, does not returm Lo
Seotland often these days - his latest trip, 1o
promote the work of the ;

:"“—Tiﬂ?- is his first visil to Edinburgh in
DT W
Meverthelos, he rematns higgely proud of

his roots and manifestly aware of the
strong links betwoern Scotland and Hong
Kong. The affinity goes back to the found-
ing of the colony and is still cemented into
the kocal calture.

There are a lot of opportunities for Soot-
servioes compankes. Hong Kong is busy
reipventing isclf moving from being a
manufacturer 0 adding value. Doing
business s pot always sasy and you may
peed advioe, but there is real scope in arcas
sizch as information and communications
technology and creative industries”
tage since the Chinese ook over: it is now
& gateway to the mainland and its popa-
lation of more than a billion people.

“Hong Kong ks in a good position o act
u.;mﬂmlndumluﬂhtmnlr}:'hr
adds, “SMEs [small to medium-sined
eniterprises | in particular which are looking
o dio business on the mainland would do
well to link themschves with a Hong Kong
Chinese partner.

“They understand the mainland - there
are the affinities of language, culture and
farnily. It is sabd that companies which go
into the mainland market using a Hong
Kong intermediary are 90% successful,
while those which try and deal direct have
& sooess rate of onky 107%."

Sir Jamies will be in Hong Kong until the
end of next year, when he retires. He does
niot know what be will do then: *I've an open
i aned don’t ks i 1 will stay in Asiaor
ok, but I'm open to offers”

When be goes, what is be most hkely 1o
remember? "It one of the most vibrant
cities P've ever lived in - there is still a real
brucez about the place.

“Then there's the view from my balooy
window, | can clearly see the waters of
Victoria Harbour and the hills of Kowloon
If you're Scottish, then water and hills are
always going to mean a lot to you. Il miss
that "



