
“There is only one 
class in the 

community that 
thinks more about 

money than the rich, 
and that is the poor. ” 

Oscar Wilde

The chief use of gold these days is 
to hoard it. Gold by the ton is 
mined in South Africa and exported 

to the USA, where it is reburied. In 
the Soviet Union gold was mined by 
slave labour in Eastern Asia for re­
burial in Russia. During the Spanish 
civil war gold looted by Spanish 
conquistadors from the Americas was 
used to buy arms from the Soviet 
Union and added to the Russian hoard. 
Part of the Russian hoard has lately 
been moved to the United States 
hoard, so it may be said that the 
Americas are getting their gold back.

Gold held in underground stores at 
Fort Knox, Kentucky, is said to be 
worth more than $ 100 billion. But the 
price of gold depends on its scarcity, 
so if the Fort Knox deposit came on 
the market it would be worth a lot 
less.

Of course gold has other uses, 
notably in jewellery and dentistry, 
but hoarding is favourite. It appears 
the Nazis took golden coins, jewellery 
and tooth fillings from Jews and 
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melted them down into ingots, which 
they deposited in Swiss banks.

Official documents, released by the 
British Foreign Office on 10th 
September, estimate the total of Nazi 
gold deposited in Swiss banks at £4.6 
billion ($7 billion) by today’s prices, 
an estimate based on flimsy evidence 
and probably quite wrong. The Swiss 
banks also hold an unknown 
quantity of gold and other valuables 
deposited by Jews in numbered 
accounts, the numbers of which are 
not known to the heirs of the 
depositors.

There is an interesting precedent for 
a bank alleged to be hoarding masses 
of gold which did not in fact exist: the 
‘Romanov Gold’, supposedly deposited 
by the Russian royal family in Barings 
Bank, London. Lenin demanded it 
back, as did Stalin during the war 
when the Soviet Union was Britain’s 
ally, but Barings refused to give it up 
on the ground that it was the personal 
property of the Romanov family. 
When it seemed that DNA testing 
might prove Anna Anastasia to have 
been one of the Romanovs after all, 
allowing her heirs and assignees to 
claim their fortune, Barings came 
clean and announced that the 
Romanov gold did not exist. Barings 
had used the myth of its existence to 
increase its standing in dealing with 
other banks.

Nazi gold in Swiss banks could 
possibly be another myth with a 
similar function. Parts of the British 
press, however, used the doubtful 
story to castigate Johnny Foreigner, 
in the shape of the ruthless Gnomes 
of Zurich. They more or less ignored 
the established fact of Nazi gold 
hoarded for fifty years by the Bank of 
England.

In 1947 the Swiss banks made over 
Nazi gold worth £56 million (£678 
million, or one billion dollars by 
today’s prices) to the Tripartite Gold 
Commission, i.e. the governments of 
the United States, Britain and France, 
which took on the job of returning the 
gold to its rightful owners. The Bank 
of England took £40 million (and Fort 
Knox £16 million) for safe-keeping, 
and has so far returned none of it.

According to the Foreign Office, the 
hoard in the Bank of England “has 
been apportioned for some time” and 
will be distributed eventually, to 
various governments.

Albania is a special case. £ 12 million 
(at 1947 prices) is known to have been 
looted by the Nazis from the Albanian 
state treasury, and there is no 
dispute that this Albanian gold is now 
among the hoard in the Bank of 
England. The British government 
refuses to let the Albanian govern­
ment have it back until Albania pays 
reparation for two British warships 
sunk by Albanian mines in 1947. The 
warships are priced at £1.5 million 
(1947 prices).

So at today’s prices, if Albania pays 
£18 million ($27 million) it will be 
paid £145 million ($217 million) in 
gold. The trouble appears to be that 
Albania, the poorest country in Europe, 
cannot find the odd £18 million. Now 
that Albania is no longer considered 
an enemy country, perhaps Britain 
will hand over £ 189 million and hang 
on to the rest instead of insisting that 
Albania pay first.

The remaining gold cannot be 
returned to those from whom it was 
stolen, or their descendants, because 
they are too numerous and obscure. 
It will be distributed to governments 
in proportion as their subjects were 
robbed. The principal beneficiaries 
will probably be the governments of 
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Holland, Belgium and Hungary. No doubt 
they, and Albania, will just put the gold in 
holes in the ground and leave it there.

THE CRUEL FARCE OF CAPITALISM
Real wealth consists of things people can eat, 
wear, work with, sit on, communicate with, 
play with, laugh at or otherwise make real use 
of. Golf is real wealth when it is used for the 
preservation of delicate objects, preparation of 
biological material for electron microscopes, 
tooth fillings and ornamentation. When it is 
simply hoarded, as a supposed depository of 
wealth, it damages real wealth.

All the person-hours, the suffering, the lives 
lost to mine gold are totally wasted, in terms 
of real wealth, if the gold is then to be as 
passive as it was before it was dug up.

For centuries precious metals were used as 
standards of wealth. The earliest known 
example of writing, a pictograph from ancient 
Mesopotamia, shows the value of a set 
quantity of silver relative to sheep, grain and 
manufactured goods, not for the purpose of 
trade but for the guidance of payers and 
collectors of taxes in kind. Gold replaced 
silver as the standard in the seventh century 
BC, when a technique was invented for 
refining gold from electrum.

Money, units of wealth used to simplify 
barter, can be made of anything recognised as 
money. Small models or printed pictures of 
barter goods - cowrie shells, pig’s tusks, brass 
rods and cigarettes - have all been used at 

some time or place. But in Europe the earliest 
coinage was of precious metal and coinage has 
often been confused with standards.

Earlier this century attempts were made to 
get out of trade depressions by putting the 
coinage ‘back’ on the gold standard, that is 
declaring a set quantity of gold to be worth a 
set amount of money, and allowing only so 
much money to circulate as would buy the 
gold in the government treasury. The effect 
was to make the depression worse. The great 
American orator William Jennings Bryan 
toured the States speaking against the gold 
standard using the slogan “Will you crucify 
mankind on a cross of gold?” but in fact he was 
equally misguided. He advocated putting the 
currency ‘back’ on the silver standard.

These days money is not tied to the gold 
which lies in the vaults, but the situation is not 
much better. 95% of world trade, not in 
number of deals done but in amounts of money 
exchanged, has nothing to do with the supply 
of goods and services but is entirely to do with 
money, buying and selling different 
currencies, buying and selling of gambles on 
future prices, deals in complex derivatives of 
share deals. In the words of Nick Leeson, who 
bankrupted Barings Bank by dealing in 
derivatives, “not real money”.

The trouble is that although the 95% ‘not real 
money’ market has no effect on the real 
market when it goes well, when it goes badly 
the real market is wrecked and the poor suffer. 

The barter system, by which goods are 
exchanged for goods of equal value, ensured

I CANT EAT GOLD!

Drawing by John Olday from The March to Death, a book of anti-war cartoons 
published by Freedom Press (£3.00).

that when goods were scarce the wealthy did 
not lose their wealth. Money arose as a way of 
simplifying barter.

When goods are plentiful, the barter system 
and the money system are useless. The most 
useful system of distribution at such times is 
sometimes called the ‘gift economy’, the 
production of goods not to make profits but to 
fulfil needs.

Technological advances have now made it 
possible for the necessities of life, and many 

other goods, to be plentiful. But it takes time 
for habit to catch up with technology. People 
cling to the money system, and in time of 
potential plenty the only way to make this 
work is to create shortages artificially. 
Advertising is one way to create shortages, but 
more effective is the deliberate waste of 
productive energy, making and using 
armaments, destroying goods in war or 
creating totally useless objects like caverns 
full of gold bars.

Earlier this year a friend of ours, who is 
researching a book on the Malayan 
emergency (1948-50), interviewed a couple of 

ex-soldiers who had served in that campaign 
with the Special Air Services regiment (SAS). 
About three weeks later he was astonished to 
receive a call from a senior officer at the 
Ministry of Defence who had already obtained 
details of his activities. When our friend told 
us about this we started to think about the 
‘secret state’ and how it touches all our lives, 
mostly without our being aware of it.

In Britain the three main arms of this 
bureaucracy within a bureaucracy are MI5 
(counter-espionage, i.e. spy catching), MI6 
(the secret intelligence service - our spies 
overseas) and the Special Branch.

How many people, otherwise quite well 
informed, have to stop and think what ‘MI’ 
signifies - Military Intelligence. Also the 
existence of departments labelled 5 and 6 means 
that there are or have been others labelled 1 to 
4. Where are these and what do they do?

The Special Branch as the political arm of 
Scotland Yard has more visibility, but taken 
in isolation the words ‘Special Branch’ are 
without meaning (the French equivalent is the 
equally mysterious ‘Second Bureau’). 
Originally formed in the 1880s as the Special 
Irish Branch to combat an outburst of Fenian 
activity, its offices were almost immediately

demolished by a large bomb planted by those 
they were supposed to entrap. Such is the 
cyclical nature of the historical process that 
today the Branch’s main task is to fight the 
IRA.

In a ‘free’ society like present-day Britain 
such organisations keep a relatively low 
profile and tend to have names that belie their 
true nature, while paradoxically in totalitarian 
ones like Nazi Germany and the USSR these 
secret police are accurately labelled. Gestapo 
is an abbreviation some harassed clerk 
formulated to fit onto a rubber stamp - the full 
title is Die Geheime Straatspolizei, or Secret 
State Police. Similarly in post- revolutionary 
Russia the equivalent was the Cheka, which is 
an acronym (in Cyrillic script) of ‘The 
Extraordinary Committee for Combating 
Counter-Revolution and Sabotage’ - you 
can’t say fairer than that.

This divergence of nomenclature seems to 
symbolise the difference between the Iron 
Heel in Germany and Russia in the past and 
the Rubber Heel of repressive tolerance in 
Britain today. The Americans do it differently 
again. Until quite recently the entry for their 
Embassy in the London telephone directory 
included a number for ‘Secret Service’, but 

alas no longer - perhaps the Freedom of 
Information Act has been repealed.

Of late there has been a great deal of chatter 
about the liberating effects of the Internet, 
operating as it apparently does outside the 
jurisdiction of governments. But as Ken 
Livingstone memorably said (of the vote): “If 
it changed anything they wouldn’t let people 
have it”. The moment the Internet is seen as a 
real threat to the powers-that-be, they will 
undoubtedly impose sanctions on the use of 
PCs by the individual. Perhaps by 
‘persuading’ the manufacturers to limit the 
capacity of their products.

Like God, advanced technology seems to be 
on the side of the big battalions. During the 
age of print a reasonably skilled dissident 
could build and operate his own printing press 
in the teeth of oppression, but his modem 
equivalent would be hard pressed to make and 
maintain his own computer.

What is to be done? It is a truism worth 
repeating that without secrecy the secret 
state is powerless. Anyone who keeps their 

eyes open will sooner or later stumble on the 
imprint of the rubber heel. When this happens 
one should ‘track the beast to its lair’.

Until recently the SS was known to be housed 
in a tall office block near Lambeth North tube 
station. The casual passer-by could establish 
without difficulty on which floors individual 
departments were situated. This was done by 
scanning the day’s headlines to establish 
where the latest international crisis was taking 
place and then strolling past Century House to 
see on which floor they were burning the 
midnight oil. It’s a pity this can’t be done with 
the fortress they now occupy on Vauxhall 
Bridge Road. This is so constructed that, from 
the south at least, it is almost impossible to 
confirm how many floors there are.

The other weapon we have is ridicule. Until 
the mid-1950s the CIA was known as the 
Counter Intelligence Corps, but everybody 
said its abbreviation, CIC, stood for ‘Christ 
I’m Confused’ and this was a subsidiary 
reason for the change. Perhaps readers could 
come up with something of the same order for 
the SIS (Secret Intelligence Service).

Long-term viewers of The X Files on 
television will have noticed how the series has 
developed from single episodes about flying 
saucers, werewolves and other strange 
happenings into a series of programmes about 
the workings of the secret state. In exposing a 
secret consortium behind the FBI is the series 
reflecting a shift in public taste, feeding on 
public paranoia or telling it like it is?




