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Sir Reginald Hibbert 
Albanologist and former ambassador in Paris 

REGINALD HIBBERT was one of 
the most prominent diplomats of 
his generation, but he will also be 
remembered for his work as a 
distinguished historian and Alba-
nologist and leading protagonist in 
the controversies about British 
policy towards the Balkans in the 
post-Communist period. 

After a conventional upbringing 
in a strong Anglo-Catholic north 
London suburban household, Hib-
bert was of the generation to find 
his education interrupted and ca-
reer pattern fundamentally 
changed by the Second World War. 
After gaining a place from Queen 
Elizabeth's School, Barnet, to read 
History at Worcester College, 
Oxford, he studied there until 
volunteering for the forces and 
going to Royal Military Academy 
Sandhurst for officer training. 

In 1943 he volunteered for the 
Special Operations Executive and 
after instruction in Egypt was 
parachuted into Albania. He re-
mained there attached to the Com-
munist Partisans until November 
1944, when he returned to his reg-
iment, the 4th Queen's Own Hus-
sars, and ended the war as a tank 
commander in Italy. 

Having spent a further year 
reading Russian at Oxford, he 
joined the Foreign Service. He was 
present at the Paris Peace Confer-
ence and a string of overseas 
postings followed, in Bucharest, 
Vienna, Guatemala, Ankara and 
Brussels. He was abroad almost 
continually for 14 years, his well-
known practical and organisation-
al skills being used in several 
difficult missions - he was the first 
ever British diplomat posted in 
Mongolia, as Charge d'Affaires in 
Ulan Bator from 1964 to 1966. 

Rapid promotion followed and, 
under David Owen as Foreign Sec-
retary, he became Political Direc-
tor of the FCO and then, in 1979, 
ambassador to France, a post 
where he supervised the 
renovation of the magnificent 
historic building of the British 
Embassy in Paris, a job he said 
needed the skills as much of the 
museum keeper as the diplomat. 
He was a strong pro-European, 
and made a very good impression 
on his French hosts. Within the 
Foreign Office, he was was 
regarded as somebody often dif-
ficult to work for, and who made 
great demands on his staff. 

Although at one level Hibbert 
had an outstandingly good war 
record, and reached the 
commanding heights of the 
Diplomatic Service, his deep 
wartime involvement with Albania 
through his post as a British 
Liaison Officer to Enver Hoxha's 
Partisans was to determine much 
of the rest of his life. 

As he set out in his book Alba-
nia's National Liberation Struggle: 
the bitter victory (1991), his pro-
fessional career was always 
dogged by the allegation that he 
was a Communist or fellow 
traveller. The victory of Hoxha and 
the Communists was seen by some 
British officers who had been 
attached to the right-wing 
"nationalists" in northern Albania 
as caused by an internal betrayal 
within SOE and British 
intelligence. Hibbert and others 

who were attached to the Partisan 
side became victims of the so-
called "conspiracy theory", where a 
Communist mole at SOE Bari HQ 
in Italy was blamed for the victory 
of Hoxha and Stalin. Hibbert was 
sometimes said to have been this 
"mole", or to have acted in 
association with him. A possible 
candidate for the mole was the 
prominent Cambridge Communist 
James Klugman, who had been a 
contemporary of Guy Burgess and 
Donald Maclean. Klugman was 
involved in SOE Yugoslav 
operations at Bari HQ. 

This view gained some 
powerful adherents then in the 
British establishment, such as 
Julian Amery and David Smiley, 
both of whom later published 
books on the subject of Albania in 
the Second World War. Amery's 
Sons of the Eagle (1948) was 
particularly influential. 

Smeared by guilt by association, 
and because of his clear and prin-
cipled criticism of British involve-
ment with the Titoist Communist 
dictatorship, Hibbert was 
regarded as a security risk by 
many in MI5 and MI6. The 
"conspiracy theory" gained further 
adherents in these organisations 
and the CIA after the exposure of 
the Soviet spy Kim Phil-by's role in 
undermining the agencies' 
attempts to overthrow Hoxha's 
regime in the late 1940s and early 
1950s - although Hibbert never met 
or knew Philby, or had any kind of 
contact with him. 

Much of Hibbert's own volume 
is taken up with refuting these 
allegations, with a minutely 
detailed record and analysis of 
seminal events in Albania in 1943-
44, particularly the Battle of Dibra. 

In fact, as this and other recent 
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historical studies have shown, the 
victory of the Partisans took place 
as a result of their superior organ-
isation and commitment to the anti-
Fascist cause, and the nature of the 
social revolution in Albania under 
Axis occupation at the time. But the 
struggle between the advocates of 
these two historical perspectives 
was very intense for many years, 
and often personal too; and it was 
renewed with undiminished venom 
in the aftermath of the downfall of 
the Communist regime in Albania 
in 1991. 

The Amery-Smiley group, and 
their British lobby, the Anglo-
Albanian Society, were opposed by 
the Albania Society of Britain, of 
which Hibbert was President for a 
time. The Amery-Smileys often 
tended to put forward the same 
positions as the "Oxford Helsinki 
Human Rights Group", including 
Professor Norman Stone. Both 
were involved in bitter controversy 
which culminated in 1997 with the 
violent events leading to the 
downfall of the Berisha regime in 
Albania. 

Sali Berisha had received strong 
practical and political support from 
the Major-Hurd government. Hib-
bert had retired from his final offi-
cial post as Director of the Ditchley 
Foundation in 1987 and, as a Visit-
ing Fellow at Nuffield College, Ox-
ford, was now able to take a full 
part in these public political 
controversies. He did so with 
vigour. 

He was a prominent critic of the 
pro-Serb policies of John Major's 
government, and was active in sup-
port of the Bosnian cause. He wrote 
frequently for newspapers and 
more-academic journals such as the 
Chatham House magazine, The 
World Today. Although he 
remained on polite terms with the 
key members of the FCO inner 
circle who were determining 
policy, he was a vehement critic of 
the appeasement of Serbian 
aggression that was sanctioned in 
Whitehall, particularly in the 
Foreign Office, and in organi-
sations such as BBC News which 
he saw as permeated with 
instinctive anti-Americanism, 
notably during the Nato campaign 
in Kosovo. 

Hibbert was an early advocate of 
full American military and political 
involvement in the Balkan region 
to restore peace and stability. He 
saw his views come to fruition in 
1995 with the Dayton Accords and 
later with the liberation of Kosovo 
in 1999. 

Reg Hibbert's ever cheerful, re-
sourceful and combative personal-
ity was a great support for younger 
people such as the historian and 
publicist Miranda Vickers and my-
self who were less well versed in 
the dark inward workings of the 
Foreign Office and MI6 in that 
period, and who often found it 
difficult to defend our own literary 
efforts against the relentless pro-
Serb mafia in official circles and 
the media. 

He was a particular critic of MI6, 
which he felt had often taken up 
scarce funding resources for secret 
work to the detriment of open work 
by Foreign Office missions, and he 
believed MI6 had consistently 

attempted to manipulate the 
British press in a pro-Serb 
direction. 
In that context, he exposed the 
covert backing of the Berisha gov-
ernment in Albania by the Major 
government, and the attempts 
made in the 1997 crisis to smear 
critics of Berisha with the "En-
verist" or "Communist" tag that led 
to the victory of members of the 
Albania Society of Britain in a libel 
case against The Sunday Telegraph 
in that year. 

Before and after the overthrow 
of the Berisha government, Hibbert 
visited Albania regularly, including 
a trip in 1996 to the Dibra moun-
tains, to the site of some of the epic 
Partisan battles he had seen as a 
young man, which involved hours 
of travel over rough ground, a 
tribute to his immense personal and 
physical resilience in old age. He 
took a particular interest in 
military history and made close 
friends with some of the Albanian 
officers who had been mistreated 
by Hoxha and expelled from the 
army. 

He visited Kosovo after the lib-
eration from Serbia in 1999, his first 
time there since 1944, and was able 
to meet the legendary and contro-
versial Second World War Kosovan 
Albanian Partisan leader Fadil 
Hoxha in Pristina, a short time be-
fore the latter's death, and promi-
nent modern political leaders such 
as Hashim Thaci, Veton Surroi and 
Rexhep Qosja. 

His final literary work, awaiting 
publication, was a memoir of his 
time as first British representative 
in Mongolia, a nation in which he 
also maintained a close interest, 
and he was also active in the affairs 
of French-British "friendship 
societies. 

In his personal life, he was a 
warm and loyal friend and an atten 
tive son to his father, Alfred Hibbert 
who died recently aged 107, one of 
the oldest men alive in Europe. Reg 
Hibbert had suffered from cancer 
for some years, but it did not di- 
minish his activity until a few 
months ago. He bore his last illness 
with great fortitude and dignity. 

His death deprives the Albanian 
and Kosovan nations of a brave and 
effective advocate who took part in 
the military struggle himself in his 
youth, and the Serbs of a most 
determined, uncompromising and 
consistent opponent. 

JAMES PETTIFER 

Reginald Alfred Hibbert, diplomat 
and historian: born Barnet, Hert-
fordshire 21 February 1922; CMG 
1966, KCMG 1979, GCMG 1982; 
Research Fellow, Leeds University 
1966-67; Political Adviser to the 
Commander-in-Chief, Far East 1970-
71; Minister, Bonn 1972-75; Assistant 
Under-Secretary of State, FCO 1975-
76, Deputy Under-Secretary of State 
1976-79; ambassador to France 1979-
82; Director, Ditchley Foundation 
1982-87; Visiting Fellow, Nuffield 
College, Oxford 1984-88; Chairman, 
Franco-British Society 1990-95; 
President, Albania Society of 
Britain 1996-2000; President, 
Federation Britannique des 
Alliances Frangaises 1997-99; 
married 1949 Ann Pugh (two sons, 
one daughter); died Pennal, 
Gwynedd 5 October 2002 
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