The UDI announcement ‑ on 11 November ‑ was met by the Labour Government with a declaration that the regime was illegal, and a series of mild economic sanctions, which were strengthened a month later. From the outset, Harold Wilson declared his Government opposed to the 'use of force' in Rhodesia. In 1964 he had called for more helicopters to assist British troops fighting Adeni and Yemeni nationalists; had argued in the same year that it was time for Britain to 'get tough' in Cyprus and send in tanks; had consistently in his year of office given full support to the American Governments' massive array of force in Vietnam. In Rhodesia, however, for Harold Wilson, force became an intolerable remedy ‑ a resort to un‑Christian violence.

It was also, apparently, an irrelevant issue. Economic sanctions would, Wilson assured Commonwealth leaders in Lagos the following January, bring the rebel regime to its knees 'in weeks rather than months'.(1)

Unfortunately, however, as the weeks and months rolled on, the rebel regime gained in confidence. No one sustained that confidence more than the British Government, who hastened, at every conceivable opportunity, to make it clear to the 'rebel regime' and, more importantly, to the business community of Salisbury, that they were anxious to scuttle for a settlement.

In April 1966, for instance, immediately after an election in which Labour had gained its second biggest victory in history, Ian Smith, somewhat worried by the election results and anxious lest sanctions should be extended internationally, approached the Governor, Sir Humphrey Gibbs, and suggested that talks might be instigated between the 'rebel regimes and the British Government. Immediately, only four months after his no‑negotiations pledge in the Commons, Wilson agreed to the proposal. Wilson's private secretary, Oliver Wright, and a group of senior CRO officials were dispatched to Salisbury for a long round of 'talks about talks'.

At the 'talks about talks', the Rhodesian representatives maintained a rigid line. Not a single concession on a return to constitutional rule or advancement in African education or electoral power was granted. The civil servants pursued their ludicrous task for two months, and it was only after some pressure from the Commonwealth Relations Office that Wilson agreed to recall them at the end of July. The stalks about talks' had served their purpose for the Rhodesian Government. They had shown that the British Government was far from determined to smash the regime, and would, at the slightest provocation, come to the conference table and make concessions. Business confidence in Salisbury soared. The entrepreneurs who, some months before, had worried about permanent closure of the British market and international sanctions, shook off their doubts and applied themselves with renewed vigour to prising open the numerous cracks in the sanctions wall.

In spite of all this, the following month Wilson decided to send back three of the civil servants for more 'talks about talks' with the 'rebels', and was only thwarted from continuing the absurd discussions by the passing of the frankly racialist Constitutional Amendment Bill, which forced the civil servants to return without a day wasted in negotiation.
(1) Wilson's Lagos conference was hailed by the Labour Left as proof of his political courage and virtuosity The Johannesburg Star, the paper with the largest circulation in South Africa, was also delighted. 'He succeeded,' it said, 'in his main objectives ‑ the buying of time, damping down of the near‑hysterical demands of the African states for military action, and preservation of the Commonwealth's existing membership. On the face of it, it was a considerable achievement.'
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