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Q: Today is the 8th of January 2001. This is an interview with Joseph C. Wilson. This is
being done on behalf of the Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training. | am Charles
Stuart Kennedy. Can you tell me when and where you were born and something about
your family?

WILSON: | am from a California family. | was born, almost by accident, in Connecticut. |
lived there for about four months and then went to California. | make that point because
whenever | give a speech people will inevitably, when they see | was born in Connecticut,
come up and ask me if | am from the same town they were from. | have no recollection
whatsoever of Connecticut. On the other hand, my family roots go back to California for
over 200 years. We are an old California family.

Q: When were you born?

WILSON: | was born in November of 1949 and spent the first six or seven years of my
existence in the Bay area, which is the family home. We lived in southern California after
that and then moved to Europe for four years in the 1960s where | went to high school.
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Q: Let's go back and get a little feel for your family. To have a family for 200 years in
California is pretty unusual. Where did your mother and father come from?

WILSON: My mother's family is the California side of the family; they had moved to
Californivarious wings of the family moved to Californias | said, between 150 and 200
years ago. They were shepherds and ran sheep and cattle ranches from the Oregon
border down to Los Angeles. At one time their fattening ranch was the bottom land along
both sides of the Napa River between Napa and Calistoga.

Q: Where did the shepherding come from?

WILSON: Most of the came from the UK. There is some French or Basque in there but
| think most of the French and Basque were hired help. There is a large population of
Basque shepherds in that area.

Q: I know. | did business with them back in the 1950s.

WILSON: They go back far longer than that. If you look at the demographics, there is
are awful lot of them in Nevada and in the shepherding range area of the United States.
In more recent times, my family were the Rolphs and the Moores; they were big players
in northern California politics and then later California politics from about the time of

the earthquake until the Great Depressio1906 to about 1930 or 1932. My great uncle
was Mayor of San Francisco from 1913 to 1928 and then he was Governor of California
from 1928 until he died in office in 1931/32. The Moore side of the familthey were the
Moore Dry Dock Companbuilt many ships for the Pacific fleet and the bridges and the
infrastructure that was built in northern California during the first half of the 20th century.

Q: Tell me something about your mother's education and interests and all, and then we'll
turn to your father.
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WILSON: She was raised in San Francisco and Napa, and she went to the usual parochial
schools, | guess.

Q: It was a Catholic family?

WILSON: No, it was an Episcopal family, but she went to a Catholic school. She went to
the University of California at Berkeley and graduated. She went into war. She was an aide
de camp to a Marine commandant here in Washington and then went back and finished
her education at Cal Berkeley.

Q: Was she in the Marine Corps actually?

WILSON: She was in the Marine Corps. She was whatever they called them in the
Marines at that time during the course of the war.

Q: There weren't too many women...

WILSON: No, she was one of the very few who was actually enlisted in the Marine Corps.
Her father was a captain in the Navy in the Second World War and was, | think, in the
Army in the First World War. He was a pilot in the First World War.

Q: And what were your father's grandparents?

WILSON: My father moved out to California when he was about 10 or 11 from
Pennsylvania. He grew up in Pasadena, went to Pasadena High, and then he too went

to the University of California at Berkeley. He was the son of an Army Air colonel. My
grandfather was always referred to as “the Colonel.” He been a pilot in the First World War
and had been shot down four times; he crashed his airplane each time, but walked away
from three of the four crashes and was dragged away from the fourth one with a couple
broken legs. He won both the Victorian Cross and the French Legion d'honneur for his
activities in the First World War. He came from an old Pittsburgh family. The first Joseph
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C. Wilsol am the fourth with the same namwas an architect and a builder in Pittsburgh who
was quite well know, | guess, at the turn of the century.

Q: What did your father do during World War Two?

WILSON: At the time of the Second War he too went into the Marine Corps. Actually he
went into pilot training in the Navy, and at that time the top graduates of flight training
school had their choice of going into the Navy or Marine Corps. He went into the Marine
Corps, and flew off the carrier “The Franklin” during the Second War.

Q: Was he on it when it took its major hit?
WILSON: He was the last pilot off.
Q: The Franklin didn't sink, but it was certainly badly damaged.

WILSON: | believe the single largest number of casualties of any ship which was attacked
in Second War. He was the last pilot off. He got off because the fellow who was in line
ahead of him couldn't get his plane to turn over; so they pushed his plane out of the way
and put my dad's plane on the track; he got off just as the Japanese plane was coming in.

Q: It was a kamikaze attack.

WILSON: It wasn't a kamikaze attack. The Japanese dropped a bomb. He was coming

in, and apparently he and my father just sort of crossed. One was coming in and one was
going off. My father used to tell the story that he then had the Japanese plane in his sights
and was prepared to take it down when his wing commander waved him off and took the
shot himself. | think there were about 1200 casualties. Most of the people who were on the
flight deck were killed or very badly injured; so he was lucky to get off. He used to like to
tell the story when he was alive, that his personal loss was just his $600 in poker earnings.

Q: We have some horrendous pictures of the...
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WILSON: You know, in those days people didn't talk about things like that. All my life,

my dad never talked to me about the trauma of losing a lot of his mates in that attack,
although you're absolutely right, it must have been terrible. There was a lot of fuel on deck,
and it was very, very bad.

Q: You say you were born in Connecticut in 1949. This was, of course, after the war. What
was your family doing?

WILSON: My father graduated from Berkeley and got married in 1946. They lived in
California, and he got a job with one of the Pittsburgh steel companiel forget which one
it wawhich sent him to New York. They were there for a couple of years, | guess, during
which time they lived in Connecticut, where they conceived me. Then he had about
enough of the East Coast, so they went back out west.

Q: Where were you as a kid? You said that for the first few years you were in the Bay
area?

WILSON: Right. For the first memorable years | was in Lafayette which is right outside of
San Francisco. It's just across the Bay. At that time it was not really the suburbs; it was still
pretty country and you could drive into the city.

Q: Did you go to school there?

WILSON: | went to elementary school there and spent from 1950 until about 1957 there.
My extended family was so very, very close and very big in San Franciscvery active. So all
of my memories are of San Francisco society and going with my parents to the St. Francis
Yacht Club, where my mom had grown up.

Q: How was the school system there? The California school system was considered both
quite modern and quite good at the time.
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WILSON: Absolutely. I think the California education system in those days was one of

the best in the country. As a kid going to elementary school, we didn't have much to
compare it too; so | don't know how good the education was relative to elsewhere, but it
was generally regarded to be very good, and in fact it was. School classes were not very
large. The attention that kids got was extensive. We were not living in the city, but we were
close enough to the city that you could go in anytime you wanteanytime my parents would
go into the city. We had pond on our property where we would fish out the tadpoles and do
the sort of stuff that kids did in those days.

Q: How about school there? We're still talking about elementary school. Were you getting
into reading and activities like that?

WILSON: Sure; just like every other kid. | don't have any real conscious memories of
sitting down and being a great leader at age six or seven. My memories of growing up in
that area were largely of being outside and climbing hills that were unoccupied and fishing,
as | said, tadpoles out of ponds and riding my bike all around the neighborhoods.

Q: What about at home? Did you have brothers and sisters?

WILSON: | have a younger brother who is two years younger than me. He was born in San
Francisco. He was my only sibling.

At home we had a piano. My parents futilely tried to teach me to play and read music.
Unfortunately that was not anything that I picked up at all. Neither did my brother, for that
matter. We had a swimming pool, we lived up on a hill, and we did a lot of outdoors type
Sstuff.

Q: How about at the dinner table? Some families sit around and talk about events of the
day. Were you picking up book lore or politics or anything else at the table?
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WILSON: Yes, in my family politics were a daily staple, particularly California politics
because of the role that my family had played in California politics. Up until the 1980s
there was always a member of the family on the Board of Regents at the University of
California, for example. Even though the peak of the family's participation in politics was
in 1932 when my great uncle was Governor, the family still remained very active in state
politics thereafter and by extension in national politics. It was an old Republican family.
During the election periodl remember the elections of 1952 when | was very, very young
and 1956...

Q: That was Eisenhower versus Stevenson both times.

WILSON: That's right. In the debate that went on in our house during that period, Adlai
Stevenson was quite a candidate, and yet, of course, in the Wilson household we were all
for Ike. | remember we had a very small black and white TV. One of my earliest memories
was watching the election returns and Stevenson's concession speech.

Q: Did Senator Knowland play any part in your conversations. He was on the international
scene, particularly as it concerned with Chiang Kai shek and the Taiwan independence.
He was a major player. He was from the Berkeley area.

WILSON: He was not a friend of my immediate family that I recall. He may have been

a friend of other parts of the family, but | don't recall ever seeing him our house or he
being in anything that involved me. We, of course, knew who he was, and | think maybe
other parts of the family probably were closer to him. At that time, he would have been a
senator and we would have been very young; there may have been instances when my
parents went to events that were being hosted by my grandfather that might have involved
Knowland. | wouldn't be surprised at that at all. In fact, I'm quite sure the family would have
known him.

Q: Earl Warrehe was Governor during part of that time.

Interview with Ambassador Joseph C. Wilson 1V http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001486



Library of Congress

WILSON: He was Governor and then he was on the Supreme Court during that time. He
was appointed by Eisenhower. Eisenhower, | guess, afterwards was heard to have said
that it was his most disappointing appointment, because the Earl Warren family turned
out to be far more liberal than Eisenhower had wanted or expected, and far more activist.
Those of us in my generation, we applaud that.

Q: Earl Warren represents, particularly on civil rights and other matters, a major positive
figure.

WILSON: | know Warren might have really thought that ‘one man, one vote' was an
Important concept to the adjudication of a Presidential election.

Q: When did you move down to southern California?

WILSON: In 1956 or 1957 we moved to Scottsdale, Arizona, which at that time was a
brand new, just being developed suburb of Phoenix. We moved there because my dad
had arthritic knees and so he wanted to get some dry heat. He thought that that might be
better to move there for a couple of years. One of my grandfather's brothers lived in the
area. So we lived there for a couple of years.

Q: Were you in high school by that time or not?

WILSON: No, | was still in elementary school. | would have been in fifth or sixth grade. |
was nine years old.

Q: How did you find Arizona schools? Was there a noticeable difference?

WILSON: Not that | particularly noticed. Again, my recollection of schooling was all
small classroom. This was not the era of the one room schoolhouse anymore, and we
didn't have to walk seven miles through the snow barefoot to get there and back as our
parents used to tell us that they had to do. | suspect that if people go back and look at
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the history of American education, it was probably a very good period. School classes

were no more than about 25 to a class. Teachers were generally young and dedicated
and motivated and were not overwhelmed by the bureaucracy. So Arizona was a good,
positive experience as well. | did pretty well in school there.

We were there for a couple years, and then my parents decided that they would go to
Europe for six months in 1959. We left for Europe in January of 1959. We came back

six months later, and we actually came back through Washington. | have a picture of my
brother and me standing in front of the White House in 195a little over 40 years ago. We
sailed to Europe. Those were the days when you could still take these sailing vessels to
Europe. In fact, we flew across the country, stopping in Chicago, on the old turbo props. It
was just right before the jet age.

Q: The Lockheed Electras, | think, were one of them.

WILSON: There was the Electra, the Trident, the Viscounsomething like that. We took the
“SS Augustus,” which was an Italian ship, to Europe; it was a bit of a cruise. We stopped
in Bermuda, we stopped in the Azores, and then we stopped in Casablanca, Gibraltar,
Barcelona, and then we got off in Cannes, | guess it was. We bought a car. We bought an
old 1950s Citroen, which was the old gangster shaped car.

Q: Oh, yes, wonderful carlong, low slung, black.

WILSON: Black, yes. This was an old taxi and so it had jump seats. It was a long. We
drove that around Europe for six months. We spent almost all of our time in southern
Europe. We went as far south as Italy and then the southern part of France. Actually we
dipped up into Sweden for a couple days, but we spent most of our time between Italy,
southern France and southern Spain. It was six months during the school year; so we
didn't do much schooling, but we did spend a couple of months in Spain where we went to
a Berlitz schoosomething along those linean elementary school, for a couple of months in
a little town called Portemarinos, which is right outside of Malaga, which at that timfrom the
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pictures we have in the old scrapboowas still just a fishing village. It's now just wall to wall
apartments.

Q: Yes, it's one of those English colonies.

WILSON: We lived quite literally 100 yards from the Mediterranean. | suppose that for

my parents this was a real epiphany. They decided that this was their last town. They
really enjoyed it. We followed the opening of the bullfight season; we went to Sippia for
the Easter fiesta, and then we followed the bullfighters all around southern Spain. In 1959
in southern Spain you could still see people living in caves. The country was very much

in the grips of the Franco regime. Yet it was still quintessentially Spanisthe Spain of the
Hemingway novels in the sense that if you were a foreigner, an expatriate, you were living
life at a certain level, but if you were Spanish, you lived at a different levethe Spain of old
ladies wearing black for many, many years; people traveling as much on burros and burro
drawn carts as they were in automobiles; and dirt roads going to the little towns in the
interior.

Q: Some thirty years later or so, Spain really became part of Western Europe.

WILSON: That's right. This was still when the Pyrenees were a big border between the
Iberian Peninsula and the rest of Europe. | think the Franco government was part of the
reason obviously. As the rest of Europe was moving toward some form of democratization,
Spain was still very much in a dictatorship.

Q: You were still quite young, of course, but were you picking up any vibrations about the
government at that time therthat this was not a government that really Americans cottoned
up to or not?

WILSON: In 1959 we were still in the aftermath of the McCarthy hearings and everything
that had happened during the “Commie” scare. Western European politics were defined in
different terms. So | don't think that the Franco regime was an anathema to the American
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government. They certainly didn't appear to be. What was much more of concern to them
were the Communities Parties of Italy and France. So if you were anti Communist, which,
of course, Franco was, then you stood to have...

Q: I think that's when we started putting our bases in there, too.

WILSON: | don't know when the bases went in, but certainly we had bases in Rota then as
| recall. My parents used to go to Gibraltar a lot, to get their cigarettes and whatever sort
of contraband you could get more cheaply there. We used to go to the villages and do the
Hemingway routine following the bullfights and bullfighters.

Q: Than after this six month interlude, what...

WILSON: We came back to southern California in July, 1959, where my other
grandparents, my dad's side of the family, lived outside of Los Angeles. They lived in a
place called Altadena, which was just north of Pasadena.

Q: My grandfather is buried there. What were your grandparents doing there?

WILSON: They were retired there, having lived in the area since the 1930s. My
grandfather at that time had already passed away, and my grandmother was pretty close
to dying. She had lung canceshe was part of that great smoking generatioand so she
didn't last too long. That was where my father had grown up; so that's where we ended up
after we left Europe. We lived there from 1959 to 1963 in a place called San Marino, which
was just south of Pasadena.

Q: Did you go to school there?
WILSON: Went to San Marino junior high there.

Q: I went to Henry Hunington Elementary, and then | also went to South Pas Junior High.
Did you go there?
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WILSON: | did it the other way. We moved back and we lived in an apartment in South
Pasadena, so | went to South Pas junior high.

Q: I'm talking about the '30s; things were different.

WILSON: We were in South Pasadena just very briefly, just long enough to find a place
in San Marino. We moved to San Marino to a house right along the San Marino/San
Gabriel border. We were still the San Marino school district. Then | too went to Henry E.
Huntington Junior High.

Q: Oh, yes. Not too many alumni here in Washington.
WILSON: That's right. So which part of San Marino did you live in?

Q: We lived on a street called ElI Molino. We were on the northern side of the railroad
tracks.

WILSON: We were pretty much neighbors then. We lived on Robin Road, which was
literally a half a block long; we would have been just a couple blocks toward San Gabriel
from you.

Q: It was one block oveLorraine was half a block down, and then there was Robin Road,
right by a reservoir. Know it well.

WILSON: So we grew up close to each other.
Q: It was a different era; were you there for how long?

WILSON: | was there then from 1959 to 1963 and | did sixth, seventh and eighth grade
there.

Q: By that time San Marino had its own junior high?
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WILSON: Yes; it was actually Henry Huntington, which went up to eighth grade.
Q: Where did you go to high school?

WILSON: We went back to Europe in 1963. We also had a summer place in San Clemente
where we used to surf. My dad had grown up doing that, surfing in Pasadena and San
Clemente and so we did that. We moved back to Europe in August of 1963, thinking we
were going to be living in Paris, but we found that the weather in Paris was just too wet

for any reasonable person from southern California. In the 31 days of August in 1963,

it rained 28 days. So my parents decided we were going to do down to the Riviera. We
lived in Nice for a year, 1963/64, but decided that Nice was too cold in the winter, so we
moved to Mallorca, Spain, for two year1964/66. During each of those summers we went
over to Biarritz and surfed. That was our summer vacation. My brother and | were the first
resident California surfers to become members of the Surf Club de France, which included
members of the French national surfing team. From 1966 to 1967, which was my last year
in high school, my parents thought that the best thing for me would be to go to school. We
moved to Montreaux, Switzerland for the year. | did my senior year there.

Q: During this time in Europe, where were you going to high school?

WILSON: For the first year | went to a Catholic school in Nice. For the next two years |
went to Belver International School, which was a British run school in Mallorca. We went
to that British school and did “O” levels and prepared for the” A” levels which was part of
the British secondary school system. Then in Switzerland in Montreaux | went to a school
called Montarosa, which was really on the eastern end of Montreaux towards the end of
the lake. That school offered both the U.S. exams and the British exams. | did both of
those there, both the A levels and the advanced placement and the SATs and everything
else you had to do to get into an American university.
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Q: You had this eclectic education. You were getting the French Catholic system, you
were getting the British system, and you were trying to keep up with your American
system. Were you picking up languages at the time?

WILSON: Sure. In the French system, the classes were all in French. | found that it took
me about three months to really begin to understand French, about six months to begin
to read it, and at the nine month point I met a young lady in France; then it became
imperative that | learned how to speak. So at nine months and two weeks, | was suddenly
able to speak French as well.

It was interesting. | never really saw my high school education in terms of how it was going
to prepare me for American university. It was just something that one did as one was
growing up. You had to go to school, and these were the things that you had to do. The
subject matters that we dealt with in France, we dealt with them as the French kids did.
The same thing in Majorca; we dealt with them as any kid who is preparing for an English
university. As | said, the school we attended also offered the PSATs and the American
examinations, so we could take that. Mathematics and verbal skills are not that much
different whether the education if French or British or American style except in the way that
you express them in examinations. So we did both the English exams and the American
exams. | never really made a decision as to where | was going to go college until | was

a senior in Switzerland. | think if | had to assess the relative educational systems based
upon my experience, | would say that | had a lot easier time of it at university having been
schooled in the European system, for two reasons: one, the British system requires you

to write; so you have to write essays (i.e. being able to do much more than just answer
multiple choice questions); two, having a knowledge of both French and Spanish, | could
always take a couple of courses at an American university pretty much guaranteed of
getting good grades without having to study too hard. Knowledge of one or two foreign
languages was always a boost to the grade point average at university.
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Q: Were events in Europe at all like the de Gaulle period in France and the pull out of
NATO and other things like this impacting at all on you?

WILSON: You know, when we lived in Nice, we found that the locals were not very

pro American. My parents particularly felt this; that there was a bit of anti Americanism
there. We also had a Volkswagen camper, which generated profoundly anti German
expressions. One time we had our tires slashed, which my parents attributed to the basic
French dislike of Americans and things German.

Q: It was also a time de Gaulle was really pushing the nationalistic very hard.

WILSON: Sure. At the same time we used to have travelers come into Cannes all the
time; we used to always go and take trips on the visiting ships. There was a group of
Mormon missionaries in town who were trying to teach the French how to drink wine and
how to believe in Mormonism. They used to come by our house because they wanted

to speak American every now and again. | don't think they were really seriously trying to
proselyte us. There were real mixed feelings about their effortit was also the erin France
in particulaof the Beatles and the Rolling Stones whose music started coming to the
continent. That started a phenomenon in French music which was a direct copy of what
was going on in the States at the time; even there Johnny Holiday was getting support and
he was basically doing all covers of Elvis Presley songs at that time. As there is today,
this was a love/hate relationship with things American. This was before Vietnam; so you
didn't have that tremendous focal point of the Viethamese War to get people to being anti
American. De Gaulle was making French nationalism the coin of the realm, making the
United States the external enemy. We didn't have the same sense at that time as one
would get from reading the history books on that period. The decolonization of Africa and
the Algerian War were the key to the French psyche in those days as well. | must say |
found the experience living in southern France being very agreeable. | suspect my best
memories, however, are those years we spent in Mallorca. The weather was better.
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Q: I would think Mallorca would be sort owell, to live in a real tourist area is, this often can
bkind of a never never land or something.

WILSON: Mallorca was the land of the lotus blossom; it already was a never never land. In
February of every year you had the almond blossoms, which turned the entire island pink.
We had racing bicycles and we would spend our weekends riding around the island. Many
of your natives shunned the tourists; that allowed us as observers, to become the fount of
all wisdom when young people come to the island. When I lived there, two of the Rolling
Stones bought a nightclub there. The Animals bought a nightclub right across from our
school. So there was some glamor there. Even though Mallorca was a tourist destination
at the time relative to other parts of Europe it wasn't as nearly as touristy as it is now. It
was still new.

Q: Was Switzerland a little bit like somebody opened the window and they ran outside and
it was cold, or something like that?

WILSON: There are a couple of sort of common threads in the four years that we spent in
Europe. One was doing things athletic. We had bicycles; we were living by the ocean, and
so we had rowboats and went swimming. Every time that there were waves, we'd go body
surfing even if in February; we spent a lot of our summers surfing. The flip side of surfing
Is skiing. When we went to Switzerland, it was not so much that it was cold but it was an
opportunity to do something that was like surfing but do it in the winter and on land.

The other common thread is that everywhere we lived, we had a viewhen we lived in Nice
we had a view of the Mediterranean. When we lived in Mallorca, we lived right on the sea.
When we lived in Montreaux we lived with a view of the lake and of the valley. | don't know
what that particularly means in my life except ever since, I've always looked for houses
with a view.
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Q: I know what you mean. My last post abroad was as Consul General in Naples, and
we'd sit there and look at Vesuvius and Capri and the Bay of Naples. It's still hard to live in
Annandale, Virginia.

WILSON: That's right. Even when living in Washington, | have always looked for houses
on the Potomac and | actually have a house that has a view noSo that was a common
thread.

Q: We're getting into 1967.

WILSON: In 1966 and 1967 we lived in Switzerland. This was the final year. My parents
came back to the U.S. about six months before we did.

Q: By the way, your parents, were they essentially living off income or did they have a job?

WILSON: Both my parents were writing for a syndicate and other publications. They wrote
articles which chronicled matters that were different in Europe from the United States. It is
hard now to see where there would be an audience for that, but then there were not that
many Americans traveling and the Western worlWestern Europe and the United Statehad
not become so homogenized. So each continent had its own idiosyncracies and unique
attributee.qg. the village parties in the summer with the band and everybody gathering;
things like that. We have scrapbooks of their newspaper articles at that time. So they wrote
really for four years.

Q: During the early 1970s...

WILSON: We left Europe before drugs were really introduced in Europe. By the time we
got back to California, there was already a flourishing drug culture thermarijuana and some
of the psychedelics. You didn't have the hard cocaine and heroin consumption that you did
later. But in Europe there wasn't much of that at all. The Americans, and other foreigners,
that we would run into, on a regular basis, were either middle class tourists or surfers.

Interview with Ambassador Joseph C. Wilson 1V http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001486



Library of Congress

Q: Whither to college?

WILSON: While | was sitting in Switzerland and thinking about my future, | was filling

out applications to Oxford and Cambridge and the Sorbonne; | was considering staying

in Europe. By this time | saw myself pretty much as an international citizen. | started
thumbing through some of my old surfer magazines and | came across one whose cover
said, “It takes a B average to slide a campus point.” | thumbed through it and there were
14 pages of perfect waves at the University of California at Santa Barbara. So | threw all
the other applications away and filled out the form for the University of California at Santa
Barbara. As you can see, one of the themes through my early life was surfing and sports in
general, but surfing was an anchor. Surfing was the one thing that brought us back every
year to the same group of friends and kept us in contact with our buddies in California.

Q: Today one has the feeling that this was a very specific culture which is really not
connected with almost anything else. | may be wrong, because I'm just observing it. But
people get jobs in order to surf.

WILSON: Absolutely.
Q: This gets a lot of surfing but doesn't lead anywhere.

WILSON: It leads to a lifestyle that they enjoy. But that's exactly right. It's always been
much more of a lifestyle than a sport. But | suppose it's not any more of a lifestyle than that
led by people who get into golf early and decide that their life is going to revolve around
golf, or horses or skiing for that matter.

Q: You went to the University of California at Santa Barbara from when to when?
WILSON: 1967 to 1971.

Q: Let's call it Santa Barbara. Is that what they call it?
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WILSON: Yes, UCSB.

Q: UCSwhat was it like? | think there are UC campuses at Berkeley, Santa Cruz, and
Davis which was more agricultural.

WILSON: Davis is agricultural. Santa Cruz was always thought to be sort of philosophical.
Berkeley was always the political one. Irvine was a campus for southern California, and
nobody quite knew what Santa Barbara was. UCLA was the big southern California
campus before it went to Berkeley. UCSB had started out as a teachers' school, but
when | was there it was known for its emphasis on oceanography; it was also good in
engineering.

Q: 1967 to 1971 was sort of the height, certainly at Berkeley, of agitation. | guess the free
speech movement was over by that time.

WILSON: In Berkeley the free speech movement and related efforts started about
1963/64. It remained a strong voice, and although not a really large movement, it morphed
into the anti Viethnam movement in about 1967 and 1968. My entering class was probably
the first class that from the time we started as freshmen was bombarded by the anti war
sentiment. The sophomores, and certainly the seniors, were a lot different in terms of their
outlook on life. Between 1967 and 1971, we had various demonstrations in Santa Barbara
itself. We had the burning of the American flag in Buena Vista; we had a kid who was shot
and killed; we had the National Guard called out twice. We were part of that cohort that
was in college during the transition from the old draft system to a lottery system. We used
to say that the difference between Berkeley and Santa Barbara was that Berkeley was a
commuter school which being a highly politicized school knew the value of getting their
riots in during the day so that they could be on the evening news; we in Santa Barbara had
other things to do during the day like surfing and smoking dope and drinking red wine; we
could never get together to go rioting until after the sun had gone down. But our riots were
every bit as intense.
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Q: What was your involvement in these campus activities?

WILSON: As | said, | had come back from Switzerland, knowing that in Europe in the
1960s, the students were already much more anti U.S. involvement in the Vietham

War than we were in the States and much more hostile to it. | found myself in a school
in Switzerland with a bunch of British professors who were essentially opposed to the
Vietnam policy of our government, and | objected to their views as any patriot would do
when confronting a bunch of foreigners. | came back to California and found that maybe
defending our continued participation in the Vietham War was not what | wanted to do. |
was as influenced as everybody else was by events at the university and by the anti war
movement. We had activities on our campus which ignited the first of the riots in Santa
Barbara with the burning of...

Q: There was a lawyer for the...

WILSON: There was a lawyer for these rebels. Like everybody else, | was influenced by
that. | never played any role in the anti war movement. We used to go to the marches, and
we walked through the campus and the town. A couple of my roommates and | walked
through the Bank of America as it was burning, but we didn't actually light any matches.
We didn't throw any rocks, although | had a friend, a fraternity brother, who was a member
of the golf team, who would sit out behind the house and hit pitching wedges into the
police roadblocks 120 yards away. But we never really were major players in those riots.

Q: Did this cause any problem with your father being a Marine aviator?
WILSON: He was out of the Marines by that time.
Q: But still had the background.

WILSON: Remember, of course, that this was the Nixon Administration. He had brought
to Washington a bunch of Californians including neighbors of ours such as an Assistant
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Attorney General who was indicted and convictealthough his conviction was overturned

in the Watergate trials. He was also known as the one who decided that they would use
RFK Stadium as the place to house all the anti war protestors they arrested here in the
1968 riots in Washington. These guys were pretty radical Republican. John Mitchell used
to come by the house fairly frequently when the White House moved to San Clemente
every summer. That was where my parents lived at the time. So we had all these guys
around all the time. There was a fair amount of tension in the relationship, although to

my father's great credit, he was not nearly as far out there as was Bob Halderman and
some of the other Nixon Republicans on this issue. | don't know if that's because my father
finally began to listen to me or if for other reasons he finally concluded that this was not a
war that was winnable in the way that was being fought. | just don't know. We never really
discussed the issue.

Q: Were you also picking up sort of the real time when there was a real generational gap,
when everybody over the age of 30 was beyond it. Being beyond 30 at that time myself, |
sort of have the feeling that your generation was the first one that grew up with the feeling
that original sin did not include them.

WILSON: | suppose people looked at the 65 to 70 crowd, in that way; if you read the
Electric Kool Aid Acid Test, Tom Wolf's story of Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters, you
might have concluded that, although it does seem to me that we were pretty tame relative
to those who came after us. We might have opened the door. | think the use of marijuana
and the soft drugs was obviously much more prevalent in our crowd than it had been in
those that went before us. Woodstock was kind of at the very end of the 1960s.

Certainly the music was a lot different. My father would listen to Dean Martin and Frank
Sinatra, and | would listen to the Grateful Dead and the Jefferson Airplane. There was a
real disconnect. | remember that very clearly, because my own son is now 21 and | do try
and listen to his music just to have some sense of what he's listening to. It is as difficult for
me to understand his music as my music must have been for my father.
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Q: Somehow | think during this whole period there was one aspect that | found on which
there was just no meeting of the mind and that was music. On almost everything else, |
can see their point of view, but music really was not. This was a new phenomenon. | think
it started about that time. Before then, everybody listened to the Hit Parade and that music
sort of covered the whole spectrum.

WILSON: That's right.
Q: In the late 1960s it sort of chopped up into various groups.

WILSON: That's right. It became very difficult for adults to understand what the kids were
listening to.

Q: Obviously the most important thing was the war thing and surfing, but you were taking
courses, | take it.

WILSON: Sure. During one of the semesters the university basically suspended school
because of the riots. | majored in history. | suppose | was pretty much of an indifferent
student. | had my gentleman's Bs. | had a B to B+ average, but | never worked too hard.

Q: What sort of history were you taking?
WILSON: Whatever was easy.
Q: Was there any feel for what was going on in the world?

WILSON: We were very interested in what was happening, because we were potentially
going to be dragged into it either willingly or against our will because of the military draft
system; so we were keenly interested in the politics of the time. Even if we were not
leaders of the anti war movement, we were certainly sympathetic to it and we certainly did
participate in a lot of the marches. During the election of 1968, Bobby Kennedy came to
Santa Barbara the day before he got shot in Los Angeles, and we saw him. We were all
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sort of pro Bobby Kennedy and anti Ronnie Reagan and anti Nixon and anti Johnson. I'm
not sure that our politics was terribly well defined other than by a general sense that being
in Vietham was not a good thing for us.

Q: Eventually you're going to end up as a Foreign Service Officer. You'd gone to school
abroad. Had a career in the Foreign Service entered your thoughts?

WILSON: | had thought of the Foreign Service as something that might be of interest from
the time | was about nine years old, when we had first met the American consul general
in Barcelona, Spain. When | was in Majorca, my great aunt, who lived in Majorca, was the
curator of the Fra [Father] Junipero Serra Foundation.

Q: I went through the California public school system, and you learned a hell of a lot about
Fra Junipero Serra.

WILSON: My great uncle, when he was Governor of California, was known for two things:
one, he wore cowboy boots all the time; and two, he was the one who was responsible
for putting the Fra Junipero Serra statue in Statuary Hall of the Capitol. His cousin had
married a British author and they had moved to Mallorca, where she had taken on this
task in the Father Junipero Serra Foundation in Mallorca. Every year to celebrate his birth
or something, they would have a celebration and the American ambassador would come
ovethat was Angier Biddle Duke at the time. | remember meeting Duke for the first time
when | was 13 or 14 years old. | was really struck by the fact that this guy was wearing
patent leather shoes with bows on them. | couldn't quite figure that out, but it was a nice
pair of shoes. Meeting the American ambassador also had an influencl was at a very
impressionable age and | met him a couple times. | also have friends who remind me that
even in college | talked about an international career. An old girlfriend who got in touch
with me couple of years agl hadn't seen her in 30 yearsaid, “You always used to talk
about becoming an international lawyer.” So | suppose that | had talked about a career

in international affairs and that that had always been an option, although at university, |
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suppose, we were united in our distrust of the government and in our opposition to the
Vietnam War. The slogans of the period included “Don't trust anybody over 30,” “Tune in,
turn on, and drop out,” and “Hope | die before | get old"that sort of sentiment. At the time
that | was at the University of California at Santa Barbara, working for the sort of fascist
government of the United States of America that was in power at the time, was something
that | would not have considered.

When | took my semi obligatory hitchhiking trip through Europe in 1970, that feeling about
the government was just reinforced, as every bridge you would go under in France would
have graffiti on it: “Down the USA,” “Out of Vietnam,” “U.S. Equals CIA,” and that sort

of stuff. There was a lot of anti Americanism, anti U.S. government hostility. | remember
going to a social political function. We were hitchhiking through France and got picked

up by these kids who were going to an occasion being put on by the French Communist
Party, which was a legitimate political party in France. Like all the political parties, they
hosted these soirees. This was a party in the main square of some village in France. The
French kids said, “You have to come with us;” we said “yes” and went to the party. | got
up my nerve to go and asked this little French girl to dance. We were dancing and having
a good time, and she detected a bit of an accent and she asked me where | was from.

| said | was from the United StateCaliforniat which point she stopped dancing with me
immediately and turned and walked away and wouldn't have anything more to do with me.
So the anti Americanism was evident. At that time my vision of the future did not include
working for a US government which might be headed by a Ronald Reagan or a Richard
Nixon. Ronald Reagan was the Governor of California and he was the one who called out
the National Guard when we were rioting, which we felt was a bit much. It stopped the riots
and it was probably in that respect a very successful maneuver.

Q: There had been the Kent State event.

WILSON: Kent State was in the Spring of 1970. That was when we were having big riots in
Santa Barbara as well. We had riots in 1968, 1969 and 1970.
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Q: You didn't feel the Guard might fire on you?

WILSON: No. Actually, a lot of us had friends who were in the Guard, but its presence
really did stop the rioting for me. In the late spring, after Kent State, when they had the
riots and they called the Guard out, the imposed a curfew from 6:30 on. Where we were in
Santa Barbara, the campus town was right next to the campusort of one square mile, and
it was pretty easy to secure. When the Guard came in, it came in overwhelming force, and
made it clear that if you weren't off the streets by 6:30, you were going to hell. | had friends
who were coming back from the beach at about 6:30 in their wetsuits with the surfboards
and they were hauled off. One of my friends was walking from next door to an apartment
roommate after 6:30, and he got hauled off.

Q: After you graduated in 1971, whither?

WILSON: My last class was in 1971. | actually had to write a paper, which took me a lot
longer to write than | had anticipated. | then decided that | was going to do something that
was completely different from a university life; so | signed up for the carpenters union's
apprenticeship program. | had odd jobs during the summer, and | got into the union
program in September. | spent the next three and a half to four years as a carpenter. | built
houses in Santa Barbara, and then when | got enough money, | moved up to Lake Tahoe
and was a ski bum for a couple of years. | built houses and condominiums in Lake Tahoe
during that time. | broke me leg skiing, moved back down to Santa Barbara and started
building again in Santa Barbara. Got married and moved up to Washington state and lived
up in Washington state, building houses.

Q: One, how did sort of moving into the blue collar class as a carpenter sit with the family?
And, two, was this done as something you really wanted to do, or was this a rebellion or
what?
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WILSON: First of all, I think the family at that time was probably just glad that | was out
earning my own living, although | actually paid my own way through college. They had not
contributed from my freshman year on.

Q: What were you doing?

WILSON: Anything, anything and everything. | was a school bus driver for a private school
in Santa Barbara for three years and that paid pretty well. | tended bar. | was a gardener. |
cut grass and kept people's yards in shape. During the Halloween season we had a bunch
of pumpkin patches and we would lay pumpkins, load trucks to earn moneanything and
everything. | worked delivering and selling refrigerators. | worked at a nursery, produced
mums for an estate. Whatever was available. So the family was just glad that | seemed to
be doing something that was steady, and | think that at that time they just assumed that life
goes othey had done their bit. My father always said that, “All | can leave you with really is
a good education. That's the best | can do for you.”

In terms of whether | liked carpentry or whether it was more of a rebellion, | enjoyed it very
much. It was good work, steady every day. In Santa Barbara and Lake Tahoe, it was a
good way to make a lot of money and to ski. During the winter we would work indoors a
couple days a week and weekends, and we would ski during the week when all the tourists
had gone home. So it was a nice lifestyle. | certainly was not the only college graduate at
the time who was doing that. | made pretty good money.

Q: Did you have the feeling that this was fun but there was going to be something else
later on?

WILSON: | think everybody, certainly the guys | worked with, became contractors if they
stayed in the trade. In my last year | became a contractor. It was pretty clear that once you
mastered the trade that you were going to do other things with it other than just working
for some one else. In fact, during my time in Santa Barbara and Lake Tahoe and later
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in Washington state, | worked on projects that were not factory, assembly line projects. |
worked on high end houses which required a small group of people to work from beginning
to end. We would do the laying out; we would do the pouring of the concrete; we would

do the foundations; we would do the framing; we would do the finish work on the house,

so that we experienced the breadth of work from beginning to end. The difference being
that in Santa Barbara it was always warm, so it was great weather all the time; at Lake
Tahoe if it was not warm, you were skiing, so it didn't make any difference. Once | got

to Washington state it was cold and it was wet and it was miserable and there wasn't
anything to do if it was cold and wet and miserable except to woryou didn't the alternative
of skiing or surfing or whatever.

Q: You say you got married toward the end of this...
WILSON: Got married in 1974.
Q: Where did you meet your wife, and her background?

WILSON: | met her just as | was graduating from the University. When | would return

to Santa Barbara, she was still in school. We would go out. When | broke my leg, | was
hitchhiking around California and | would go to Santa Barbara a lot and see her. We were
just sort of hanging out. She was from the Los Angeles area. When we decided to get
married, we agreed that we would just basically pack up my pickup truck and drive north
until we found a place we liked and just there settle for awhile to see what it felt like. We
went up and we ended up in Sequim, Washington, which is on the Olympic Peninsula.
We had some friends who had moved up there a few years before, so we knew we were
going to go up there, but we didn't know we would stay there. We settled there for a
couple years. We lived in a house on the Dungeness Plain and worked. We decided

in 1974 that maybe there was something else to do besides build houses all the time.
We looked at the University of Washington graduate schoothe University of Washington
School of Public Affairs. It offered a Master's of Public Administration degree with a good

Interview with Ambassador Joseph C. Wilson 1V http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001486



Library of Congress

International Relations option, which was of interest to me. | thought this was something
where | could use my foreign languages and my international experience. To get into the
School of Public Affairs you had to demonstrate a commitment to public service. | had no
public service experience other than collecting unemployment insurance when | was a ski
bum. So | took the Foreign Service exam, and | got into the program at the University of
Washington. | also got a fellowship to a university wide program at Eastern Washington
State. | ended up going to Spokane for a semester; | also passed the Foreign Service
exam.

Q: Was the Foreign Service exam something you sort of kept in the back of your mind
anyway?

WILSON: | hadn't really thought about the Foreign Service exam for a number of years,
although the idea of diplomatic service was something that still appealed to me, | didn't
quite know how to get there from here. When we had the luxury of some spare time in
Washington, we looked at everything from Peace Corps to the Foreign Service exam

and then decided that | would just go ahead and take it just to see how | would do. I did a
little research on it and found that you're not penalized if you don't pass it and that a lot of
people took it more than two or three times before passing it. Also | found that there wasn't
very much you could do to really prepare for it. You couldn't read all the books needed to
pass a graduate school exam. | did take about two months off and | spent all day in the
library in Sequim, Port Angeles. | got books on American history and world history and
economics and just studied up trying to bring myself up to speed. At the same time | got
hold of all the copies of the books to help me prepare for the graduate entrance exam. |
took all the sample tests; | really just spent a couple months studying. | took both of those
examgraduate school and Foreign Servicin December of 1974,

Q: Then what happened?
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WILSON: When | came out of the Foreign Service exam | told my wife that in my exataking
history, this was the only time that | had ever finished a test not having a clue as to
whether I'd done well, indifferent or very poorly. A couple weeks later | got the exam
results and | passed, which surprised me. | had also done very well on the graduate school
entrance exam. So we started focusing on a potential new lifestyle. At that time | was in
the throes of building a small contracting business. | had a contract to build a house for a
guy; | did that, made some money doing it.

We moved over to Spokane, Washington, and | started graduate school while waiting for
the Foreign Service exam process to work itself out. | had taken the oral exam in, | guess,
April or May of 1975. That was interesting. As a matter of fact, | was just looking at some
pictures the other day out in California, the day before | took the exam and the day of the
exam, wearing a tie and hair closely cropped. | went over to the Federal Building in Seattle
and walked in. When my turn came, they opened the door, and this lady steps oualready |
was pretty surpriseand stuck her hand out. When you're in the trades, you didn't see very
many women on the work site. You certainly didn't shake hands with anybody, much less
some woman in a business suit. She said, “How do you do? My name is Sarah Nathwess.”
| was so taken aback, but | managed to say, “How do you do, Miss Nathwess?” It took me
about three time to get her name right. The exam went downbhill from there. But for some
reason they decided that | had done okay in the examination. There were three examiners.
There was the woman who met me at the door and two men.

When the exam was finished, | left the room; they came out a few minutes later and said,
“Congratulations. You've passed.” That left me trying to figure out what to do next; while
| was getting my papers, the secretary said, “Congratulations. They've been here for

two weeks, and you're only the third or fourth person that they've accepted.” | said, “I'm
surprised. | didn't think I'd done that well.” This was the year of the publication of Alistair
Cook's book on America; one of the first questions they asked me was, “If you were a
consular officer in Hungary and some guy came to you and said, 'l want to travel to the
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United States,' what books would you give him to read?” | said, “How about Pastures

of Heaven?” which is a collection of short stories by John Steinbeck which take place

in the Salinas Valley; it is a book that nobody has ever heard of, before or since. It is

the one John Steinbeck book that nobody knows; it is a collection of wonderful short
stories which | just happened to have read. Then | came up with some book that | had
remembered from Sociology 101 on the plight of the urban black in American cities and
American societTalley's Corner | guess it was calleand then another book on the United
Farm Workers, and then finally some book by Kurt Vonnegut which was a satire on middle
Americl can't remember the name of that book. The one book I just never even thought of
was Alistair Cook's America even though it was being reviewed on every TV program and
every newspaper at the time. All these books that | had come up with were kind of left wing
treatises on how bad American society was, and that was what | suggested giving to these
guys to promote America. Anyway, | passed the test.

Q: Did woman examiner ask you questions on the opera? | know because at this particular
time | was on the part of the Board of Examiners and | was the head of the counselor cone
and | think the woman was my deputy, she was a big opera buff in Europe.

WILSON: | don't recall them asking any questions about the opera, which is probably just
as well. I never would have been able to answer them at that time. But | never saw her
again, unfortunately. It's a story that I've often used in talking about joining the Foreign
Service. | was sorry when | saw that she had passed away, because | always wanted to
run into her and tell her that...

Q: She smokelung cancer.

WILSON: | went off to graduate school at Eastern Washington University in Cheney.

This was a program that was affiliated with the University of Washington School of Public
Affairs. They were just getting it started in Cheney and they wanted some people to go
there. They offered me some money to go theri.e. a fellowship in economics. The idea was
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that | would go to Eastern Washington University for a year, do the basic course work in
the economics and the political science and then do the second year in Seattle, where |
would concentrate on international relations at the master's level. So | went to Cheney,
which was a wonderful little place right outside of Spokanin Tom Foley's district at the time,
which is another story. | was now five years out of college, so | was closer in age to the
professors than | would have been had gone just after graduating from college.

| established a little basement remodeling business, because some builder had put up a
bunch of housea tract development projecand they had left all the basements unfinished.
I had my fellowship, and life was good. We lived in a farmhouse. | hobnobbed with the
professors. Most of my courses were at night, so | could work during the day. Then the
call came. Toward the end of the first semester, the Department called and said, “You
number has come up on the roster. Do you want to join the Foreign Service?” | said,
“Look, | want to talk to my professors.” The professors said, “Look, we'd really like you to
stay. Why don't you call the Department back and see if you can't negotiate a deal so that
you can finish your master's program and then enter the Foreign Service after you finish
your master's degree.” | called the Department and | talked to some officious bureaucrat
in BEprobably just a secretary or receptionist as far as | knew, because | had no idea
how the bureaucracy worked at all. | just said, “Look, I'll be more valuable to you if | have
my master's degree. What do you think?” The person on the other end said, “Once your
name's come up, if you don't accept the offer, we put you on the bottom of the list, so we
can't guarantee that we'll ever call you again.” Knowing how difficult it was to pass the test
the first time, | wasn't sure that | wanted to take the chance of having to pass it again a
second time, so | said, “Okay, I'll take it your offer.”

Q: You probably talked to the wrong person.

WILSON: Probably did.
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Q: These entrances are negotiable, but it depends. Somebody down the line, you know,
using a little power.

WILSON: Yes, probably, but it didn't make any difference to me.
Q: You came in then in what?
WILSON: | entered the Foreign Service in January of 1976.

Q: What did you sort of feel that the Foreign Service did, and what was the role of the
United States abroad at that time?

WILSON: | suppose what really got me thinking about government service was Watergate.
The televising of the Watergate hearings was absolutely fascinating as an exercise in civic
education. It occurred at a time when there was not much happening in my life; so | had

a fair amount of time to watch and follow it. The hearings were all over the television; so

if | wasn't working, then it was easy to turn them on. If | was working, they were always

in the newspaper or in the nightly news or whatever. They were absolutely fascinating

to watch. If | recall correctly, | probably had my broken leg part of the time, so | was laid
up anyway. | broke my leg in January of 1973. | had taken a considerable amount of

pride in that in 197we couldn't vote until we were 21, and | turned 21 in 197was the first
Presidential election | could vote in,. | had registered Republican so | could go vote against
the SOB Nixon twiconce in the primaries and once in the general election, which | did. |
broke my leg and the hearings took place. | was watching the hearings and thought, “Gee,
this is really fascinating to watch all these guys, including guys that | used to see come

by our house.” That got me thinking that perhaps there were some real interesting things
to be do. I still didn't know much about Washington. But it also seemed to me that maybe
everybody who was doing this stuff in Washington, that maybe they weren't perfect in
their assessments and their analysis, and that maybe there were other points of view that
could be brought to bear on policy making. | started thinking about how working in the
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government might be an interesting thing to do, but again it took me awhile to figure out
how to get from here to therfrom Lake Tahoe and Santa Barbara, to Washington, DC.

When | moved to Washington in January of 1976, we lived right over here across the
street from the State DepartmenColumbia Plaza apartments. At that time | had no idea
what an “in box” or an “out box” was. | had never been in a bureaucracy; | didn't know
much about file cabinets. At home, | had a little box with all my files in it. Suddenly the
world became a much more complicated place than getting up and driving a few nails and
going off to take a few courses and hanging around with a few professors. The A 100 class
was a real eye opener in terms of how complicated and different the bureaucracy works.

Q: How did the A 100 course strike you at that time?

WILSON: | think the first few days | felt very inadequate, but | suppose most of the other
people did too in that many seemed to have all these great degrees and interesting
experiences. Then after the first few days, most of my colleagues seemed either normal
or jerks, one or the other. One moves into the stream that one has to swim in and figures
out how to do it. | think the A 100 course is really good for getting a bunch of people from
disparate backgrounds together and giving everybody both a sense of inadequacy and

a sense of sort of common bonds. It was useful in that sense. Our class, | think, was
particularly delinquent. We were always late; people wrote letters to the coordinator and
said, “These guys will need to shape up if they're going to make it,” and that sort of stuff.
We went to the Department of Commerce; most of us spent our time in the aquarium
rather than in the meetings. Most of us didn't show up at the Department of Labor's
briefings and so on. Occasionally we asked questions that were embarrassing to those
who had to answer. The coordinator may have changed the course requirements a little
bit, but we seemed to have a pretty good time, and our class did reasonably welas well as
other classes.
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Q: Looking ahealater you were going to spend most of your career in Africdid Africa cross
your radar at all?

WILSON: | didn't know anything about Africa. Coming from California, | didn't know very
much about African Americans. | had had an African American roommate when | was a
senior in high school in Switzerland, and | had some African American friends at UCSB,
but | had no particular understanding of Africa. Like most kids my age, geography and
history was limited to Europe and occasionally Latin American and maybe, if you're lucky,
the Nile and Egypt. During the course of the A 100 class, | had a meeting with my career
development officer, who came across as being the guy who was going to look out for my
interests in the Foreign Service. | later found out that really he was just the guy making
sure that you got round pegs put into round holes. Jesse Clear was his nama labor officer.
| went to see him and Jesse said, “Well, what do you want to do?” and | said, “Well, look,

| speak French and I've studied French history at university and studied French literature
at university, studied French at university, lived in France. It seems to me that it's in the
interests of our country that you send me to Paris or Bordeaux or Nice or Marseilles.” He
nodded and he said, “Well, son"when he called me 'son,' | knew that | had perhaps made
a little bit of a faux pas by talking in terms of the interest of my natiohe said, “Well, son,
we've got a place for you. It's a little bit to the south of France, but | think you'll like it. You'll
be able to use not just your French but you'll be able to use your carpentry skills there as
well. We want to make you the GSO in Niamey, Niger.” | said, “Well, thank you very much.
That's very interesting. May | think about it and get back to you?” and he said, “Sure.”

| left his office and | went around the corner to the State Department Library and got out
the post report on Niger. First of all, | got out an atlas to figure out where the hell Niger
was. Then | got out the post report and took it back to my wife, who looked at it and saw
nothing but pictures of camels and mud brick houses and sand. We looked at it; we talked
about it; and we decided that this would be our chance to have a National Geographic
experience; so we said yes. That is how | got to be an Africanist. | will say that the only
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thing that | regret about it was Jesse had been less than truthful when he said | could
use my carpentry skills, because after you've been in the Sahara Desert, you realize that
there's hardly a goddamn tree in the place much less a piece of lumber that you could
drive a nail into. | went to Niger as the GSO in May of 1976.

Q: When most people come into the Foreign Service, they're told there are counselor,
political, economic, administrative specialties. They usually don't know anything about
these things, but the pecking order will usually tell, “Well, unless you're an economist, you
want to be a political officer. Avoid the other two.” Were you getting that from your A 100?

WILSON: At that time, you had to choose one of the cones. You had take a specialty
test. | took the administrative cone part because | had read and learned enough to figure
out that it was the easiest cone to get into. | never expected to do this for a lifetime. | just
expected to go in and do it for awhile and see the world and have fun and then move

on to something else. | figured that, once | got into it, | could then decide where | was
going to go. | didn't realize that it was going to be hard to change cones. In my case |
never was able to change cones because | never got into a position where | could. | went
directly from administration to management. Once you get into management, you couldn't
change cones. You had to have an out of cone experience to get that. | never went back
to administration; | went the management cone, as DCM or ambassador from 1982 on. So
| took the admin cone because | figured that was the easiest way to get an assignment in
the Foreign Service, and that was right.

Once we were in the A 100 course, there were enough bright people who were going to
be in different cones that it would have difficult for those who were in the political cone to
make a “cone” distinction right thei.e. one cone being better than the others. In fact, those
who tried to come across as being better than the rest of us were really quickly cut down
to size. We were geographically diverse; we were sufficiently experienced in whatever we
had done before that and sufficiently old not to be impressed by somebody who said he
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was a political officer. Furthermore | am sure we all thought that we could probably change
cones much more easily than turned out to be the case.

Q: So in 1970 you went to Niger?

WILSON: | went to Niger in May of 1976.

Q: So you were there from 1976 till when?

WILSON: 1976 to 1978.

Q: Joe, what was Niger like? What were our interests in Niger in 1976?

WILSON: As | think | mentioned earlier, when we took a look at the post report, we saw
pictures of a lot of camels and lot of sand and a lot of sort of adobe type buildings. For
us, it was really the National Geographic experience. | remember flying off to Africa. In
those times the Bureau of African Affairs was relatively financially well off; they allowed
me, a junior officer, to stop in Dakar and Abidjan on the way to Niger. | had helped in the
Bureau with Kissinger's trip to, among other places, Zaire. So | had gotten to know all the
people in AF/EX, and they gave me this little travel bonus. | flew into Senegal in one of the
old PanAm flights that would start in New York and end in Nairobi, hopscotching across
the continent, arriving in Senegal at sun up. In those days the airport was really quite a
ways outside the citmaybe 10 miles outside the city. Since then, the city has grown up
around the airport. But we arrived in Dakar as the sun was coming up, and | will never
forget driving into the city from the airport and watching the Senegalese in their flowing
robes, either doing their prayers or walking majestically across the Sahel into town. They
were very strikintall, very elegant, very dignified looking people.

That was my first step on African solil, and | fell magically in love with the continent at that
moment. We got to Niger in the middle of May, which is really the very hottest time of the
year. | remember stepping out of the airplane and feeling like I'd stepped into a furnace;
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it was very, very warm. Niger at that time was in the throes of the terrible drought of the
1970s. The drought had been going on for several years, and as a consequence, many of
the nomadic tribethe Tuareghad moved into Niamey. You found nomads all over Niamey.
The Tuaregs are a much lighter skinned African in their typically either white or blue native
wear. They also a different lifestyle from the natives of Niamey.

| must say Niamey lived up to everything we expected. Our expectations were to have

a National Geographic experience, and we certainly had that. There was a wonderful
game park about two and a half hours south of Niamey called Park W, where we had
some Peace Corps volunteers. We had about 150 Peace Corps volunteers throughout
the country. So we could go to the game park. We were able to fly into a desert outpost
called Bilma. There was a military base where we later helped rehabilitate the landing
strip. | flew here one time with the ambassador and when we disembarked, the provincial
administrator was there with a bunch of Land Rovers. We got into our Land Rovers and
went charging across the desert to Bilma itself, which is an oasis about 45 minutes away.
The rules of the game were that you drove as fast as you could across the sand, # la
“The Rat Patrol’old television program of that timbut you could never pass the provincial
administrator's car in which he and the ambassador were riding. They were driving very
fast, so it didn't matter. We would come over the top of the sand dunes and sort of launch
off down the other side. We got to the oasis. Bilma in addition to being an oasis with
enough water to permit some truck gardening, was the site of a number of salt mines. The
people who lived there mined the salt in these big, open pits; they would take the salt out
and then they would mold it these molds that looked like a missilsome sort of a big shell.
Those salt licks would be loaded onto camels, and taken across the desert in caravans
down to Nigeria.

Niger at that time was governed by a military colonel. His name was Seyni Kountche. Our
ambassador, the first ambassador in my career, was Doug Heck, who later went on to
head up the Counterterrorism Office and then ended his career in Kathmandu, Nepal. |
arrived in May. On the Fourth of July Bicentennial we held a celebration. | was the lowest
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man on the totem poll was the junior General Services Officer. Because we were having
the bicentennial celebration and because it was going to be the first time that the president
of the country would attend a national day celebration, all embassy activities were focused
on making this a great celebration, including fireworks display. We had to coordinate the
fireworks with the local authoritiemilitary authorities. We had an AID officer who was a
graduate of the Julliard School in New York and his specialty was music. He was assigned
to train the Niger military band on how to play John Philip Sousa marches. | was working
with the ambassador to make sure that we the fireworks display went off smoothly and that
everything else went fine. | was with the ambassador every day for a couple of hours. We
would roam the ambassador's residence and make sure that we had everything in place.

Q: Did you work with Ernie Heck, Ernestine Heck. I've interviewed Ernie. She was a young
political officer in Saigon when | was there.

WILSON: Yes, Ernie was there. She was the ambassador's wife. She was on leave
without pay doing the ambassadorial duties, and of course we worked very closely with
her, as one does with an ambassador's spouse when one is General Services Officer. The
residence itself was fairly new at the time. It sat on a hill overlooking the Niger River, and
across the river you had these mesas and buttes; the view looked like that of the American
Southwest with the river sort of winding through this stark countryside. So we had the
Fourth of July and it was a huge success, and that pretty much made my stay in Niamey.

| wouldn't have had to work another day as long as the Hecks were there. The fireworks
went off without a hitch. We had designed the launching systems for the fireworks and
they all worked just fine. Since you couldn't test the systems we had designed, we put
three different types of launchers on each instrument that we built. As | say, it was the first
time anybody had ever seen fireworks in Niger; they were launched over the river. The
president came. He had a good time. The band played its John Philip Sousa, and it was a
big event.
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During the time | was in Niamey, because of the drought and because of the aftermath of
the collapse of Vietnam, USAID was shifting all of its resources out of Southeast Asia and
into Africa which became the new development focus. So during the two years that | was
there, we doubled the embassy American staff in size each year, which, for a small capital
city like Niamey, was a real explosion in expatriate population. Of course, AID came with
everything that is required by projectvehicles and these big Chevy Suburbans for these
little Niger streets. We made a deal with International Harvester which was trying to make
inroads into the African market. AID agreed to buy a lot of their Jeep equivalents and
they agreed that they would then maintain them. They ended up with all the Jeeps which
they didn't maintain and after a couple of years you had these International Harvester
carcasses all over the countryside because they didn't last very long in that climate.

We ran a number of very interesting projects. | mentioned earlier we had about 150 Peace
Corps volunteers throughout the country doing everything from national park management
to maternal/child health care, school, teaching and building. We had projects designed to
improve the production of the national crops, which were millet and sorghum, throughout
most of the country. We had projects designed to improve the purchasing of the crops, the
storage of the crops, the transport of the cropeverything designed to try and eradicate or
try and come to grips with what was perceived at the time, and still is, as a sort of chronic
underproduction of food. We had projects designed to stop desertification by planting of
trees that grew very quickly and anchored the soil in a number of different places. We

had well drilling projects. It was a very interesting time. We dealt with issues that were
fundamental to society. At the time | went there, the general conventional wisdom was that
the Sahel would not be able to sustain the population that it had, much less the expected
population growth. As a couple of people have pointed out, in actual fact in the last 25 or
30 years, it has done reasonably well, perhaps aided by our assistance programs, perhaps
aided by the weather, but it has managed to cope by and large with the population growth.
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Q: One of the things that I've heard was that by drilling wells, we were changing the
migration. Cattle were considered wealth, and rather than keep moving, they tended to
sort of congregate around well points. Was that a problem?

WILSON: Yes, it was a problem. It was a lesson learned from the well production in the
1960s and early 1970s. The cattle would come, hang around where the wells were, and
then they would overgraze the surrounding area. That was a problem. | don't know how
they ended up dealing with it in the 1980s or the 1990s, but in my time, it was indeed a
problem.

Q: What was the American interest there?

WILSON: At hat time we had an interest in containing Muammar Qadhafi. We had a
humanitarian interests in a population that was underproducing food stocks and which was
being ravaged by the effects of the drought. We had an interest in working with the political
leaders to improve governance. The war against Qadhafi was really played out more in
Chad than it was in Niger. Qadhafi tried to destabilize the Niger government periodically
while | was there, including shipping guns in diplomatic bags to be used in Niamey. Those
were our political interests. We later, as part of our military assistance program, gave the
Nigerians a couple of C130s and, as | said, we rebuilt their airstrip up in the north, up close
to the Niger/Libyan border. By and large our policy was driven by foreign assistance and
humanitarian assistance.

Q: What about the French? The French have always been very sensitive in Francophone
countries about American involvement? It sounds like we really were involved there. Was
this a problem?

WILSON: It only became a problem when we would be seen to be intruding in areas
that the French felt that they had the lead on. For example, when we were trying to
engage in political reform, the French would say, “Well, we will take care of that. We'll do
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it our way.” In Africa that is a problem that crops up everywhere, particularly in countries
where there are valuable resources to be exported and where there are real commercial
opportunities. Fundamentalland this goes back even to this timthe French have a view on
democratization which maintains that the pace of democratization is keyed much more
directly to maintaining public security and should not proceed any faster than that it can

be achieved without threatening public security. For us, perhaps because we have fewer
interests directly engaged in these countries, we work for democracy now and assume that
public security will follow. The one activity where our paths do cross in either competitive
or surveillance ways is in the production of uranium, which was just ramping up in Niger
when | was there. Of course, uranium implies enrichment, which implies nuclear programs.
The French and the Japanese were big clients of the uranium that was being produced in
Niger.

Q: How were they getting the uranium out?

WILSON: They were trucking it either across the desert or down through Niamey to the
coast. But when we were there, it was just getting started, so there wasn't a whole lot of
production. It was the time for discovery of the mines and the building of the infrastructure
in the north to take care of it.

Q: Was there much of a French military presence there?

WILSON: There was some, but not as much as in other countries. | don't remember if they
had their own base or if they were just basically integrated as advisors in the Nigerien
armed forces.

Q: They tended to keep a few bases around and move them in when there was trouble.
Essentially you didn't have trouble while you were there?

WILSON: Not when | was there. Kountche was known to be very austere and very much in
control. He had come to power in 1974, just before Doug Heck got there. In fact, Doug was
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en route to post, | think, when the coup took place that brought Kountche to power. When
| was there, there was maybe one attempt at changing power, and | think that happened
just before | got there in 1986. Kountche was very much the disciplinarian; he was idolized
by the armed forces, and the memory of him is very positive and very strong in Niamey.

Q: Often the GSO is the main person having to deal with the government on contracting
for labor and services. How did you find dealing with both the government and the work
force of Niger?

WILSON: You make a good point. I've always thought that ambassadors and political
officers ignore GSOs at their own peril, because, particularly in the Third World, the
landlord class is also the political class. When you only have 10 percent of an economy
that's monetized, the same people who do politics do leasing of palaces, provision of
services, etc. We did in fact have a number of interesting relationships with the chief of
protocol of the country, with the senior commercial class and with senior politicians. It was
always interesting, at the time that we were there, because due to the rapidity of our build
up, our demand outstripped the supply of houses, so would end up essentially entering
into short term leases while building our own structures. We would advance all the money;
we would have houses built to our specifications; we would be there to supervise the
constructiowe would bring people in to make sure that things were done properly. We had
a work force there. Because we were doing a lot of construction of houses ourselves, we
had a huge work force. A cast of literally hundreds would show up every morning. We'd
have to figure out who they all were and send them on their way to do things. Then, of
course, at the end of the construction the landlord would come back and say, “Well, now
I've got this house; we need to renegotiate the lease.” That made for constant battles with
landlords to make sure that we got the best deal possible. We also dealt a lot with various
protocol issues related to importing goods. Because Niger was a landlocked country, most
of our requisitioned supplies went to Lagos first and then were flown to Niamey by an
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airline that | think we used to own at one point and later just chartered. It was a classical
DC 6 that would fly up once a month. It was a DC 6 that was at the end of its useful life.

Q: It was a four engine plane which won its real fame during the Berlin Airlift in 1948.

WILSON: That's right. Up until the 1970s and even to the mid 1980s it was still flying
around Africa routinely. They had pretty much come to the enthe motors anywaof their
useful lives. They used to spew out more oil than one could even imagine their consuming
during the course of a flight. The plane would fly up once a month, and we used to work
with the customs officials to make sure that they would allow all those goods into the
country. So there was always a lot of work with airport customs officials, the in town
customs and protocol officials, and immigration officials to get people in and out. That part
of it worked pretty well. | think | had a bit of an advantage in that | spoke French and | got
along pretty well with the local population.

One of the major issues that we had was theft. Because we were growing so quickly,
we didn't have the systems in place to manage the property very well; so accountability
was an always an issue. Getting houses ready for people was always an issue, keeping
inventories up to date.

Q: You were saying that going to Niger with your carpentry background, there was no
particular wood to deal with, | guess it was mostly cement.

WILSON: A lot of it was stucccement, cinder blocks, a lot of sand and cement; it was
basically cinder block construction. Most people were housed in an area called “The
Plateau,” which was the old colonial area. Then they built up a new area called “The
Nouveau Plateau.” We were the first ones to start building in that area, which was basically
across one of the main road. My own house was across on the other side of the city. We
had our recreation association there which had a tennis court and swimming pool and a
snack bar.
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Q: I guess your experience helped a lot in this construction program.

WILSON: In a lot of ways it was wonderful, because being the hands on supervisor, | had
a chance to work with Africans on a daily basis. | had some people who were very close to
me, my senior nationals, and we would work through all the various issues that one had to
work through, whether it was customs clearance or contracting or property accountability
or the motor pool. We hired a lot of people. | had to go back to Niger about four years later
as part of a post inspection to check on compliance with the post inspection of two years
earlier. | went back up there and realized that a lot of the things that the inspectors had
earmarked for correction were things that | had put into place or people | had hired when

| had been there. Obviously we were not infallible in what we did; in fact we were pretty
much as a staff overwhelmed by the rate of growth.

The General Services section then, as now, was very much understaffed. It was hard to
get people, particularly American supervisors. We didn't have nearly as much American
supervision as we needed. Because of the growth of USAID, we put into place what was
called a Joint Administrative Office which provided combined administrative support to all
elements of the embassy. We had to harmonize our management style and the regulations
to take into consideration different agencies, different budgets, different procedures, trying
to insure that we had the same standards, and then different accountability procedures. It
was pretty complicated. At one time, for the last six or seven months of my tour, there was
no administrative officer and | was the only GSO and also acting administrative officer. It
was a challenge.

Q: With this influx coming in of AID people, this can often have sort of an upsetting effect
on a small city, a small country. Was this a problem?

WILSON: Initially it was a problem for USAID. A lot of the people who came out there were
people who had come out of Southeast Asia. They had a vision of what their lifestyle as
an AID employee ought to be which was based on their experiences in Southeast Asia
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where they had six or seven servants and had lived in Shangri la type housethey lived in

a very tropical setting and everybody was beautiful and everything was relatively clean.
They arrived in the Sahel and found out that it wasn't like that at all, and that life was pretty
tough and not terribly sanitary, and that the medical facilities were not very good, etc. A lot
of these people had to make a real adjustment problem.

Now, in all fairness, one of the things that they did to complement the career people in

the project development process was to hire a lot of former Peace Corps volunteers to

do some of the key mid level jobs. That made for a nice mix. They did have some people
who were absolutely dedicated to development in the African context; they were not

jaded and were not disillusioned by having to move from a relatively plush setting like
Southeast Asia to the edge of the Sahara Desert. The frustrations created by the climate
were difficult. The Niger government was just as overwhelmed as we were. | think that it is
safe to say that for a number of years, just by virtue of the number of Americans who were
there and the size and number of our automobiles, we overwhelmed the city of Niamey
itself. The General Services operation was located downtown right in the middle of the
city; the embassy was just on the outside of town. When | say 'city," there were really two
stoplights in the city; that's how small it was. It was maybe a couple hundred thousand
people maximum. We would run shuttles back and forth, putting Chevy Suburbans on the
road all day every day. They were very visible. We were not inconspicuous.

Q: This was your first post. What would a political officer do in Niger?

WILSON: The one political officer we had, did political and consular work. While | was
in Niger, three Americans dieall within about a 24 hour period. A kid, a tourist passing
through, died of malaria. Then we had an airplane go dowa cargo flight bringing in
cigarettes. It had an American crew of four, and two of them died. The consular officer
and |, as backup consul, had responsibility for taking care of dead American citizens, so
that occupied us at that time. The consular officer was a bit squeamish. There were no
embalming facilities in Niger. We tried to get the Peace Corps doctor to help us embalm
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the bodies, but he would have nothing to do with that. We looked up in the regulations,

to see whether we could figured how one ships an unembalmed body back to the United
States in a way that is both safe and consistent with U.S. rules and regulations. It was a
very complicated procedure. One of the things that the regulations suggest that you do if
you don't have embalming facilities or can't get the embalming done, is to wrap the body
in a formaldehyde soaked shroud. So we went down to the morgue which had only six
places, six iceboxes, and we used three of them during this fairly extended period. It was
almost eight or nine days before we put our procedure together. Finally, we went to deal
with these bodies, got them out, put them on the slab, and the poor consular officer said,
“I'll go do the paperwork. You handle this.” He just couldn't do it. | had a Nigerien come

in to help me. He smelled the formaldehyde, took one look at me, and said, “You crazy
mazungu,” which is 'white man,' and left. So | was left with these bodies; | manhandled
them as best as | could and tried to wrap them up in these formaldehyde soaked shrouds;
that took a couple of hours. All the while, we had a guy outside the morgue building the
coffins on a couple of sawhorses. We had to have zinc lined, lead sealed coffins with a
filtration system because in the heat you've got the expanding gases which needs a way to
be released. Otherwise the casket could explode. In fact, one did in Chaone of the legends
Is that the embassy tried to ship the body back to the States in a luggage compartment
and the casket blew up. We didn't want that to happen to us. The builder of the coffins was
a Belgian, about five six and rotund, who wore a beret. He had a classic one piece of hair
that went from one side of his head all the way over to the other side. He always had a
cigarette hanging out of his mouth; he was a very strange looking fellow, not the sort of
fellow that one would in any walk of life want to spend a lot of time with, which is maybe
why he was the local coffin maker. We managed to wrap up the bodies and put them in
coffins for shipment to the U.S.

Other than that, the political officehe was the political/economic/consular officewould
write economic reports. We would do our annual foreign economic trends report. At that
time you would chart how much foreign assistance was coming in, what the status of
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the uranium projects were, etc. We would do our general political reporting on what was
going on in town, who was in, who was out, who was doing what to whom. Then he would
handle the consular work and he would travel around the country to sponsor self help
projects, using the ambassador's little fund money to bestow on worthwhile activities, small
activities, throughout the country.

The political/economic/counselor was the job | wanted. | thought that he was up in a
second floor office, right across from the ambassador's; he was not getting sweaty and
dirty every day; that looked pretty good to me. The embassy was going to reassign me.
The deputy and the ambassador said, “We want you to come up and do this for the
second tour. It would mean something like an excursion tour that you get as a first tour
officer now.” But then the Bureau's executive director said, “You can't do that, because
we won't be able to fill the GSO job. It's much easier to fill a political job than it is to fill the
GSO job, and so long as we've got this sucker down here, we've got to keep him there.”
So they did.

Q: You were there during the first part of the Carter Administration. Did human rights play
any role, or were you away from that?

WILSON: Human rights played a role, but we were still trying to figure out how a country
goes from a one party systems that were all over Africa to a multi party system. So the

lag time between the commitment to human rights and the real changing of human rights
policies in a number of African countries was considerable. There has been a lot of
progress on the human rights front in Africa, for all of its problems, but at that time you
didn't really see it, other than maybe just some increased sensitivity to it at some levels.

It gave us some ammunition to talk to the government about things like the imprisonment
of the journalists who were writing against the government, but we were not yet geared up
to talk about free press in the context of having more than one government newspaper, or
things like that.
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Q: Then, of course, you were coming up against the French too.

WILSON: We were coming up against the French. The French attitude, as | said earlier,
was, 'Yes, we believe democracy is a good thing, but we need to go at a pace that they
can live with and which won't cause instability. Besides, Kountche is our friend and our
national interests are much more geared toward stability in Niger than they are for one
man/one vote.'

Q: How did you and your wife find the social life beyond sort of the intra American
community with the Nigerians.

WILSON: The Nigerians don't invite people out very much, especially to their homes.

Part of it, | think, is the difference in lifestyles. They could never really entertain you in

the way that you could entertain them. They live much more modestly obviously. But

in terms of just a social life generally, we were very active. We were active through the
recreation association, of which | was president for two years. We revitalized it; we opened
up the membership to others than just American citizens, so that we had an international
membership. It became the place for the international community to go on a Friday night.
We started a bunch of interesting activities.

As | indicated, we spent a lot of time traveling. We would meet the missionary community
and Peace Corps volunteers throughout the country. We had a number of Nigerien friends
and contacts through my GSO activitiee.g. the landlord claswe would entertain them. That
was a challenge because oftentimes if they would come they would not necessarily bring
their wives, but rather their girlfriends; they would come late; there would be no shows.
We could quite never figure out why they behaved this way. But certainly in terms of
entertaining, we did quite a bit; we had a lot of activities including the Nigerians. Towards
the end of our tenure, we started getting invitations from people who liked us and wanted
to invite us before we left. That was very nice. When it happened, it was always a real
privilege to be invited into somebody's home to break bread with them.
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Q: You left there in 1978. Whither?

WILSON: | left in 1978. We had traveled to Cote d'lvoire, Togo, Benin and Upper Volta.

| had a Toyota Land Cruiser. We had enjoyed all of West Africa, but we did not include

it when we submitted our wish list for places to be assigned. We basically wanted to

go to Indiat the time | still thought of the Foreign Service as a way to see the worlso we
put down Madras and Bombay and Delhi. We listed five posts; everybody had said that
since we had served in a hardship post in Niger, we would really have a priority in getting
what we wanted the next time around. India was still considered a hardship post, so we
didn't think we would have to fight to get there. | got a cable in December before anybody
had had a chance to review my wish list, offering me the job as administrative officer in
Lome, Togo. | had joined the Foreign Service to see the world, and my first two tours
were going to be within about 800 miles of each. | said “Yes.” The way that the cable was
phrased, you couldn't say no. It was, “We want to offer you a job that is both professionally
challenging and career enhancing.”

Q: I was in Personnel. You learn these phrases. And it probably made sense too.

WILSON: It would be challenging; it would be career enhancing. We had very much liked
Lome. We had been there and we had been entertained by the administrative officer.

He had a nice house a block from the ocean with a rooftop terrace. The Togolese are
very nice people, and it was a pretty country. So we thought about it for the requisite

30 seconds and went back and said, “Professionally challenging and career enhancing,
sounds like my kind of job.”

Q: Then you went to Togo from 1978 to when?

WILSON: | left in 1979; | was there about a year and a half. My wife got very sick; so we
had to curtail our tour and go back to Washington for a while. But Togo was wonderful. It
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was much more manageable. The AID mission was stable; it wasn't growing. President
Gnassingbe Eyadema was a very interesting character. He's still there.

Q: What's his name?

WILSON: Gnassingbe Eyadema. At that time Eyadema liked to style himself as one of
America's chief friends in an otherwise Soviet leaning Africa. He tried to make the case
that Togo was a bastion of pro Western thought and action in an otherwise leftist world.
At that time the Togolese practiced a rather liberal economy philosophy relative to its
neighbors.

Ghana was a complete disaster. The Ghanian currency was worthless. Benin was not far
behind. Both countries were in the clutches of socialist dictatorships. Eyadema was a right
wing dictatohe was our kind of dictator. All the transport for the landlocked countries came
through TogLome, which had great port facilities. So Togo had an abundance of supplies,
and low import taxes, making everything relatively inexpensive. Togo, as a former German
colony, also had great beer, had the best beer in west Africa. So it was great. Our house
was a block from the ocean; we had the ocean breezes to cool ul used to get up every
morning and go to the ocean to body surf for an hour and then run back up the beach.
There always was a great current going east. | would body surf and then run home every
morning about six o'clock; it was always a good way to wake up.

Q: Who was our ambassador while you were there?

WILSON: When | first got there, it was Ron Palmer, who was about Eyadema's size

and very gregarious. He and Eyadema used to fly to a town north of Lome together to
watch traditional wrestling. They got along very well. My second ambassador was just
the complete opposite. Her name was Marilyn Johnson. She had been a USIA officevery
petite, a lady of a certain age, very refined. Ron was also a very bright guy and very well
read, but he was a little bit coarser and little bit more gregarious. Marilyn was almost the
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exact opposite. She was about as opposite from Ron as you could possibly get and still be
a human being. They were both very talented in their own ways.

It was an interesting period in Togo. The Togolese economy was flourishing relative to its
neighbors' economies. It was a peaceful place. We had a big Peace Corps program. The
Peace Corps loved it. There was a lot of interaction. The Togolese from the coast spent
a lot of time in the States. A lot of Americans had come and stayed in Togo. Right as |
was leaving and thereafter, a number of American companies were looking to invest in
Togo. The Togolese, in order to enhance their image and open up to the West, dropped
their visa requirements and opened up an office in Washington to promote tourism and
investment. It was really a good time. There was a lot of building going on in Lome. So it
was a good time to be there.

Q: This was at a time sort of going back to one's roots for many of the American blacks.
Did you see many American blacks going to Togo to take a look at...

WILSON: Not very much. Most of them would go to Ghana. | don't remember when Roots
came out.

Q: It was a little earlier but close to that, 1975 or something like that.

WILSON: Most of the African Americans were going to The Gambia, some to Senegal,
and a lot to Sierra Leone and to Ghana. The trouble with going to Togo was that you pretty
much had to speak French; that reduced potential visitors a lot. We, however, were one of
the first operations of Leon Sullivan's international NGO, and therefore had a lot of its staff
there. They were doing an agricultural project in the interior of the country.

Q: Was Togo sort of one of these countries that was cut with tribes on both sides of the
area, spillover tribes, or is there pretty much tribal unity there?
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WILSON: The tribal structure in West Africa goes north to south. So you get a lot of

the same tribes along the coast. The coastal tribes, the Ewe and the Mina, have ties

to their tribal members in Ghana and Benin. The further north you get, you run into a
different group; in Togo they call them Kabre; they were the ones who were in power. They
have stayed in power, and | think that the longer they've been in power, the more they
have come to dominate the south; they have created a lot of antipathy on the part of the
southerners and created a lot of the problems which still exist. So the country is stratified
with coastal tribes and the interior tribes. The further north you go, the more different
ethnic groups can be found. So Togo was not an ethnically homogenous country. In fact,
with the exception of maybe Botswana or Equatorial Guinea, there are very few actually
homogenous countries in West Africa.

After World War | the French became the colonial power. Franz Josef Strauss, the old
Bavarian German politician, used to come down to Toghe and Eyadema got along real
welto go hunting and partying and what not. But by and large it was the French who were
running everythinthe port facility and commerce and all the trading relationships went up
through Paris.

Q: Was the embassy and our American activities running at cross purposes with the
French, or was it working pretty well?

WILSON: At that time, it was working pretty well. We saw much more commonality in our
interests than we saw potential conflict. The French would bridle a bit at our cultural center
and some of our cultural programs. They never liked the Peace Corps very much. They
were leery oAmericans throughout the country and they watched what they were doing.
They didn't like the idea that Americans might be teaching English to Francophone natives
because of their belief in the superiority of Francophony French. But by and large we got
along pretty well with them. There were not any real issues there.
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Q: Were there any particular issues that absorbed us in Togo other than maintaining good
relations?

WILSON: No; we just wanted to maintain good relations. We thought Togo was a paragon
of democracy in an otherwise socialist part of Africif not democracy, at least economic
growth and stability. Togo was pretty much a success story.

Q: Were the Soviets messing around there?

WILSON: No, the Soviets were in Benin and in Ghana. There must have been an
embassy, but | don't recall it. We didn't really run into the Soviets very much until we got to
Burundi a few years later.

Q: Did any of the neighbors like Benin or Ghana try to mess around in Togo?

WILSON: There were always tensions between Ghana and Togo, but at that time they
were pretty much under control. There would be occasion when we had border incidents;
everybody would try and say that country was destabilizing the other. But it never got
beyond that. As far as Benin goes, Kerekou was in power as the dictatonot as the elected
president. Benin Togo relations were not real good but they weren't bad. Togo basically
benefitted from the chaos in the other two countries.

Q: How did you find being administrative officer? Was this professionally challenging and
career enhancing as it had been touted to be?

WILSON: It was career enhancing! | got two promotions while in Niger, and then | got
another promaotion right after | left Togo. That made three promotions in three and a

half years; so in terms of enhancing, | think it worked out just fine. | enjoyed being an
administrative officer. | had more control over the budget function. That was the big thing.
As GSO, | basically executed; as administrative officer | planned and controlled funds.
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We had an American school in Togo. | was on the board of that school which was a lot of
fun. | had the best office in the embassy. Mine was the only office that had a view of the
ocean; as a Californian | appreciated that. | had good staff. The Togolese were talented
people. The size of the mission was stable; we didn't have this great burst of staff growth
when | was there. It was all very civilized. The country was stable and at peace.

The AID mission was very small under good leadership. We used to meet all the time and
sort out our differences. The USIS operation was right across the street; it also was small
so everything manageable. | think the U.S. government had very good little operation in
Togo and | enjoyed it. | think most of all | enjoyed the Togolese. The people who worked
at the embassy had been there for a long time and knew what they were doing. We had
State specialists coming through on a regular basis who worked with them, particularly
on the budget and fiscal matters. It was a good, professionally run, efficient operation and
didn't suffer from the chaos of bursting at the seams as we had in Niamey.

Q: Did Washington intrude much on what you were doing there?

WILSON: Washington was pretty good to me. | basically learned early on that if you
enjoyed their confidence, then you could do pretty much what you wanted. The same
people who were in Washington when | first went out to Niamey were still there; they were
very supportive. They wanted the mission to succeed. The AF/EX people in particular were
particularly concerned that the mission succeed; they always gave me a full hearing.

Q: At that time was there sort of an administrative center for western Africa?

WILSON: We had a number of different support operations. The budget and fiscal
operations went through a regional center. We had a regional budget fiscal officer

in Ghana who used to visit and we had a regional personnel officer somewhere else
who used to come to see us periodically. Periodically people would come out from
Washingtothe post management officer and otherbut we had no regional administrative

Interview with Ambassador Joseph C. Wilson 1V http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001486



Library of Congress

office to whom we reported. The administrative operation was run by me, and | reported to
the ambassador and the DCM.

Q: I would think that people in Ghana, for example, because of the lousy rule they had
there all the time, would sort of enjoy coming down to Togo and enjoy a certain amount of
stability in an R&R place.

WILSON: They used to come down a lot. We had two or three really good hoteltwo were
right on the beach. We would have people from Ghana all the time. During the time that

| was in Togo, the Ghanaians engaged a major U.S. accounting firm/investment bank to
come to restructure their Ministry of Finance. These guys, including Theodore Roosevelt
IV, were in Togo for the weekend when the Ghanaians closed their border and stole their
money. They took all their currency and exchanged it for new CDs. This investment bank/
accounting firm that was supposed to be restructuring the Ministry of Finance didn't have
a clue that this was going to happen. The Ghanaians kept it a closely guarded secret. So
these guys ended up having to stay in Togo for 10 days while the Ghanaians did their
thing. They were probably our best known guys who were stuck outside of Ghana during
that time.

Q: Did you have any crises like people dying or things like that?

WILSON: Actually we did. We had a Peace Corps volunteer who had a motorcycle
accident upcountry. She had her wound, which was a knee wound, wrapped by a Polish
doctor; she was then brought down to Lome. Her injury got infected with gangrene, and we
were fighting to get a medevac plane. While we were doing that, the meds were basically
having to go in every day or so and cut off another part of her leg as the gangrene spread.
She finally died, which was real tough on all of us and especially the Peace Corps people.
When my wife gave birth in the States to my first set of twins in May of 197just a couple
months after the Peace Corps volunteer had dieshe also caught gas gangrene in an
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American hospital in California. It was a very strange coincidence having seen a gangrene
infection happen in Togo and then suddenly being faced with it again in California.

Q: You had to leave then for medical...

WILSON: Togo is part of that corner of West Africa that has the highest rate of twin births
in the world. All my twins were conceived in Togo, as | like to remind my African friendit

Is the waters of West Africa that brought me first one set in 1979 and then 21 years later

a second set of twins. We didn't know we were having twins. My wife would go in to the
doctor in Lome every couple of months, and he would look at her and say, “Gee, you're
awfully big. Are you about seven months pregnant?” She said, “No, I'm only four months
pregnant.” He said, “Well, you're awfully big.” He was a German doctor, but they didn't do
sonograms or anything like that in Togo in 1979. We flew her back when she was seven
months pregnant. She called me up and said, “You're not going to believe this. We are
having twins.” So | literally did not know for the first seven months. When | heard this
news, | changed my plans and went back to the States; my wife gave birth literally the day
| got back. | got off the airplane in LA; we went to see a movie, and she went into labor that
night. So | ended up being up for about four days in a row, traveling, across continents and
oceans and then sitting through a movie and delivery. She gave birth to the twins and got
very sick. She almost died. She was in the hospital for about six weeks. They thought she
was going to die. They gave her about a one in 10 chance of survival. They flew her by
helicopter to various hospitals. At that time they didn't have a lot of hyperbaric chambers
around. Finally they got her into one in Long Beach; she survived to my great relief. As a
consequence of emergency, we had to curtail our tour in Togo, which was too bad. | liked
Togo, and | liked the job and the people.

Q: Then in 1979 where did you go?

WILSON: In 1979, we came back to Washington and | became the administrative officer
for the Bureau of African Affairs. The job was responsible for insuring that there were
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sufficient interagency resources put at the disposal of the Bureau of African Affairs, both
money and positions. We were fighting for positions for the joint administrative offices to
support State and other agency activities. We were hammering out all these agreements
with the other agencies to make sure we got adequate funds transferred to our account
and that people to work in these joint offices were transferred to our payroll. | worked

on the assignment of all officers in the Bureau; so | was the liaison with the Office of
Personnel for the assignments of people to African posts, everything from the DCMs down
to the junior officers.

Q: You did that from 1979 to when?
WILSON: 1981.

Q: How did the African Bureau rate in those days in its ability to get money, people, and all
that?

WILSON: The Bureau did very well. We always managed to get everything we needed
and then some. Africa was looked upon with favor because it was understood to be more
difficult than any other region. At that time, we were being squeezed a little bit by the
principle of universality, which required that we keep an embassy open in every country
just because it was independent. But the squeeze was not very great. We were able to
defend it basically on Kennedy principle dating back to the 1960s when the U.S. made the
decision that any country that was sovereign would be treated as a sovereign country and
would have an American embassy and an ambassador; by and large we did that.

We did very well in the money game. We always had a lot of money. We did very well

on staffing. We had a lot of people who earned their stripes in Africa; they started there,
served two or three tours there, and then moved on. At that time you were rewarded for
taking initiatives in Africnot punished. | remember one time in Niamey we built a tennis
court, and even though it cost more than $25,000, it seemed like the thing to do at the
time. The inspectors came through and said, “Gee, this was a great idea.” Had they come
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through 10 years later, they would have put the administrative officer and everybody in
jail, I'm quite sure. We used the wrong kind of funding source for this project; we usethis is
very arcanFAS operating funds for an FBO property, for example. You just don't do that.

Q: You didn't call it a helicopter landing...

WILSON: No; | think we were very straight up about it. We just said that we had to do

this. Niamey was a difficult post, and people deserved to have a tennis court. The guy
that masterminded it, was a guy by the name of Wayne Swedenburg, who was a very
senior administrative officer, and we just made it happen. The field had that autonomy and
freedom in those days, and we had the luxury of having enough money to operate with.
We could get things done very quickly and with a minimum of bureaucracy. | think those
were the golden days are now gone.

Q: How were relations with AID? Sometimes AID is able to get more money or have a
different set of procedures which seem to enable their people to live a little better than
those in Department's Foreign Service. Was that a problem?

WILSON: It was always a problem. It was always horrible. AID was so much bigger

than State in a lot of these posts; so you always had sort of competition between the

AID director and the ambassador. | remember in Niger a couple of years after | left; Jim
Bishop went out our ambassador; Jay Johnson was the AID director. Jay picked him up
at the airport. Jay had already been there for about five or six years, and quite literally

as they were driving into town, Jay said to the new ambassador, “I just want you to know
that that tennis court at the residence was bought with FAS funds and so it's open to
everybody.” I'm not sure | would have put it quite that way had | been the director, but
that's the way he put it. That became the stuff of legend, as Jim Bishop fumed at being told
this on the way in from the airport. AID had different rules and regulations on allocation of
vehicles, for example; so you would have mid level AID employees riding around in official
vehicles, while the State employees couldn't do that. The centralization of administration
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services was designed to get at the disparities in services; the idea was that if you had one
administrative structure and if operated by one set of rules, you would not have then the
disparities in services. It didn't always work perfectly well. It probably worked better than

if you had had three or four different sets of rules and regulations, but it wasn't perfect by
any means. AID employees were different then from what they might be now. They had
served in a different part of the world where the lifestyle was considerably different and
probably considerably more luxurious that it was in West Africa. They came to West Africa
thinking that they could replicate the lifestyle that they had had in Southeast Asia, only to
find that they couldn't. They really would complain a lot to try to see if they could. We in
the administrative section were put in a position having to tell them “no;” that was always
interesting.

Q: Any particular posts that stick out in your mind while you were serving in Washington,
or any particular problems?

WILSON: The one thing that | have always been struck by is the extent to which you see
the same problems in the same posts decade after decade after decade. So in Niamey

it was always the property accountability. In Togo it might have been something else; in
Brazzaville it might have been something else, but we would always end up sort of seeing
the same problems time and time again. When | was in Togo, | had been sent to reopen
Brazzaville in 1978; | spent about two and a half or three weeks there doing that. That was
a great opportunity. We had done everything. We had been able to spend several hundred
thousand dollars in a couple week period doing thingeverything from making curtains

for the chancery to building a swimming pool at what we then turned into the recreation
center. When | went there six years later as Deputy Chief of Mission, | found that not only
were many of the same personalities there, but many of the same issues that we had tried
to deal with then were still there. While in Washington, we spent a lot of time on redoing
Lancaster House in Harare...

Q: Dealing with thwhat are they called?
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WILSON: It was sort of the independence of Zimbabwe.

Q: Independence of Zimbabwe and lan Smith had to bring the white regime into
democratic...

WILSON: That's right. It was trying to effect the transition from a white regime to a black
regime essentially. That was an ongoing issue. We had the Liberian coup that brought
Sammy Doe to power. That was very difficult because there were a lot of deaths that took
place. At that time, there was a large vocal Liberian American community that made their
concerns known to us. We spent a lot of time worrying about the evacuation of American
citizens, worried about things going bad, going from bad to worst.

| was in Washington at the end of the Carter administration; so a lot of what was going

on in Africa was overshadowed by the hostage crisis in Iran. As is so often the case, you
operate in Africa somewhat below the political radar screen here in WashingtoLiberia

and Lancaster House being the two exceptions to that rule. Lancaster HousZimbabwe
independenchappened just before the Carter Administration went out. It happened

in 1980. That was a high moment for everybody. We were able to get Vice President
Mondale to go to Africa in July, June or July. | advanced that trip in Senegal, and | worked
on the visit to Niamey, and then | went to Lagos, Nigeria, and worked the last part of the
trip. That was a lot of fun. It was very interesting.

Q: How did you find Mondale work out? Did he follow his brief?

WILSON: Yes, he was pretty good. The only time | really saw him was in Niamey. | saw
the delegation in Nigeria, but | didn't see much of Mondale. In Niamey | was one of the
lead people out of Washington and | spent some time seeing Mondale and the delegation.
He was pretty good. There was the meshwe where they roast goats and lambs. They
serve the meat on a spit; you would go to tear the meat from the carcass itself, or in
Mondale's case, somebody did that for him. There was the ceremonial grabbing of the first
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piece. You would get a bucket of water and you would put your hand to clean it; then you
take the goat off the spit and eat it, and then you put your hand in back in the bucket for
another cleaning. They brought the bucket over to Mondale, and he rolled up both sleeves
and put both hands in the bucket and scrubbed himself like a surgeon up to about the
elbow and then went at it. He was in good spirit.

Unfortunately they insisted on putting him in the presidential guest house, which had

a horrible double bed which was only really about a bed and a half. It was not built for
somebody of Mondale's size; it sagged in the middle very badly. I'm sure he didn't sleep
very well. As Air Force Il was landing we got a phone call to the effect that the plumbing,
the pipes, right above the bed had burst. There wasn't anybody in Niamey who was going
to do anything about it. They were all out at the airport to see the Vice President of the
United States arrive. We had to send our embassy team to the guest house to repair the
pipes and change the bedding and clean up. | didn't inspect the work myself, but it got
done.

| was involved with the other guest house that housed the congressional delegation as
well and the people Mondale had with him. | remember going around and noting that there
were no toilet seats on any of the toilets. This was going to be a problem for our delegation
which was accustomed to having toilet seats. So we had to go around and pull toilet seats
out of every American house's guest bathroom, move them into this guest house so that
these people had toilet seats to sit on. Unfortunately the screws for the toilet seats we had
in the American houses didn't match up very well with the holes in the toilets that were at
the guest house; that required considerable improvisation so that the Americans who were
on this trip would have toilet seats to sit on when they went to the bathroom. It was all fun.

When | got to Niamey, | commandeered a mobilette. | went and talked to Jim Bishop
and said, “What do you want me to do? “ | said, “I need some transportation. The motor
pool is stretched thin and taxis are next to impossible to get.” | said | would like to take
the mobiletta little motor bike. So | wheeled around Niger for five or six days on this
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mobilette buying all the food for the congressional delegation and all that sort of stuff. |
was supervising, honchoing a lot. It was like being GSO agaihad a great time.

Q: In 1981, a new administration came in. Were you there during the transition between
the Carter and Reagan Administrations?

. As the Carter administration was drawing to a close, we had a rover team in South Africa
which had uncovered what they thought was some fraud on the part of the GSO there.
What he had done was to set up double accounts for all local providers in town; he had
given them purchase orders for furniture, refrigerators, appliances, etc. and had made

out the purchase orders for too much money. The suppliers would then bill the embassy
for the amount shown on the purchase order and then give him kickbackthe difference
between the phony and the real costs. In this way, he was able to get several sets of
furniture put in the own barn next to his house. He had purchased a house in South Africa
because he was planning to retire there. He then he had leased the house to the US
government even though he had been told he couldn't do that. Anyway, it was a real mess.
| was asked to go to South Africa to serve as administrative counselor, supervising the
administrative functions of the embassy and the three consulates. | went in 1981 which
was just at the time of the transition in Washington; | was basically transitioning out myself.
| arrived in South Africa on January 4th, | guess it was. | had left Washington on January
1st or something like that. Right about that time, President Reagan was giving an interview
and somebody asked him a South African question which was, “What are you going to do
about South Africa and the apartheid regime?” President Reagan said, “Well, gee, South
Africa is an important country. It's been an ally of ours in every war we've ever fought. It's
got a lot of mineral resources, and we'll just have to deal with it.” The South Africans, of
course, interpreted that to mean four more years for apartheid. So when we got there, the
South Africans were euphoric. They thought Reagan was the best thing since sliced bread.
In terms of dealing with the transition in Washington, we were responsible for preparing

all the papers on budget, staffing, procurement sources, and for compiling all the issues'
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briefs for the incoming administration. But | left before Chet Crocker had been named as
assistant secretary. Dick Moose was still the assistant secretary when | left.

Q: How did you find Dick Moose? He had been in charge of management in the
Department and there are people who are critical of his management style and all that.
| was wondering how you found him from your perspective as administrative man under
Dick Moose.

WILSON: Dick Moose had a good AF/EX director who later, | think, had to plead guilty to
some misdemeanor, maybe some felony, dealing with some irregularities in the Bureau,
but he was a buffer between me and the assistant secretary. Moose would call me when
he wanted to talk about people being assigned to African posts on other issues that |
handled. | traveled with Dick on one trip down and | spent a lot of time with him. | made
Dick and Tony latthe two guys on whom | actually spent a lot of time making sure that
they were squared away while on this trip. Moose has always been an interesting guy.
He's very bright. | don't think that he had a management style that was suitable to the job,
but he was surrounded by people who were very good managers and who understood
how the bureau really functioneprincipally Bill Harrop, who was his senior deputy and who
made the bureau run. Bill was one of the finest people that I've every know.

Q: A very fine man, yes.

WILSON: Absolutely. It helped a lot to have Bill as the senior deputy.
Q: You were in South Africa from 1981 to when?

WILSON: | arrived there in January of 1981 and | left in July of 1982.
Q: What was the situation in South Africa when you got there?

WILSON: When | got there, in terms of politics, the apartheid regime was firmly
ensconced. The regime thought that it had free rein from the American administration and
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that there was not going to be much pressure brought to bear by the Americans. At the
embassy the ambassador and the DCM had been sorely embarrassed by this scandal on
their watch.

Q: This was the GSO?
WILSON: This was the GSO who had been accused, and was later indicted.

Q: Did anything happen? There's not a very good history of following through and putting
people in jail.

WILSON: In his case, he was indicted, and there is still an outstanding warrant for his
arrest. But there is no extradition treaty with South Africa that covers his crime. He retired,
and my understanding is that because he was never been convicted, the Department
never bothered to stop his pension. He retired in South Africa and has collected his
pension ever since; | understand he's still alive. It is now 20 years later; he was 63 then, so
he must 83 or 84 now. But the Justice Department and the State Department are still trying
to get him. | think he's actually taken on South African nationality or he has got a long term
residence permit and the South Africans are leaving him alone.

Q: Did you find that he was an embarrassment? Were you untangling things?

WILSON: | spent most of my time untangling things and just putting the operation back

in some sort of order. We rationalized the way we did management there. We put
procurement under control and put everything back in the right warehouse. We had
installed some accountability and we basically tried to insure that there was some integrity
in the operation.

Q: Who was our ambassador while you were there?

WILSON: Bill Edmonson was the ambassador when | first got there; he was there for
about my first year; Herman Nickel arrived just before he left. The deputy was Howard
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Walker, who went on to be ambassador to Togo and then Madagascar. Our embassin
Pretoriat that time was on two floors of the same building that housed the South Africa
police. We were basically in hostile territory in a building that was occupied by some
offshoot of the South African security apparatus, right downtown. It was an interesting
time.

Q: As far as our embassy is concerned, | would think there would be considerable
discomfort by being cheek by jowl with the police.

WILSON: At that time the South Africans had a great way of basically seducing
Americans. They are fundamentally nice folks so long as you don't start talking about their
“caffer” problem. They like to have barbecues; they like to entertain; they're very jovial and
they're very friendly, and so to a certain extent they're very seductive for Americans. We
didn't have a lot of African Americans there; we lived pretty much in white communities,
S0 to a certain extent we didn't have the feeling that we were in hostile territory unless you
had, as | did, a lot of employees who were Africans who lived in segregated townships.
Then you saw the situation somewhat differently. This was the time when we were just at
the beginning of constructive engagement. Up until that time been focused principally on
Lancaster House.

Our ambassador and our DCM were concerned about the politics of South Africa, but

it hadn't yet translated into the same sort of hostility as we got later when we moved to
Imposing sanctions on the apartheid regime.g. disinvestment, etc. In terms of working in
the same building as the South African police, you didn't really have any sense of their
presence. You didn't see a lot of uniformed South African police. It was basically where the
bureaucracy was housed. Later on, there was a bomb that went off next to the building.
Then we finally got FBO to agree to provide the money necessary to move the embassy

to a more secure place. Interestingly, if you talk to people who had been in South Africa

in the 1950s and come back in the 1960s or in the 1970s, they would tell you about the
demonstrable progress the blacks had made in the intervening years. They had gone from
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having to step off the sidewalks when a white was on the sidewalk, to actually manning
the cash registers in stores and actually being allowed to shop in some stores as well. So
there had been an evolution in South African society, not nearly enough and not nearly
fast enough obviously. Pretoria was probably the most conservative of all the cities in
which we had representation; Cape Town probably the most liberal.

Q: You were stationed in Pretoria?

WILSON: | was in Pretoria, but we also had responsibility for three consulates,
Johannesburg, Cape Town and Durban. The embassy moved down to Cape Town for six
months every year, because that was where the legislature was. So when the legislature
was in session, the embassy would move there. The ambassador and the DCM and
political officer as well as a few others would move to Cape Town.

Q: As administrative officer, you were dealing with an essentially black work force.
WILSON: | had a black work force. | had a white landlord class.

Q: I would have thought that you would have been a very good source for telling it the way
it was as opposed to political officers who are pretty well trapped with the political class.
Did you find yourself sort of a source of 'well, here's the way it really is?'

WILSON: The political counselor at the time was Dennis Kehoe, who was later killed in
Namibia, and the political officer was Reid Hendrick, who is nhow deputy chief of mission, |
think, in The Hague; he is a very good friend of mine. In fact, both of them were very good
friends of mine. Dennis was also a father of twins, so we had that in common. Dennis and

| used to work pretty close together. Dennis and Reid and | would talk all the time. When
we started working on “constructive engagement,” which was in April of 1971, when Chet
had been appointed but not yet confirmed and when Eliot Abrams had been appointed but
not yet confirmed. Bill Clark, Judge Clark, had been confirmed as Deputy Secretary and he
came out to South Africa. Dennis and | worked together on that trip. | handled the logistics
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and Dennis provided the substance in the briefing papers. Interestingly, the South Africans
tried to get Judge Clark to go to Namibia. They commandeered the motorcade that he was
in. Instead of taking him to where we thought he was going, they took him to the airport
and tried to bundle him on an airplane. Dennis had gotten split from the motorcade, so that
he was not at the airport as the South Africans were telling the Judge that he was going

to get on. The Judge, to his great credit, said, “No, I'm not getting on the airplane; I'm not
going to one of the bases in Namibia.” The foreign minister or some other high official
turned to him and said, “But you have to. We've already flown the band out there.” But the
Judge, to his great credit, didn't get on the airplane. He did not succumb to that. The South
Africans were running operations in Angola out of Namibia which meant that in addition to
keeping Namibia occupied, they were also running operations in support of Jonas Savimbi
and his UNITA. The trip did not take place.

Dennis, Reid and | worked very closely together. They were very interested in knowing

my staff better. They wanted to know about the townships that they'd been in. My staff
basically reported to them on what the Africans would think about various issues. At that
time, we didn't have that much structured contact with the black community. We really
couldn't go into Soweto and we couldn't go into the townships out of Pretoria, even just talk
to people. Our consul general had contacts with leaders, but as often these were with the
white liberal class as it was the African.

Q: Were there problems of with having Americanthe professional Foreign Service peoplnot
being seduced too much by the white society or/and also not being appalled by apartheid.
| would think this would cause quite a morale problem.

WILSON: We had a lot of morale problems in Pretoria, but | think they had much to do with
having an absentee ambassador by virtue of the fact that he would have to move to Cape
Town for half a year. The political section of the embassy was so focused on the politics

of South Africa that there was not the same camaraderie or the same leadership given to
the embassy community as a whole. The person who was left in charge of the embassy,
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while the ambassador was in cape Town, was not a person who felt that taking care of the
community was part of his job requirements. Typically, it was the economic counselor who
would be forced into this job.

There was always the question of “is South Africa a hardship post?” “should we get
differential?” “should we get this or that,” “should we get R&R because, after all, we are

in this apartheid system, even though living is pretty good down here.” There was always
that dichotomy as well. Curiously, given the relative living comforts, morale was not very
good, but I don't think that it had as much to do with living in the apartheid regime for
most people as it did just not having a real sense of strong community. We were spread
out all over Pretoria. A lot of the people who were assigned to the embassy were people
who had spent time in small African posts and were used to a closely knit embassy
community. Pretoria did not have a closely knit embassy community; we didn't have the
same social demands or social opportunities as you might find in other African posts. |
think, that said, when you left South Africa, either on R&R or just to get out of the country,
people would come back and say, “I've got to tell you, | had no idea of how oppressive this
society was until | got out for a couple days.” So to a certain extent people adapted to the
circumstances. For those of us who had spent a lot of time in black Africa, it was pretty
appalling when my neighbors would come up to me and tell mand this is a direct quotafter
knowing me for five minutes, “You need to understand our situation: our “caffers”black
workerare not like yours. You can't teach ours.”

We had an African nanny working for us. Joyce was her name, and she was just
wonderful. She was big and strong. One time, a neighbor came by and complained to

us that she had pushed their kid off his bicycle. | asked Joyce about it. She said, “Yes,

he came up and started harassing me.” | told the neighbor to get her child under control.
We never saw those neighbors again. But it was that sort of indignity that Africans would
suffer almost routinelalthough | think the situation in the early 1980s was better than it had
been in the 1970s, but obviously not as good as it needed to be. Johannesburg was a
melting pot. Tensions were higher in some instances. At the same time there was more
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opportunity to mix. | played fast pitch softbalthey played softball and basebaland | played
on a team. South Africa has traditionally sent a softball team to the world series of softball
which is played in the United States every couple of years.

| played for the Northern District team champion, and we ended up playing in the national
championship. We were, | think, second or third in the national championship. Softball was
one of the few sports in South Africa that was fully integrated, and even though it was fully
integrated, the Northern District team had nobody of color on it. The only teams that had
people of color on it were the Durban and the Cape Town teams.

Q: You left there in 19827

WILSON: | left there in 1982. Again, my tour was curtailed. Our ambassador to Burundi
had received a death threat, and she came to South Africa. A Libyan threat had been
made on her life, a threat that was attributed to...

Q: Who was that?

WILSON: Frances Cook. She came to South Africa ostensibly to get medical treatment
but it was really to get out of Burundi while the police tracked down this threat. She asked
me if | wanted to come to be her deputy. That seemed like an opportunity to break out

of the administrative officer mold and go on and do something else. So | said, “Yes.” It
was a stretch assignment; it took awhile to work through the system to make it happen.
But Frances, for all her faults, was a strong enough character to make it happen, and she
brought me up to Burundi as her DCM.

Q: Were you beginning to feel a little bit like an African hand by this point?

WILSON: By that point | was very comfortable in Africa. While in Washington, | had made
a couple trips out to a number of different posts looking at their operations. | liked Africans,
and | liked the challenges. It was apparent to me from having talked to my colleagues
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who had worked in other parts of the world that you got much more responsibility in Africa
much earlier in your career. | was able to put in a whole new information management
system in South Africa while | was there. | was able to spend a lot of money doing things.
In Brazzaville, when we reopened the post, | was master of my own destiny. Some of my
colleagues were still clipping newspapers in European capitals where nothing much really
happened. So | liked it, and so long as it kept offering me challenging jobs, | went along for
the ride.

Q: You were in Burundi from what?

WILSON: 1982 to 1985. As | said, Frances Cook was the ambassador. She had been the
office director for the Office of Public Affairs when | was in the Bureau of African Affairs
before going to Pretoria. Frances and | had known each since 1979 when | came back to
Washington.

Q: What was the situation when you arrived in 1982 in Burundi?

WILSON: The political situation was okay. These were the good years. Tutsi regimes

in Burundi had historically come to power in a military coup, either bloody or bloodless.
The regimes have traditionally been nominated by the southern Tutsis, who in their caste
system are low on the ethnic hierarchy and, as such, had been the recruitment source
for the military historically. As they got guns, they got power and became all powerful.
When they come to power, they did so on a platform of reconciliation, but because of
the fact that 85 percent of the population is Hutu and only 15 percent of the population is
Tutsi, eventually they become paranoid. As they become paranoid, they become more
authoritarian, and then the cycle of repression began again. When | got there, we were
on the good side of that cycle; there was still a lot of talk about reconciliation. They were
in the process of setting up a national assembly. They had local and legislative elections
which returned to the national assembly a certain percentage of Hutu. Clearly it was not
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indicative of the 85 percent strength they had in the population, the demographics, but it at
least gave them a voice in the national assembly. So things were fine. It was a good time.

Q: Can you describe the composition of our embassy there?

WILSON: We had an ambassador and DCM, a consular officer and a political economic
officer. We had a defense attach# that came from the CongZaire then. We had a USIS
operation, and we had a large AID mission with a number of projects that we were on
goinAnd then we had a couple of other agencies, including the Peace Corps.

Q: What was AID doing there?

WILSON: AID was doing a health project; their big project was the peat project. Burundi
has peat bogs, and in the interest of forest conservation, AID was working on a joint
venture with the Irish peat bog to exploit the peat in Burundi which could be used as

an alternative fuel source to timber. They were harvesting peat, converting it into fuel,
developing ovens and pots and pans that would work with peat, because peat gives off a
higher heat than charcoal or wood. Then they were subsidizing the sale of it in the open
market. The project was never economically viable, but it was interesting. The nature of
the peat in Burundi didn't lend itself to being used as a fuel, and the conversion of every
kitchen in Burundi from the one that they had been using to another one was just simply
out of the question. It never did work, but it was an interesting project.

Q: I've interviewed Frances Cook, but from your perspective how did she run the embassy
and how did she work?

WILSON: Frances was a very dominant personality, very outgoing. She knew everybody
in the country. She defended and promoted U.S. interests and activities with great
enthusiasm, and she didn't mince words. Actually | thought she was a lot of fun. She was
everywhere. She cut a large swath through Burundian society. She didn't hesitate to tell
the Burundians of all stripes what she thought. At that time, Burundi had one of the radical
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Marxist Leninist socialist fascist military dictatorships that one saw during the Cold War

in Africa. Burundi had been the country that had introduced a resolution in the United
Nations equating Zionism with racism, | think is what it was, or Zionism with colonialism or
something like that; it had been that resolution that had tied the UN General Assembly up
in knots for a number of years and put Burundi definitively on the list of countries we didn't
value very highly. They were still radicals within the OAU camp and were...

Q: That's the Organization...

WILSON: Organization of African Unity. They didn't like “constructive engagement,” and
they didn't think much of the United States. They were much closer to the Soviet Union
and becoming closer to France. The moderation during this time of Burundi's foreign policy
moved it from being a close confidante and ally of the Soviet Union to being pretty close to
the French.

Q: The Belgians by this time were pretty much out of it ?

WILSON: The relationship with Belgium was very similar to the relationship between

other African countries and their former colonial powersort of love/hate relationship.

The Belgians still maintained an interest, but they were only peripherally involved. The
Burundians liked Belgium as a country they could beat up on, but they still felt comfortable
sending their kids to Brussels or to Louvain to go to university or other schools. | would say
that the Belgians exerted less influence on Burundi than, say, the French had exerted on
their former colonies historically. Remember that at the time of Burundian independence, |
think there was only one or maybe two university graduates; so the Belgians hadn't done a
whole lot. There was no real public school system in Burundi worth mentioning.

Q: That's sort of the pattern that they followed in the Congo.

WILSON: | think that's exactly right.
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Q: Just to touch on a few things, how did you find the Peace Corps? How were they
working?

WILSON: I've always thoughand this was brought home to me when | was in Burundthat
Peace Corps is one of our best operations in Africa. It gets Americans out to the village
level. We learn a lot about Africa that way. We should never underestimate the value to
our own people of the Peace Corps program and the value of getting our young people
some knowledge about how life is in the rest of the world.

Q: There are a significant number who went into government, either in Congress or in the
Executive Branch, who brought that Peace Corps experience with them.

WILSON: Yes; more and more. | think Peace Corps volunteers are basically people who
are interested in public service generally and find the Peace Corps to their liking, or if they
go into Peace Corps, they then find public service to their liking as a calling. We used to
have a lot of ex Peace Corps volunteers in AID. There were a number of former Peace
Corps volunteers who were moving up in the ranks of the Foreign Service at that time.
They did a great job. We had about 110 Peace Corps volunteers throughout Burundi. They
were involved in everything from development of maternal/child health care programs to
teaching to all sorts of other activities. Raising fish was one that they did in the interior.

To a person, they were great; they were very active; it was a good group; they were
motivated. They found the people in the interior to be very welcoming once they got over
their sort of innate shyness.

Q: Here's a quasi Marxist dictatorial regime. How did you find dealing with the
government?

WILSON: For me, it was my first tour as a DCM, and | learned an awful lot from Frances.
She was very good about introducing me, about encouraging me to take initiative, about
insuring that | was aware of everything that she was doing so that I could fill in when she
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wasn't there. My range of contacts was pretty much hers and then some. | ran a basketball
team when | was there, for example; so | had a somewhat different range of contacts that
came through the basketball league. Basketball was kind of the national pastime there,
and we managed to get some sponsorship for uniforms and balls and what not.

Q: I would thinone always thinks of the Tutsis as being so talthat this would be a Tutsi
dominated sport.

WILSON: Interestingly, in the government of Burundi at the time, the tallest minister was a
Hutu and the shortest minister and the most Bantu looking minister was a Tutsi; only they
truly knew how the lineage passed. At the time | was there, they estimated conservatively
that the rate of intermarriage was about 35 percent. They have clan distinctions and they
have anthropological distinctions that put people in one caste or the anther, but in fact
there is an awful lot of intermarriage there. It is even more pronounced in Burundi than it
Is in Rwanda, for example, where when it became independent and had the revolution or
genocide that brought the Hutus to power, most of the Tutsis or a good percentage of the
Tutsis were driven out into refugee camps. Those who remained in Rwanda afterwards
had to carry ID cards. One's identification card designated you as either Hutu or a Tutsi.
That was the Rwandan practice. In Burundi it was not like that. They were all Burundians,
and you didn't have the minority of the population driven into refugee camps. There were
Hutu refugee camps outside of Burundi, but the vast majority of the Burundi population
was Hutu. Our basketball team was young and fast. The Minister of Public Works had his
basketball team, and they used to beat us pretty regularly, but they were older and savvier.
They made up with the experience for what we had in enthusiasm.

Q: What were the issues of most interest to the embassy in Burundi?

WILSON: We were concerned in those days about democratization; in other words the
political liberalization of the country. We were concerned that the country not fall back
into a genocidal type situation as had occurred in 1976; so we were interested that there
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be put into place structures that would permit the adjudication of conflicts in other than
violent manners. We were concerned that the Burundians be able to climb the ladder
economically; so we were always looking with them at ways of increasing their GDP.

They produced a cash crop, which was coffee. They had their entire country planted
principally in beans. Legumes were the principal staple in their diet; they had rice and
they had some other things, and they harvested fish from Lake Tanganyika and from
some of the other interior waters and rivers. They were very productive. For all intents
and purposes, they were self sufficient in agriculture. But they have a large population
relative to the territory that they live in. So they always had to make the land even more
productive; they had to come to grips with population growth; and they to come to grips
with the incipient, inherent ethnic conflict. Our AID and Peace Corps projects which were
designed to provide some humanitarian relief where necessary in the health sector and/
or some development type activities. We built a farm to market road in southern Burundi,
for example, to help open up some of the farmers to get their coffee crops down to the
markets. So those were the sorts of things we were concerned about.

Q: Did we get involved with the government on human rights and that type of thing?

WILSON: In those days, we were doing a human rights report every year which meant that
to the extent to which there were human rights violations in Burundi, we were reporting on
them. For my first two years there anyway, the situation was pretty good and improving,

| suppose. 'Improving' is probably a better way of describing it rather than 'pretty good.'
There were still arbitrary arrests; the justice system was not very good, and you didn't
have a free press, but for the first couple years | was there, things were getting better. The
National Assembly permitted additional voices from the Burundian society to be heard.
There was a sense of liberalization. Now, from the second to the third year, that changed,
and the Bagaza regimJean Batiste Bagaza was the presidenbecame increasingly paranoid
and as a consequence became increasingly authoritarian. It began to see enemies among
the missionaries, in the churches, and then by extension in the larger Hutu population. We
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started to see arbitrary arrests, priests being thrown in jail, missionaries being thrown out
of the country or being thrown in jail.

Q: Were there American missionaries there?

WILSON: There were not very many American missionaries. There must have been one
or two. There were some Seventh Day Adventist missionaries there. There were some
Catholic, French and Italian Catholic, missionaries and priests there. We may have had
some Baptists, I'm sure we must have had some Baptists...

Q: Usually the Seventh Day Adventists get involved in medical.

WILSON: That's right. They had a very interesting health center project. They were putting
health centers up in the interior, and they were doing it on a sort of a pay as you go; they
were trying to develop some sense of shared responsibility for health care between the
patients and the providers of medical services.

Q: Were we going in and protesting, particularly into the third year you were there, about
excesses or were we carrying a watching brief?

WILSON: With Frances Cook, there was no such thing as a watching brief. She was very
much your activist ambassador, and she was of that generation which approached the job
of being ambassador with great zeal and enthusiasm. We had no Washington guidance
whatsoever. If there was a hiccup that we took umbrage at, we were all over them like a
dirty shirt.

Q: How did they respond to this activist American ambassador, and a woman at that?

WILSON: They loved her. As she pointed out, for the first couple years she was there,
she would bang on doors and nobody would answer. Then they got used to her, and
they basically began to accept her because she brought things with her. She was good
natured; she truly wanted a better future for Burundi, and so she worked very hard to get
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AID programs in place and to enhance the presence of Peace Corps. Peace Corps got
started in Burundi when | got there. | actually brought the document with me which brought
the first Peace Corps volunteers there. She had done all the spade work, she had done

all the negotiating and she had worked the arrangements to bring this program to Burundi.
She did all the negotiating for an IMET prograa military training prograthe authorization for
which | also brought with me when | came to the country. So these were all things that she
had done. The Burundians saw that she was prepared to work for a better U.S. Burundi
relationship. They understood that the cost of bringing these programs was that they would
have to listen to her expressing the views of the United States when they did things that
didn't match up with our interests or our concerns.

Q: Did you find a growing interest, you might say, in the Western form of democracy,
and particularly economics, or was the hand of the Soviet Union and sort of the extreme
socialist world pretty heavy there?

WILSON: When | first got there in 1982, it was about the time that the IMF and the World
Bank were starting to talk about privatization and the need to develop private sectors

as part of a country's economic management strategy. So there was already a lot of
interest in seeing how things could be privatized, including the coffee cooperativthe
buying system that they had in place. Now, the Burundians, like a lot of other African
governments, were always willing to sell off assets that didn't make any money or didn't
employ anybodventures that lost money and didn't employ anybody's cousins, but there
weren't many of those in Burundi. So the pace of privatization moved very, very slowly.

Politically they were interested in our Constitution. Even if they weren't interested in our
Constitution, we made sure that they got copies of it, translated it into French so that they
would all read and understand it. I'm sure that Frances must have highlighted a few copies
to insure that they would focus on the important parts. They were interested in that. | think
that they were looking for a way to practice a more modern system of governance, which
would allow them to manage the affairs of state more effectively than they had done in
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the past. The issue, of course, was how much power were they prepared to give up in
doing so. The great fear, which remains to this day in these countries, is who's going to be
massacred if they give up that one centimeter or one pound too much of power.

Q: I would imagine that, both in Rwanda and Burundi, every head of family has to figure
out when am | going to get the hell out of here, or how am | going to protect my family, or
something like thathese massacres occur, particularly since independence apparently; it's
more a modern phenomenon.

WILSON: | think any family with some substance does exactly that. They try to have a way
out and a place to go. In Burundi there was still this nightmare of the 1976 massacres.

At the time that | was there, everybody was very sensitive to that; people sort of tiptoed
around all the core issues. There was no such thing as a “Truth and Reconciliation”
Commission. There was no such thing as facing up to the events of 1976. You would
come at event somewhat obliquely; people would in confidence tell you the stories of their
experiences during 1976, whether Hutu or Tutsi, because the massacres took place both
ways. There were 60,000 Tutsis who were murdered during the first couple nights, and
then maybe 600,000 Hutu that were killed in the aftermath in a systematic fashion by the
Micombero government and by the military.

There was still some sense of reconciliation after the 1976 massacres; people seemed to
be focused on that. Towards the end of my tenure in Burundi, the Tutsi regime was getting
paranoid again, which is a common thread through the politics of the region. When the
Tutsis are in power, after a while, they get paranoid and then they get oppressive, and
then you have essentially a return to some war as they force people into guerilla activities..

Q: Did the Soviet Union, China, North Korea or North Vietham play any role there?

WILSON: The Chinese were building buildings. That's what the Chinese did best. The
North Koreans built a building. They built what | guess was going to be the new National
Assembly. It was completed the year that | left. | actually went to an event there where
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President Bagaza spoke for about three and a half hours in Kirundi, which | certainly didn't
understand and nobody else in the diplomatic corps understood. But | remember distinctly
sitting on these uncomfortable seats that had been put in by the North Koreans to fit
people of North Korean stature. They were very tight for somebody over 5'6.” Your knees
literally were up against the seat in front of you. The Burundians were pretty big people,
and the seats were obviously too small. For three and a half hours in this seat listening to
the speech in Kirundi was not the most pleasant of my experiences.

Q: Let's talk a little about the neighborhood. Libya, were they messing around?

WILSON: A couple of things were happening when | was there. One of our policy
requirements was to defend and support “constructive engagement.” Burundi was one of
the most skeptical countries about that.

Q: You might explain was constructive...

WILSON: “Constructive engagement” was a U.S. effort predicated on the notion that if you
were going to solve the southern African racial conundrum, you had to do it by persuasion
and by evolution and not by fomenting revolution in South Africa. You had to try and
maintain some infrastructure in place so that it all wouldn't be destroyed in the process.
“Constructive engagement,” as it was practiced, solved the southern African problems one
by one, beginning with the resolution of the Angolan civil war and then moved on to the
independence of Namibia and ultimately to the change of regime in South Africa. It was a
concept that was articulated by Chet Crocker in a Foreign Affairs article before the election
of Reagan in 1980. It was despised by Africans because they saw it as racist, and even if it
wasn't racist, they thought that it was way too soft on the apartheid regime of South Africa.
You can make a lot of sort of rhetorical money by denouncing “constructive engagement,”
which the Burundians did.

| remember that the first part of our strategy was to deal with the international implications
of the Angolan civil war, i.e., first the Cuban troops in Angola and then the South African
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troops in Angola. | remember about three weeks after | got therl was Charg# then
because Frances had left the countrl was summoned to the foreign ministry by the then
foreign minister, a guy by the name of Edward Nzambimana. He was a colonel who had
participated in the coup that brought Bagaza to power. He had been a prime minister and
he had been the foreign minister. He was a savvy guy and a real radical. He summoned
me to discuss an arcane element of our approach towards Angola. We were negotiating
with both sides, or all sides, in the Angolan civil war the withdrawal of Cuban and South
African troops from Angola. The question was would the withdrawals be linked, or would
there be parallel movement, which would have come down to having one South African
leave for every Cuban. | spent 45 minutes explaining to the foreign minister what the
subtle distinction and differences were between these two approaches and what was on
the table. After I left, | went home thinking that | had done a great job in my first meeting
as charge' with the foreign minister. | got home and turned on Voice of America. George
Bush, who was then Vice President, had just landed in Nairobi, Kenya, and at his airport
press conference somebody asked him, “Is there any difference between linkage and
parallel movement?” to which he answered” no.” So | figured my credibility with this foreign
minister was shot after having wasted 45 minutes of his time telling him there was a
difference. Fortunately for me, he got fired about three weeks later, and he neglected to
tell his successor what a bad diplomat | was.

The Libyans were involved. The Libyans had always had designs on that part of central
Africa, and the Libyans had money that they were prepared to spend there. They did
things like putting up a library. When | was there, Qadhafi came to visit one time. During
the course of his speech he got so vehemently anti American, virulently anti American,
that somebody pulled the plug on his microphone, which was gratifying to us. The fellow
who did it later came to see me to explain to me what he had done and to tell me why he
had done it. We were concerned because the Libyans were making menacing noises at
that time. In fact, we had some information that they were supporting terrorist activities in
the region, supporting activities against American and, in fact, French interests, and some

Interview with Ambassador Joseph C. Wilson 1V http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001486



Library of Congress

of the stuff that we were seeing then later got played out in west and central Africa a few
years later. So, yes, we were concerned about them, and one of our objectives was to
make sure that the Burundians understood our concerns about the Libyans. At that time
they were fighting a war in Chad with the French along the Aouzi strip. The French and the
Chadians were basically fighting the war; we were supporting it. So that was one of our...

Q: Was the Burundi government concerned about people such as the Libyans getting
more involved?

WILSON: The Burundian position was always '"We understand your concerns. We

want to be friends with the United States, even as we're attacking you on “constructive
engagement.” We want to assure you that we're watching the Libyans closely and we're
not going to let them do anything that is untoward or out of hand or that undermines our
regime.' That region had had some experience with Libyan involvement. The Libyans
had invaded Uganda to defend Idi Amin and the Tanzanians had deployed and defeated
Libyan troops and had gotten Amin out of there. So there was some history in the region
of Libyan troops actually deploying. Burundi is not a Muslim country. | think maybe less
than one percent of the country was Muslim, so they didn't see a Qadhafi library as being
terribly threatening to them, or that the Libyans were actually going to be able to convert a
bunch of Burundian Catholics to Islam.

Q: Did Uganda play any role there?

WILSON: We saw very little of Uganda. Uganda was in a lot of turmoil during the years
that | was in Burundi. It was an internal strife. Obote was having troubles; the Obote period
was even, if anything, more disastrous than the Amin period. Uganda during these years
was pretty much tied up with itself.
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Q: What about Tanzania, particularly on the economic side? We watched Nyerere, with
all good will and everybody saying how wonderful it was, essentially destroying the
Tanzanian relatively rich economy. Were the Burundis looking at that and taking note?

WILSON: The relationship between Tanzania and Burundi has always been tense,
principally because Tanzania was the port through which a lot of Burundian goods went
as well as imports into Burundi. The Tanzanians, by controlling access, were able to exact
their pound of flesh from the Burundians. There was also a certain arrogance in the way
the Tanzanians approached the landlocked countries. There were also some Hutu refugee
camps on Tanzanian territory, and the Burundians were concerned that there would be
destabilization efforts being launched from Tanzania anytime that Nyerere decided he
wanted to do something. The people in the Tanzanian government were principally from
Brururi, which was the southernmost province, bordering on Tanzania; that generated a
sort of cross border understanding and tension. Nyerere was not universally admired in
Burundi, to say the least.

Q: He seemed to be most popular in Scandinavia.

WILSON: | think that's right. It'll be interesting to see what the revisionist history of

the Nyerere era will say about him. There were some things that he did which were
pretty successful. For example, | think he actually was pretty successful, at least on

the mainland, of forging a Tanzanian identity, but at great cost. Whether or not the cost
through the years of bad economic policies were worth the forging of a national identity,
| think, is anybody's guess, but | suspect it will be several hundred years, or at least
100 years, before anybody definitively makes a case one way or the other. From my
perspective, it was unfortunate that Nyerere became the mediator of the Burundian
dispute, because | think there is merit in having somebody who is truly a disinterested
party to be the mediator in these things. Nyerere was never disinterested, and Tanzanian
Burundian relations are replete with examples of Tanzanian destabilization efforts of
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Burundi or at least harassing Burundi over the years. That doesn't make for a good
mediator.

Q: What about Rwanda?

WILSON: Relations with Rwanda were always tense because you had a Hutu government
in power in Kigali and a Tutsi government in power in Burundi; that made for a little bit of
concern. After | left, there were massacres in the north in the late 1980s; even during the
time that | was in Burundi, there was always concern that the Rwandans were working
with Burundian Hutus. The Hutu population was even larger in the north than it was in the
south; so along the Rwandan border, there was always concern about that. The relations
were strained. The two countries talked to each other. They were part of the Great Lakes
Organization, so they all talked to each other. Every now and again Mobutu would mediate
some issue between them. But relations were not real cordial.

Q: You mentioned Mobutu. What about with the Congo, Zaire at that time?

WILSON: Relations with the Congo were interesting because Mobutu played the regional
relationship very much as he played his own domestic politics. He would not hesitate to
use the carrot if he felt it necessary or to use the stick. At one time, Mobutu decided that
he wanted to double his defense budget. He took advantage of a Qadhafi visit to Burundi
to visit the United States and say that Qadhafi was planning to invade the Congo from
Burundi using Burundian troops. He said that Qadhafi had delivered a bunch of Zodiac
boats to southern Burundi to effect an invasion across Lake Tanganyika. Therefore, he,
Mobutu, was going to have to double the defense budget, and the United States was going
to have to come up with some more money. We went and looked for these Zodiac boats
everywhere and looked for any evidence of Libyan training and obviously couldn't find any
because there was none to be found. So Mobutu would not hesitate to use such excuses.
Mobutu occupied a heavy position in the region. He was “the man.” The Congo was and is
a huge countrpotentially very wealth47 million people compared to 4 or 5 million in Burundi
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and 4 or 5 million in Rwanda. They were all Francophones and they could all deal with
Belgium. So he was the predominant power obviously.

Q: Did you yourself get into any interventions with the Burundian government and people
in jail or anything like that?

WILSON: | don't think we did because | don't recall any. We might have gone and spoken
on behalf of a political prisoner, but | don't recall. | just don't think there were that many
political prisoners while we were there. My second ambassador, Jim Bullington, had a
cook who was a Seventh Day Adventist; he was arrested in late 1984 or early 1985 as part
of a round up of the cultisti.e. other religions that were deemed by the government to be
subverting its authority. Bullington took this as a personal affront, and it became sort of

a cause celebre for our relationship. The Burundians wouldn't release the ambassador's
cook. | know that we must have made some demarches as people were being rounded up,
bul just don't recall anymore.

Q: You were there during the Reagan Administration, and you were mentioning that
population was a real problem. Of course, we had our problems, domestic problems, about
various forms of birth control, particularly abortion. Did that mean we weren't a player in
the population side?

WILSON: It meant that we didn't run any population control programs and we didn't
participate in any programs of the planned parenthood variety that might have either an
abortion information component or an abortion component. We did do some maternal child
health care type activities which were designed to enhance the health of both the mother
and the unborn child and then subsequently the child. As part of that, we would talk about
child spacing. This was principally done by Peace Corps. They would be out in the villages
talking to the mothers about the utility of maybe waiting two or three years before you have
a second or third or fourth child.
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Q: Was there any sort of equipment available? I'm thinking of condoms, IUDs or something
like this. You can have a space, but you've got to have a means to space.

WILSON: | don't recall. This was before the big AIDS scare, so | don't recall that we were
in the business of providing condoms.

Q: What about AIDS?

WILSON: AIDS was becoming an issue towards the end of my tour there. We were just
beginning to hear stories about this. In fact, | watched a number of friends in Burundtwo
aidepass on in subsequent years. We were already hearing about the route from
Mombasa for trucking goods through Uganda, Rwanda and to Burundi. All along that

route there were stories about AIDS beginning to affect populationtrucker populations and
the prostitute population. Jonathan Mann was in the Congo; he was an American doing
research on the AIDS phenomenon and was beginning to write cables about the pandemic
that AIDS was going to become.

Q: Were there any great crises while you were there?

WILSON: We had a drought during one of the years that | was in Burundi. It would have
been 1983 84, or 1984 85. There was a lot of concern that the harvest would come up
short and that they would need some additional food products. We actually got ahead

of that. It was at a time when we were doing this air relief into Ethiopia because nobody
had seen the consequences of the drought there. We'd seen it a year ahead of time and
we'd managed to organize Catholic relief services and some of these groups as well as
USAID began to report on this. We were submitting of reports on the weather throughout
the country and trying to plot whether or not the harvest was going to come up short. As
a consequence we were actually able to stockpile several thousand tons of food products
on the east coast ready if needed to be shipped to Burundi and we did. We had enough
stockpiled so that we were able to use some of these stocks that we planned for Burundi
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for other relief requirements. We were pretty pleased with thathat we had actually put into
place an early warning system. We were pretty gratified about that. Other than that, we
went through the good periods and then we started going through the bad periods. Then
my three years were up and | moved on.

Q: Were we looking for a political cycle or was there one almost well established that could
be predictable enough for paranoia to set in or was this something that you more or less
realized in hindsight?

WILSON: We could see it coming. It was curious. The cycle sort of changed about the time
that France gave up sovereignly. Just before she withdrew, we started seeing a reaction

to missionary activities and religious activities. If anything, Washington was reading our
reporting and was saying, “Gee, Frances, maybe you've got “clientitis,” because she

was pretty enthusiastic about the changes that were being made. When Jim Bullington
came out, he took a cold, steely eyed look at the situation, and he started reporting

from his perspective. In fact, the situation was changing. We had gone from a pretense

of democratization to authoritarianism, which culminated in the arrest of his cook, as |
mentioned. We began to use a different slant on our report, but it was pretty clear that this
was a cycle that Burundian regimes went through. In fact, you needed to put in place, |
think, as many safeguards as one possibly could as early as possible in the hopes that
they would not all be destroyed when the subsequent paranoia set in these regimes.
Curiously, after we sort of identified the new trends, we were criticized for being too critical.
Go figure.

Q: This was a period during which, | think, we were beginning, particularly in Africa, to look
at the non governmental organizations as being a real potential tool of influence rather
than being sort of outsiders mucking around with government controls. I'm talking about
the NGOs. Did you see this?
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WILSON: Yes; we saw it principally when we looked at humanitarian relief. Catholic World
Relief Services, Catholic Relief Services, had been a partner with USAID on some of our
“Food For Work” and “Food For Peace” programs. Our farm to market road had been
financed through “Food For Peace;” it was managed by Catholic Relief Services. They
would bring in all the food and distribute it. When we geared up for the potential drought,
we used them exclusively. We were still early in Burundi's development so that only the
traditional NGOs were there. Catholic Relief Services, Lutheran World Relief, and the
Seventh Day Adventist groups were the ones that were most active. There was not yet the
explosion of other NGOs. They were viewed with a mixture of appreciation and suspicion
by the host governments. What were all these guys doing there? There was also the
growth of some of advocacy groups at that time as well. That meant that in addition to

our human rights reporting, interested parties were starting to get reports from Amnesty
International and Human Rights Watch, some of which were consistent with what we
were reporting and some of which went further than what we were reporting. They had
some different information on some subjects than we had. They had different takes on

the threats to organized religion by the government. So we had these two groups, which
confused the NGO picture somewhat because in some people's minds it was not clear
whether they were an NGO development group or an NGO advocacy group.

Q: At that time when you were there, were they working together?

WILSON: You can't generalize. The traditional ones worked very well together. The
Seventh Day Adventist project was a great project, and they worked very well with the
Ministry of Health. They worked best with those ministries that were underfunded and
overburdened. Catholic Relief Services was good in the distribution of food to those who
needed it. The Adventists were good in developing the health centers.

Q: We were talking about that there were no college graduates in Burundi. Did you find
that there was a pretty sophisticated government structure by this time or not?
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WILSON: The government structure was principally a military government, so all the key
players were military officers. The military, as is true in so many of these little African
countries, was the only organization worthy of the term 'organization.' Burundi had people
who had been educated, but not in a liberal arts education; it was a military education.

By the time | got there in the 198020 years after independencthere was a generation of
educated Burundians, mostly Tutsi, but they were all pretty young. The ministers were in
their early 30s, for example. Bagaza himself was only 36 at the time. So it was a pretty
young regime. They focused on educatiotrying to get people educatebut they had a long
way to go because during the 1976 massacres, one of the principal targets for execution
were every educated Hutu. They assumed that a Hutu with glasses was an educated
Hutu. Therefore, wearing glasses was a death sentence. After that, you can imagine that
in Burundi society the desire for education was not universal, to say the least. There was
a sort of paradox. The people that we dealt with mostly were educated. A lot of them had
been educated in the East because the Soviets and the East Germans had put a lot of
money into bringing these people into their systems. One of my principal interlocutors
had been educated in Bulgaria, of all places. That background gave some Burundians

an ideological baggage which gave them a Marxist understanding of how economies
ought to be structured and managed. They did not always a great education. Increasingly
there are people who were going off to Belgium and some that are going off to France,
because France was offering some education. There were some that had gone off to the
States either on Fulbright scholarships or some AID program that provided them some
education. | had always thought that the fall of Berlin Wall presaged basically the cutback
in scholarships from Eastern Europe. If there was ever a void to be filled, that was it; we
could have filled relatively inexpensively and we would have been able to train literally an
entire generation of African elite along Westermore politically and economically liberalines.

Q: I was in Yugoslavia in the 1960s when almost an entire African student group said,
“The hell with this.” They arrived in Belgrade and said, “Get us out of here. We're being
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called black monkeys and all this.” They weren't getting any real education in the East. We
took a lot of them and sent them off to pretty good places.

WILSON: We should have continued to do that. We never should have let that opportunity
pass. There were a lot of them going off to China, a lot going off to the Soviet Union.
Actually it worked in our favor because many would come back with real ambivalence if
not outright hatred of their experience.

Q: Those countries were not able really to absorb foreigners, particularly black foreigners.
They used the term 'black monkeys' which was muttered in front of them, and the Africans
knew enough Bulgarian to understand. It was not a pleasant experience.

WILSON: That's right.
Q: When you were in Burundi, did you have anything to do with gorillas?

WILSON: GORILLA Sasopposedto GUERILLAS. There were some mountain
gorillas in eastern Congthen Zairin the Keva region. There were also gorillas in Diane
Fossi's area in Rwanda. There were no gorillas in Burundi, but we used to go over to
Bukavu fairly frequently to see the gorillas. A friend of mine was the head of the Peace
Corps training program there. All the new Peace Corps volunteers were trained in Bukavu
before the Congolese wars; so we used to go over there and talk to the new Peace Corps
volunteers and take advantage of such occasions to go see the gorillas, which was a lot
of fun. It was one of the more interesting things you could dtrek through the forests and
run across a family of gorillas complete with silver backs and the little ones, and learn the
etiquette and protocol of approaching a group of gorillas in the forest.

| was in Burundi obviously, as | mentioned earlier, from '82 to '85, which was a good time
in Burundi.

Q: In 1985, where were you assigned?
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WILSON: | left Burundi in August of 1985 and came back to the States. | had been
accepted in the American Political Science Association Congressional Fellowship
Program.

Q: And you did that for a year?
WILSON: For a year.
Q: What did this program consist of?

WILSON: It consisted of one quarter at Johns Hopkins University taking one class in
American foreign policy and the politics of foreign policy, which also gave us the time to
visit and observe Congress and then begin to interview for a Congressional staff position.
There were at that time, | think, four State Department officers who were participants in
this program our of about 60 students every year. An old friend of mine, Jeff Davidow,

had been in a similar program, if not that program, knew that our time would not be fully
occupied. Rather than let me spend my days hanging around congressional galleries
talking to staffers and interviewing with congressmen, he brought me back into the
Department to work on a special project which was block the proposed sanctions against
South African congressional attempt to impose economic sanctions on South Africa, which
ultimately succeeded. There was a large operation in the State Department trying to thwart
the will of Congress on this. It was a fascinating experience. | wasn't sure it was exactly
what the State Department should be doing, but like a good soldier, | saluted and did it. |
ended up going to work as a Congressional Fellow for the first half of my fellowship. The
fellowship was constructed in such a way that we did some class work, including writing a
paper. | wrote a paper on our Angolan policy focusing on the congressional activities of the
1970s which curtailed our involvement in Angola. | covered the congressional hearinthe
Church Committee hearings and others.
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| worked on the Hill for the then junior Senator from Tennessee, Al Gore; | worked for
him for half of my term, until about April, as, of all things, his agricultural legislative aide.
That was the year of the passage of the Farm Bill and the implementation of one aspect
which affected him considerably and that was the dairy buy out provision. The Congress
in its wisdom decided that our dairy herds were too large and, therefore, they provided
some incentives to farmers to reduce the size of their dairy herds by giving them money to
slaughter their herds. A number of dairy farmers wanted to do this because they weren't
making any money on milk and cheese, so they went ahead and slaughtered their herds.
They got paid by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and they dumped all their meat

on the open meat market. The center of independent beef futures commodity traders

Is in Memphis, Tennessee. When the dumping took place, | got a call from Senator

Gore saying, “I'm down here in Memphis, Tennessee, and my constituents are going
bananas. The bottom has dropped out of the beef futures commodity markets. You've
got to prepare something for me. We got to stop this.” So we did. We got hold of the
Department of Agriculture and said, “You really need to phase this program in so that
you don't disrupt the markets.” We gave Al a statement when he got back at noon from
Memphis, Tennessee; he went to the floor of the Senate and read his statement decrying
the attempt to put commaodity futures traders into the tank through the ill advised dumping
of beef onto the market.

Q: Where were you getting your information about agriculture? Knowing you background, |
can't see how you did it. Were you a quick study or what?

WILSON: | wouldn't say | was a quick study, but when you're working in Congress on
legislation, you get the input from the constituents and from all the various staffers and
everybody's who is working on the legislation. You look through all of this input and try to
figure out what makes sense and what doesn't make sense. Eventually you get everybody
actually calling you. Going out and getting the information isn't hard. Sifting fact from fiction
from the various people who have a view on the bill is probably more difficult. In the end
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the drafting is done in committee. Our particular concern was the legislation address the
dairy buyout provision; after that, you know, life went on. But | would not say that | was
an architect of this particular piece of legislation at all. We were just trying to defend the
interests of our constituents.

Q: What was your impression of Al Gore?

WILSON: | think Al Gore is a very fine public servant. | thought he was terrific. | traveled
with him to Tennessee. In his town meetings in Tennessee, he was great. | remember
going to my first town meeting with him. We flew to Memphis and stayed with his uncle in
Jackson, Tennessee. When | got up the next morning, | figured that since | was going to
a town meeting with the U.S. Senator, I'd better look good. So | brought out my very best
double breasted suit and my best tie and nice white shirt perfectly pressed and shined
my shoes up real good and | went to breakfast. Al comes in and he's in this blue suit
that's kind of threadbare and he's got kind of a frayed collar on his Arrow button down
blue shirt and a burgundy tie with sort of a stain on it. | looked at his shoes and they were
whatever Rockports of those ages wersort of scruffy and what not. | thought, “Gee, this
Is a U.S. Senator. Shouldn't he be looking a little bit better for this appearance?” We got
to the first town meetinthis was about 6:30 or seven o'clock in the morninand the guys
who were there were the people who had grievances. The people who have grievances
that they want to talk to their Senator about are not typically the people who are going

to dress up at seven o'clock in the morning in their finest suit, even if they owned a suit.
They were basically in coveralls with either John Deere or Jack Daniels ballcaps and
sort of lace up hiking boots or tennis shoes or something, and their checked plaid shirts
basically, your farmer type thingsort of downtrodden farmers of rural Tennessee. As |

got out of the car and looked at Al and looked at these guys, | realized who the odd man
out was; it wasn't Al. So | went around to the back of the car, popped the trunk, took off
my coat and loosened my tie, and kind of took my collar and bent it up a little bit. Then |
found a bit of mud and rubbed it across my shoetops so | looked a little bit more like the
constituents. Then we had a good time. We traveled through Tennessee. Gore was very
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animated with his constituents. He would return to Tennessee three weekends out of four.
He would fly down on Friday night after the Senate session ended, spend all day traveling
crisscrossing the state and then fly back Sunday morning in time to take his wife and kids
to church. | found him very serious on the subjects that he cared about, which happened to
be subjects that mattered even if they're not politically sexy. Arms control is not a politically
sexy topic, but he was a master of it. He was an absolute master of the science and
technology of peace, well before anybody else was ever thinking about it. When he said he
invented the Internet, to a large extent it was his support that allowed the development of

it to go forward. Even Newt Gingrich has given him credit for that. Al's problem has always
been that he doesn't appear very comfortable in front of a camera, and because of that,

he lost the election. Everybody talks about Florida, but it wasn't Florida that cost him the
election; it was Tennessee.

Q: Tennessethat was a surprise. You're talking about the election of 2000.

WILSON: The election of 2000. If he had spent a little more time a s Vice President
worrying about Tennessee, the election might have come out differently. But Gore is not a
natural politician. He's a natural policy guy; he is a natural mover of issues governmental,
he is a public administrator, but he is not a natural politician. If he had spent a little bit
more time in Tennessee, if he had gotten another road built or if he had gotten a bridge
built or something like that, then the course of history might have been changed; but it just
wasn't in his character to do that. He was Vice President of the United States; he had a
larger set of issues to deal with.

Q: After you stint in Gore's office, what did you do?

WILSON: | went over to the House side to work for the then majority whip as his whip
assistant; that was Tom Foley of Spokane, Washington. What | did for him was to be
basically his staff guy on those issues that he addressed in his capacity as a leader of the
Democratic Partthe majority Whip. If he was called upon to meet the National Organization
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of Nuclear Power Plant Operators, which he did, to speak to them at a luncheon, then |
would prepare his talking points and | would do the potential Q's and A's, and then | would
travel with him. He was wonderful. He would take me everywhere. He didn't have a desk in
his office. He had a sort of a living room type arrangement in the whip's office. Whenever
he was in there, | was welcomed. From a Congressional Fellowship perspective it was
great because | got a lot of one on one time with him. He would basically spend all his
days telling people stories of what it was like in the House of Representatives from 1964
on; | learned a wonderful history of the House from the time of Lyndon Johnson.

At that time Congressmen were constantly running for their leadership positions in the
House. Foley went on to be Speaker. He would spend a lot of time with his colleagues; he
would be over in their offices a lot talking to them. We would have whip meetings every
Tuesday attended by all the assistant whips. Tip O'Neill was the Speaker then. Tip and
Wright and Tom Foley would chair these meetings and all the assistant whips would be
there. Our offices were right in the Capitol building, putting us right in the Rotunda. It was a
great experience, a lot of fun.

Tom and Heather Foley are just about as nice people as one could hope for. From that
whole experience, | learned to have tremendous respect for how hard these people work.
You can disagree with them philosophically, you can disagree with the interests that

they represenand a with a lot of them | disagree passionately about the interest that they
represenbut you can't deny that they work really hard for their constituents and for their
interests. They're back in their constituencies almost every weekend. For somebody like
Tom, that meant flying across country on Friday and flying back on Sunday night on the
red eye from Spokane. But those were the things that had to be done. There were always
things that you had to do back in the district and there was a lot of legislation that had to
be worked on in Congress.

Q: Did you get any feel for the interface between the people you were working for and the
Department of State on issues?
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WILSON: Every time a Gore constituent had a probleand most of the time they werLatin
America type problemcouldn't get a visa or people were arrested therhe or she would

call their senator, who call me and | would then call the State Department to try to get

the problem resolved. That was most of our interface with the Department. When | was
working for the Tom Foley, the House passed a bill that beefed up in a major waaround a
billion dollarthe security funding for the State Department, the first time that had happened.
The rationale had been provided by a commission that had studied the problem. Our then
Assistant Secretary for DiplomatiSecuritl think it was Bob Lamwas quoted afterwards in
the Washington Post as saying, “Well, this money is great and good, but at the end of the
day it is people who make the difference on security.” Foley had been a big supporter of
this bill; he was not real happy about that comment. He thought that the State Department
ought to be a little bit more grateful for this billion dollar windfall. We called Bob to invite
him to the whip's office to have a little chat with him about his views on why this billion
dollars wouldn't enhance the security of our diplomatic missions overseas and whether we
should really be spending that money. He was appropriately chastened. It was kind of fun
to watch. He was an old time administrative officer. He'd been the administrative counselor
in Bonn. He was of one of the best of his generation. He was well known. He'd come

back from Bonn and had been appointed to be the assistant secretary for administration;
he later went on to be assistant secretary for security, and then went to Cyprus as our
ambassador. When he came in to Foley's office, he was meek and mild mannered. Tom
had a little chat with him about his being “misquoted” in the Washington Post about the
importance of the billion dollar security program. That was kind of fun.

Q: I'd like to return to one thing. You were saying that you were part time trying to block
efforts of Congress to get nasty with South Africa.

WILSON: If | were to really think through what our mission was, it was to insure that there
would no mandate on the executive branch with respect to imposing sanctions on South
Africa. It was inimical to what Chet Crocker was trying to accomplish through “constructive
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engagement.” He thought that it would tie his hands and restrict his maneuverability,
which was absolutely true. So the administration wanted no part of that; just as a matter
of policy it didn't want it. If you recall, before Reagan came into office, he gave a press
conference and somebody asked him a question on South Africa, “What do you think
about the apartheid regime of South Africa,” or something to that effect. He said, “Well,
you know, South Africa has been an ally of ours in every war we've been in and it's a
country with enormous mineral resources, etc...” The South Africans took that to mean that
they would get a free pass on the issue of apartheid, which wasn't in fact the case. In fact
the administration, and Crocker in particular, was going to work with the South Africans,
encouraging them and pressuring thefirst gentlto come to grips with issue of majority rule
within their own country as well as the issue of independence of Namibia and how we and
they were going to deal with the Angolan civil war.

Q: What sort of things were you were you working on?

WILSON: We put together talking points as to why the sanctions regime wouldn't work.
We devised together approaches to state and local government on why they should not be
meddling in foreign affairs by imposing restrictions on their own pension funds and things
like that.

Q: Places like Massachusetts...

WILSON: Massachusetts was one. Berkeley was another. We had set up a state and local
government office so that we communicate with them about sanctions. We offered to send
people out to speak publicly on these subjects. We were trying to come up with ways to
explain to Congress why this wasn't a good idea and to take on those who thought it was a
good idea.
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Q: What was your personal feeling? You had to deal with it in Burundi. What were you
getting about the Crocker's approach? Did you feel this was the right course, one that
would maybe reach a proper outcome, or was it sort of a compromising with the devil?

WILSON: | had just come from South Africa; | had seen apartheid in operation and had
on my staff a number of South Africans. | was not at the timand | say this openll was not
a big supporter of “constructive engagement.” | thought we ought to be taking a much
harder line. | always thought that backing Jonas Savimbi in Angola was a mistake. | sort
of held your nose and defended the policy, but of course that's what you're paid to do. It's
like being a lawyer. You defend unpopular cases. Having said that, | have to say that in
retrospect you have to give Crocker some credit, because at the end of the day, southern
Africa evolved without major civil wars.

Q: Which is really remarkable.
WILSON: Which is very remarkable.

Q: I was in INR working on Africa much earlier. Then it was accepted that there was going
to be a night of long knivethe black South Africans going after the white South Africans,
and it was going to be nasty.

WILSON: That's right. The consensus in the early 1980s, when | was at a Security
Assistance conference in Germany, was that by the year 2000/2003, South Africa would
look a lot like Lebanoa lot of different ethnic groups and factions fighting each other. There
Is a lesson in that for me: even if a policy is unpopular, you have to take a look at the
strategy and you have to take a look at what your objectives are and then you have to
figure out how best to get there. At the time, the policy was clearly intellectual. It was not
difficult to defend, because the idea of evolution versus revolution is a pretty easy idea

to defend, but in retrospect | give Chet an awful lot of credit for his steadfastness and for
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his ability, in the face of irrational opposition, to stay the course and move the process
forward.

Q: After you finished this time with Foley, you were back in the State Department system
again.

WILSON: | went out to Congo, Brazzaville. as Deputy Chief of Mission.
Q: And you were there from...
WILSON: 1986 to 1988.

Q: You were off in 1986 to the Congo, Brazzaville. Could you describe the type of
government. What was the political and economic situation in Brazzaville, and how did you
get the job?

WILSON: | got the job because | had already been DCM in Burundi, so | had a track
record as DCM. A fellow that | had worked with in South Africa by the name of Alan
Lukenhe had been consul general in Cape Town and had been named ambassador to
Brazzavillasked me if I'd like to go and be his DCM. | said “Sure;” it sounded like a lot

of fun. The Congo, Brazzaville, is a former French colony as opposed to the Congo,
Kinshasa, which was a former Belgian colony. The Congo has traditionally been one of
the most politicized of all African countries. They have had political movements and violent
demonstrations in the streets for virtually their entire modern history. When | was there,
there were in the throes of, | guess, the second or third Marxist Leninist socialist fascist
military dictatorship, which basically meant that the military was in control. There was a
military colonel, Denis Sassou Nguesso, who was in charge of the government. He had
overthrown his immediate predecessor, Joachim Yhombi Opango, who had been made
president after the assassination of the country's first military leader and second president,
Marion Ngouabi, who was a Communist to the core. He had changed the flag so that it
was a hammer and sickle on a red background.
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The Congo in the mid 1980s still mouthed the Marxism Leninism rhetoric, and in fact their
best allies were the Soviets. The Soviets had a very large embassy there. There were a
lot of scholarships given to Congolese to study in the Soviet Union. A fair number of them
brought Soviet women back with them as wives; so within the Brazzaville population you
had a fair amount of Soviet women married to Congolese. The Soviets occupied quarters
right down by the port where the ferry went back and forth to Kinshasa; it was a pretty
interesting location for them. They could pretty much see everything that was going back
and forth between Zaire and Congo, Brazzaville.

Q: They didn't have relations with Zaire?

WILSON: Yes, there were relations. One could get back and forth. The ferries ran every
day. The two countries met periodically. Relations were not ever terribly good, but | think
that was a function of the various personalities. | think it was a pretty much conscious
attempt by Mobutu not to have very good relations with any of his neighbors. The Congo's
economy was driven principally by oil. Despite the Marxist Leninist rhetoric, the principal
trading partners remained the French who basically ran the oil business to the extent that

| think, if anybody were to study it thoroughly, they would find that the French oil company
made an absolute fortune over the previous 40 or 60 years. American oil companies, when
| was there, were interested in some concessions and actually got some concessions.
Amoco and Conoco were present in the Congo, although Conoco later backed out of most
of its west African investments. Chevron was down a little further south in Angola. There
were some missionary groups who were working in the north; they had been there for
many years. That was the extent of our American presence.

| first visited the Congo in late 1978 when we were just reopening our embassy there.
Our embassy had been closed at the time of the 1967 Arab Israeli war, and we were just
reopening it. We were hoping to have a Peace Corps program in the Congo, but then
came the coup that brought Sassou power, and all our efforts stopped. We opened the
embassy at a very low level. We had an ambassador and maybe half a dozen people
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working there. The embassy grew slowly from that time, from the late 1970s, till the time |
went back in 1986. It was an interesting time. Sassou was making overtures towards the
West and was reducing, | think, his dependence on the Soviets; he was openly interested
in closer relations with the United States. When | got there, he had just been named
president of the Organization of African Unitthe OAU. Historically the head of the OAU,
when he goes to New York for the UN General Assembly, has an opportunity to meet with
the American president; he comes on either a private visit or working visit as the head of
the OAU representing Africa. There was not a lot of interest in the Reagan administration
In meeting this avowedly Marxist Leninist military dictator. We tried to make the case,

as did the Bureau of African Affairs, that Sassou was to be met not as the Congolese
president but as the head of the OAU. We had been reasonably successful in making this
pitch in the first few weeks that | was there in 1986. Then Sassou's foreign minister went to
the UN General Assembly. During the course of his remarks to the UN General Assembly,
he equated Zionism to racism, which was a whole new way of looking at Zionism. That
predictably really gave pause to the Israelis and their American friends in Washington. |
got a phone call from the deputy assistant secretary saying, “Look, they have just queered
any chance of a meeting with Reagan unless they do something dramatic to basically
denounce their foreign minister or otherwise correct the record.” The ambassador asked
me to go see the president's secretary general to explain to him that something dramatic
had to be done. The ambassador suggested that | tell the secretary general that they
ought to fire the foreign minister.. In the car on the way to the presidential offices, | thought
about it for a while, and concluded that | really couldn't go so far as to tell them to fire their
foreign minister. | thought that they might take that rather badly. | tried to finesse the issue
by just saying that if they hoped to have a meeting with our president, they were going

to have to clarify the minister's statement in a way that made it very, very clear that he
had not been speaking on behalf of the government. Then the secretary general asked
me precisely what | had in mind in terms of a dramatic way of making amends and | said,
“Well, far be it for me to suggest how you deal with issues that are really your own, but it
has been suggested in Washington that if the foreign minister were to lose his position,

Interview with Ambassador Joseph C. Wilson 1V http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001486



Library of Congress

that would be viewed positively by your friends in Washington.” Then I left. | thought | had
finessed it pretty well, but of course the secretary general went right in to see the president
and told him, “Wilson just came by and said 'Fire the foreign minister." The secretary
general then apparently told Sassou, “The hell with that. We'll just get rid of Wilson. That'll
show them.” I've been told by a counselor close to the President, that a meeting was

held shortly thereafter which decided that | wasn't really a big enough fish to be worthy of
declaring persona non grata; so they didn't do anything. But for a brief period of time, my
credibility with the higher reaches of government was pretty much compromised. Literally
a few weeks later another counselor went to see the president and said to him that “You
know this story that Wilson said to fire the foreign minister is just not true. You ought to
take a look at the minutes of the meeting, because there was a notetaker in that meeting.”
So Sassou called for the minutes, and the minutes of the meeting made it very clear what |
had said and what | hadn't said. Sassou was satisfied that | had not in fact been interfering
in the internal affairs of their country. My relationship with him got better right after that.

As for Sassou's visit to the United States, he went to Washington, but Reagan wouldn't
see him. They just wouldn't put him on Reagan's schedule. All we could do was to get
Reagan to call him. He was staying at the Willard Hotel. Reagan gave him a call and said,
“Welcome to Washington. | hope you're having a good time, etc...,” after which Sassou
hung up the phone and said, “That was very nice of him to take the time to call me. Given
that I'm literally only about 100 yards away, it would have been nice to have been able to
go over there and shake his hand.” He was quite right on that. It didn't stop the Congolese
press, however, from taking a picture of Reagan seated and picture of Sassou seated
and putting them together on the front page of their local government run newspaper,
suggesting that a meeting had taken place.

Substantively while | was in Brazzaville and during the time when Sassou was president
of the OAU, we worked very hard to do two things. One was to increase the level of
American investment in the Congo by supporting our petroleum companies' efforts to
expand their presence. And, two, in his capacity as president of the OAU, Sassou had
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defined two Africa wide problems worthy of his attention. One was debt relief, which was a
nonstartejust not a major issue in 1986. It is now in 2001, but it wasn't then. The other one
was the Angolan civil war. There had been a hiatus in our discussions with the Angolans.
There had been no dialogue between the Americans and the Angolans or the Cubans or
the South Africans on the Angolan issue for the previous 18 months. Sassou wanted to
restart the dialogue. The Congolese were in a very good position to influence the Angolan
side because most of the leaders in the MPLA had been in Brazzaville during the time that
they were running their war against the Portuguese. Many of them had occupied positions
in the Congolese administration. Almost all of the Angolan political leadership was friendly
with the Congolese leadership; so there was a good rapport. For 18 months, we worked
with the Congolese to put together a series of ideas to transmit to Washington. We found
that the most difficult part of putting the negotiating process back on track was convincing
our Assistant Secretary Chet Crocker that the Congolese were serious and could deliver.
Crocker held out; we finally sent somebody to Washington who was very close to Sassoa
very interesting character, a Malian author and politician, a Maoist who had spent seven
years in jail in the deserts of Mali in the 1970s under Moussa Traore. This fellow had been
a Modibo Keita guy, and when Traore came to power he was thrown in jail. His name was
Sadu Banian Penate, a well known west African author and a well known west African
Maoist at the time. He left Mali and was in exile in the Congo serving as an adviser to
Sassou. He and | became very, very good friends. We sent him to Washington and he
was actually able to persuade Chet Crocker, who was not a Maoist, that Sassou was good
for his word and that he could deliver. Crocker described Sassou pretty much as | have
described him, but he also used terms like “Marxist Leninist lightweight who enjoys his
Pierre Cardin suits and reads Afrique Aziz as his weekly reading material.” Afrique Aziz is
a kind of socialist, left wing, lightweight news magazine. We finally got Crocker to come
out to test the waters. This was in the middle or about the end of 1987 or just beginning

of 1988. Crocker came to Brazzaville. It was agreed that the Angolan minister of interior,
who was effectively the number two in that country would come from Rwanda to meet with
him. Crocker got out there, but the president of Angola had gone to India. According to
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the Angolan rules of governance, the president and the minister of interior could not both
be out of the country at the same time. So Sassou sent his airplane down to Rwanda with
a very senior personal advisotheir ambassador the UN, or somebody of that rank. They
bundled up the Angolan minister of interior and brought him to Brazzaville despite the fact
that in leaving the country the minister of interior was in violation of his country's rules of
governance. In any case, Sassou and the minister of interior met and that relaunched the
process. We went from that to having a quadripartite meeting with the South Africans and
the Cubans and the Angolans and ourselves, followed by a series of negotiations that led
to what is known as “the Brazzaville protocol to the New York accords.” The New York
accords effectively de internationalized the civil war in Angola, got the Cuban the South
African troops out of Angola. That was a pretty significant piece of diplomacy; it was a lot
of fun to work on it and to watch. | think for Chet it was one of the big breakthroughs in the
management of the “constructive engagement” policy that he was trying to implement.

Q: What was in it for the Congolese to work on this?

WILSON: | think for Sassou it was a way of legitimizing himself in the eyes both of Africa
and of the United States, of the Western world. He was able to crown his OAU presidency
with a pretty significant success. | think that was part of it. Also in retrospect the Angolans
were coming under a lot of pressure, and this was one way of the regime to ease some of
the pressure on imilitary pressure coming from the war against Savimbi by at least taking
the South Africans out of the equation and by moving forward on lessening the scope of
the conflict. But | think for Sassou it was principally a question of actually accomplishing
something during his tenure as president of the OAU. It was in our interest to actually see
that the Cubans go home. We didn't like the idea of Cubans hanging around central Africa
destabilizing governments or potentially destabilizing governments or being in a position
militarily to do that.
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Q: You mentioned that the Malian intermediary was a committed Maoist and that Sassou
had Maoist tendencies. Where did this come from? Was it sort of a homegrown thing, or
where did this...

WILSON: | don't think Sassou was ever really a Maoist. | think Sassou was much

more steeped in Marxism and Leninism, principally as a political organizing concept.
Fundamentally the part of the concept that appealed to him was that he and his cronies
would control the levers of power in the name of “The Party”the ruling party. I'll just talk first
about the Conga lot of it came from a vehement rejection by a highly politicized society

of the yokes of colonialism at the time of independence. As a consequence, they made a
decision to go in another direction from the direction under which they had labored for the
40, 50, 60 years being a colony of France. The people who in the early 1960s reached out
to the Congolese in a very successful way as the Cold War was being played out in Africa,
were the Soviets and their allies. They offered scholarships; they offered military training;
they offered political training. They had their political people there helping to organize the
party. The Congolese political leaders, while they were military guys, operated through

the party. | think that was more than anything else that drove him. | don't think Sassou
who is still president now was motivated by a sense oMarxist Leninist principleall power to
the workerbut for him it was a question of providing controlling power to the party, which
was organized the same way the communist party was organized. Mali was also a country
that at the time of independence which rejected the French pretty strongly and turned to
those who would help them as they were being isolated or ostracized by the French. At the
same time they were ostracizing the French. Keita was one of those who for some reason
or another seemed to become close friends with the Chinese. The Chinese were and are
very, very active in Africmajor commercial partners. All those things that the Africans need,
whether it is tin pots or silverware or the sorts of stuff you see in the open markets, small
trade type items, all are made in Chinnot unlike a lot of what we see. So in both the Congo
and Mali, | think it was a matter of turning to those who are willing to extend the hand of
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friendship at a time that they were looking for alternatives to the way that they had been
governed by the colonial powers.

Q: You mentioned scholarships to the Soviet Union. My experience has been that the
Sovieand | have more experience with Bulgariascholarships were really a two edged
sword. They would invite Africans to go to Moscow, Sophia or wherever, where they would
be treated like dirt. The Slavs don't take kindly to Africans. It's extremely apparent. So this
often backfired. Did you find any of this?

WILSON: | think that's right in one sense. Most of the guys went to Leningrad. That is
where the big university ithe Patrice Lumumba University. They would go there and

they wouldn't be treated very well; so they would come back with not fond memories of
life in the Soviet Union. On the other hand, it was higher education; whether they liked
the Soviet Union or not, their experience with higher education was learning about life,
whether it's politics or economics or sociology, as it was taught by Soviet professors. As a
consequence, whether you liked the Soviets or not, the students' outlook on the world was
going to be somewhat slanted by the education that had gotten, which was considerably
different from the education that they would have gotten in Western Europe or the United
States. As | have said, I've always thought that the big mistake that we made at the time
of the fall of the Berlin Wall was not doubling or tripling our scholarship funds to these
African countries and to other Third World countries; this was the time when the Soviets
and the East Germans and the Cubans and others who had big scholarship funds were
reducing theirs. | thought so for two reasons: one, education has got to be the foundation
for development and for progress in these societies; and, two, there was just a wonderful
opportunity to step in there and bring a lot of people over to the States to learn in our
universities and to see our system.

Q: How about the role of the French, not only in intellectual life but economic life and
political life, in the Congo?
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WILSON: You mentioned that studying in the Soviet Union or in Sophia, Bulgaria, as being
sort of a double edged sword. The relationship with the French is very much the same in
that there was a certain amount of resentment over the way that the French continued

to dominate the political and economic life of their former colony. At the same time, the
language in Brazzaville and Paris was the same; there were historic ties; everybody had

a relative who lived in France; people went there on vacation. There were a lot of French
in the city of Brazzaville; that maintained a certain familiarity which to a certain extent
overwhelmed the contempt, not by much perhaps, but to some extent. It was very, very
difficult for these African countries to completely break their ties with the former colonial
power just because there was so much common history.

Q: Did you find that while the embassy was working on relations with the Congolese, the
French were in a way doing the same. Was there a certain rivalry in that?

WILSON: The rivalrwe're talking about 1986 to 1988 nowas on commercial matters. The
French government supported French commercial activities very aggressively in their
former colonies, and wherever they think they have an edge, they're going to use. The
French oil company, EIf Aquitaine, was and to a certain still is a power unto itself. In
Africa, EIf Aquitaine was the repository for French intelligence operatives; it was used

as a funneand this is now coming out now in the French justice systefor money going to
these former colonies and their governments when it came time for elections. Some of the
money came back when it became time to fund French political parties at election time.

Q: They're having big scandals going on now.

WILSON: Big scandals now. It'll take a number of people down. It'll be interesting to
watch. In a sense, there was always a rivalry. There was one case where the French
had developed a cloning process for eucalyptus trees in the Congo. They were trying
to produce stock for a paper mill plant, paper mill, but they could never get the paper
mill up and running very well. There were literally hectare upon hectare upon hectare of
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eucalyptus trees, each of which looked like the one next to it because they were all cloned,
and each of which, to an American eye, looked like telephone poles or electric poles that
you would use to string wires across countries. The French had been working on this
project for 20 years. They didn't have any idea as to what to do to commercialize the
product. An American came in and said, “Gee, these look like telephone poles to me.” He
worked a deal with the Congolese to take possession of all these eucalyptus stands and
was working hard on turning them into telephone poles, shipping them out to Syria and to
the Middle East and places where they didn't have trees, but where there was a need to
run a lot of power lines. He was well on the road to commercialization of the tree stands.
Then the French stepped in and undercut him in a big way. They did it just as the French
can do everywhere, with a little money here or a little threat there and some underhanded
deal somewhere down the road. They managed to take that the stands back, putting the
American out of business. Those were the sorts of things that we would occasionally
come up against. By and large in the 1980s, there was a tendency to allow the French to
take the lead in areas that were not of primordial importance to uand the Congo wasn't.
“Constructive engagement” was essentially a southern African policy, and that was the
African focus at senior levels of the American government at the time. When we had to
deal with things like Liberia, or if later on we had to deal with Mengistu in Ethiopia, we did
S0 on an emergency basis; “constructive engagement was where our continuing focus
was.

Q: Did you feel very much, while you were in Brazzaville, that the real attention in the
iImmediate area was on Zaire (Congo, Kinshasa)?

WILSON: Very much so. Congo Kinshasa at the time had our largest single embassy in
Sub Saharan Africa. It was the largest, or the second largest, in terms of personnel in the
world if you include Foreign Service nationals. Everybody was in Kinshasa.

Q: What was the feeling or reflection you were getting from the Congolese government
towards Mobutu and what he was doing?
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WILSON: The sentiment towards Mobutu was that of all the neighboring countrieit wasn't
just in Brazzaville, but it was also in Burundi and to a certain extent, although | wasn't up
there very much, in Uganda. The sentiment amongst the neighbors was that Mobutu was
going to do everything he could to keep them weak while making himself strong. That
included efforts to destabilize his country. The neighbors were always looking askance at
Zaire and wondering what Mobutu might be up to. They would go to the meetings in the
region that Mobutu would attend. Mobutu's was kind of the “big brother” or the potentially
threatening neighbor with whom you had to somehow make your peace with if you hoped
to live to fight another day. There was a lot of healthy concern about what Mobutu might
be up to and at the same time a recognition that they were relatively much weaker than he
and his ilk. This was in the 1980s before Mobutu's decline and fall.

Q: Did we ever get a Peace Corps into the Congo while you were there?

WILSON: We had a Peace Corps staff in the Congo in the late 1970s and then because
there was a coup, that office closed. When | was there from 1986 to 1988, we had a lot

of discussions about starting a Peace Corps program. We had people coming in to make
surveys, and we may have actually had an office open towards the end of my tenure, but it
was just getting barely off the ground at that time. It's certainly obviously closed since then,
in light of the renewed fighting.

Q: What about the American missionaries? Did they play much of a role?

WILSON: They had been there for a long time. There were not as many there as I've seen
elsewhere in Africa, but there were these odd familienot in the sense that they were odd
people but there were just a few families scattered here and there in the north, principally
working with the pygmy populations. We would see them as they would come through
Brazzaville but they pretty much kept to themselves. They were not a real active part of
Congolese life.
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Q: Did tribalism play much of a role while you were there?

WILSON: Not when | was there. | think the heavy hand of the central administration was
such that you didn't see much tribalism. It hadn't really reared its ugly head. That came
about principally after | left when they got involved in the liberalization of the political
sector. They had their national conference and brought all the political groups out of the
woodwork. When they began to develop political parties in the Congo, most of the parties
then grew up along tribal lines. That's not to say that there wasn't sort of tribalism; it just
wasn't on the surface visible to the untrained Western eye. The marriage between Sassou
and Antoinette, his wife, was essentially a marriage between the north and the south.

He was an M'bochi from Oyo, and she was a Vili from Pointe Noire; so one was from

the coast and one was from the north. The coastal politics were the politics of oil and
wealth, because they owned all the oil. The M'bochi ran the military and the Vili had run
commerce from the exterior historically, which also happened to be where the olil fields
were. So there was a division there. This all got played out in Brazzaville which is Congo
territory | guess. Essentially there were the three different ethnic groups and three political
groupings that played out their rivalries in Brazzaville. Right before | got there, there had
been some problems between the south and the north that had resulted in a couple of
tribal leaders being thrown. The leader of the southern grouthe mayor of Pointe Noirhad
been convicted of terrorism in a real public trial. It was on television everyday all day long.
He was sentenced to 20 years in prison. He was later released and, as far as | know, is
back in Pointe Noire. The people in Brazzaville became more active as Sassou opened up
the political system.

Q: Did you feel that one of the jobs to get the Congo, Brazzaville off the “bad countries” list
maintained by Department of State because it had certainly been there for some time?

WILSON: Yes, absolutely. We had had no relations with the Congo for a period of 10 or 12
yearsomething like that. Then we had had very modest relations with them. They were not
bad enough to be hostile because the Congo just wasn't important enough to be hostile,
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but they were not friendly. We had a very small mission in a country which hosted a very
large Soviet mission and where the Soviets really held sway. When | was there, it was

at a time when the Congolese were reaching out and trying to improve their relationship
with the United States; so one of our roles was to convey that desire to Washington and
to convey then to the Congolese what it is that they needed to do if in fact they did want
to get off our “bad countries” roster. Their involvement in the Angolan peace process was
clearly a way of doing it. Since we had initialed the Brazzaville protocol in the fall shortly
after | lefSeptember of 198and then we signed the New York Accords in December of
1988 or January 1989, Sassou returned to the United States and was able to meet with
President Bush.. That was, | think, in recognition of their efforts to play a positive role in
the solution of a regional problem. So to a certain extent we were successful in our efforts.

Q: Did you notice any diminution of Soviet efforts in that part of Africa but particularly in the
Congo? This was the time of the Gorbachev reforms and perestroika and other things, so
things were really changing in the Soviet Union. I'm not sure if they're hit yet, but was there
any reflection of this?

WILSON: During the time that | was there, the DCM was the one who generally
represented the U.S. embassy at Soviet functions; that dates back really to the invasion of
Afghanistan. So both in Burundi and in the Congo | was the one who basically went and
hung out at the Soviet receptions when they had all their military days or national days.

| was the one who got to know the Soviets diplomatically through this. In fact, from 1987
on, it was pretty clear that the Soviet embassy was not getting the same sort of resources
and the same sort of support that it had been getting. The number of Soviet personnel was
down. Soviet activities in the country were down. Soviet interests in the Congo seemed

to be waning. | think towards the end of my tenure therthat would be the 1987 1988 time
frame, we began to see some signs that the Soviets were lowering their profile in that part
of Africcertainly in the Congo. So, to a certain extent, the answer to your question is “yes,”
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although it was not highly visible or dramatic. It's certainly a far different Russian presence
in Africa now than it was when | was there; the change has been dramatic since then.

Q: Did you view the Chinese influence there as benign, hostile or what?

WILSON: The Chinese influence has always been of a different nature. The Chinese have
a different way of looking at development assistance. They will offer you development
projects but the projects are designed to show what the Chinese can do and generally
involves a large Chinese worker presence. We would export expertise. The Chinese would
export workers who build roads or build stadiums or build buildinge.g. National Assembly
buildings. They were pretty good at that. Then their development people would stay in the
country and bid on international projects. So if they had a development project to build a
National Assembly, then they would bring 600 or 700 people over to do thaworkers that
would build the National Assemblwho then they would stay on and bid on World Bank
projects or on other international opportunities. They would establish a worker presence in
the country, who pretty much stayed by themselves. They were autonomous. They were
self sufficient. You rarely saw them in town except when they came in to sell vegetables
or buy things at the store. Their diplomatic presence was significant but not in any way
hostile. They didn't fight the Cold War against us the same way that the Soviets did.

You could go to a Chinese reception and be treated nicely. You go to a Soviet reception
and you would have to fight the “kitchen debate” with the Soviet Third Secretary who
happened to be half smashed on vodka just because he thought that he would have a
good Congolese audience to listen to him rant and rave. That happened to me several
times. The Chinese were more polite. | always thought that the Chinese offered a pretty
good “south south” type relationship to these African countries. They made products which
were very cheap and the Africans provided a ready market for a lot of them. I've always
thought that we ought to really worry more about the Chinese in Africa if we really care

to maintain some influence or not to lose some of our influence. Today that might not be
terribly important, but if you have a constellation of powers supporting China, including all
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of Africa, someday that might be important to protecting our interests in the international
forum.

Q: Were the Libyans fishing on these waters at all?

WILSON: The Libyans had a very good relationship with the Congolese. There were some
Libyan officers operating there under cover of a Libyan timber company. They were the
ones who were the principal suspects in the planting of the bombs that went into the UTA
airplane that crashed over Niger, along the Niger Chad border.

Q: That's the one that killed Bonnie Pugh?
WILSON: That's right. That bomb was planted in Brazzaville.
Q: Did the Brazzaville people do anything about it?

WILSON: | was gone when that happened. | know that the Libyans reduced their
presence, but whether that was forced by the Congolese, | don't know.

Q: Is there anything else we should coveany other developments there? Any problems
with the embassy personnel?

WILSON: No; we had a pretty good little embassy. Allen was there for the first year | was
there, and theLen Shurtleff was there.

Q: Who?

WILSON: Len Shurtleff was there as ambassador the second year | was there. Actually
the Congo was an interesting period for me because | was the one who was responsible
for all the activities dealing with Angola; I'd be running back and forth between Bodion,
who was working for Sassou, and the ambassador. We would meet two or three times a
week, Sassou and Bodion and me. The ambassador and | would get together maybe once
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a month or once every six weeks to go over things and talk about what was happening on
Angola. Then we would get the principalis together a couple times, a couple or three times,
to discuss the situation. That was a lot of fun. Towards the end of that, Crocker's special
assistant flew out to Brazzaville to see me. He was a guy by the name of Robert Cabelly.
We went out to lunch, and he said, “Look, Crocker wants you to know that he thinks you've
done a great job on this, and he wants to reward you by giving you any job you want. So
what job would you like? | will carry back your wish to Crocker, and we'll make it happen.”

| said, “Well, the only thing I've every really wanted in the Foreign Service was to be the
“Africa watcher” in our embassy in Paris. I've been in Africa now for the better part of

10 years, and I'd really like to follow events here from Paris.” So Cabelly said, “All right,
you've got it. Not a problem.” He got on the airplane, and while he was flying back from
Brazzaville to Washington... Remember that even in the 1980s, if you wanted to make

a phone call to Washington, it often took three days; if you wanted to call Kinshasa, you
would have to call through Paris and Brussels and back down to Kinshasa, which could
take days as well.

Sometime before Cabelly returned to Washington, the wife of a good friend of mine, who
was serving in New York, got a job in Paris working for USIA. She used to work for me in
Pretoria. This friend calls up Crocker and says, “My wife just got a job in Paris. What can
you do for me?” Crocker, not knowing that | wanted the job in Paris, said, “Not a problem.
You can have the “Africa watch” job.” When Cabelly got back to Washington, he told
Crocker that | wanted that Paris job. Crocker said, “Damn. I've already given it away.” So
the booby prize for not having gotten the Paris job was Baghdad as DCM in 1988. That
was the next job | had. Curiously, my friend, who was currently Deputy Chief of Mission in
The Hague, has never forgiven me for having gotten Baghdad while he got Paris. He was
slogging through the trenches in another Foreign Service job, a mid career job, while I'm
sitting out in Baghdad on CNN virtually every day.
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Q: Okay. Well, let's pick up on Baghdad then. In the first place, how did this hit you when
you got told this?

WILSON: | had had on a number of assignments; this was one of those times in my career
when | thought it was probably useful to get out of Africa. I'd been in Africa for a long

time, and | needed to do something elsput my foot in some other bureau. | bid on Algiers,
Kathmandu and maybe a half dozen other DCM jobs, because by this time it was pretty
clear that “conal” niche was the DCM world more than the administrative world. | wasn't
going to be “reconed” as a political officer. | had good DCM experiences. I'd spent five
years as a DCM, so | bid on other DCM jobs. | didn't want to go back to Washington. |

got a call, or a message, from my career development officer saying, “Look, you're in

the running obviously for all these DCM jobs, but you ought to know that for Kathmandu
there's 142 people who want to be the DCM there. For Algiers the ambassador hasn't yet
been named, but the ambassador undoubtedly is going to want to take his or her own
person. These are not sure things. But would you be interested in going to Baghdad?”
Nobody's bidding on Baghdad. It was the middle of the Iran Iraq War. “Would you like us
to put your name forward?” | thought about it, and concluded what the heck, why not. It
might be very interesting. | said, “Sure. Put my name forward.” | talked to the ambassador,
and the match up between what she wanted and what | had to offer was pretty good. She
wanted somebody with management experience.

Q: The ambassador?

WILSON: The ambassador was April Glaspie. She wanted somebody with management
experience, somebody who'd help her take this embassy that had been sort of a
backwater operation during the Iran Irag War and make it, in the aftermath of the war,
an embassy in an important Middle Eastern country at an important time. The Faustian
deal was that, in exchange, she would teach me all there was to know about our role in
the Middle East, in which | had no experience. She was, and is, a real master of Middle
East. She knows it very, very well. She knows all the players. She knows all the issues
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backwards and forwards. So it was a great opportunity. | said “yes,” not knowing that the
Near East Bureau is an entity unto itself, which even if nobody bids on a DCM job in a
place like Baghdad, resents the idea that an outsider would useful, particularly one who
was not an Arabist. | went ahead and took the job, and had a hell of a time. It was a great
job. But the day | received the official communication saying that | had been approved
also was the day that the Herald Tribune headlines boldly stated that the missile war had
resumed between Tehran and Baghdad. They were lobbing these scud missiles back and
forth between the two capitals. We had with mixed feelings when we read the message
assigning us to Baghdad.

Q: You had a wife and family?

WILSON: | had a wife. My kids were living in California, with their mother. They would
come out every summer either to France or to the Congwherever we were.

| arrived in Baghdad on Labor Day of 1988 and left on January 12, 1991. | arrived

at a time when Iran and Iraq had signed their cease fire as called for by UN Security
Council Resolution 598 which was a step forward for negotiating their differences. So

the two countries were not at war when | arrived, but the Iraq regime had just gassed its
Kurdish population in the north and photos of that were just beginning to seep out into the
international media. Saddam was under a fair amount of international criticism for gassing
his own populatiocriticism well merited. We arrived at a very, very interesting time in the
history of US Iraqi relations.

Q: In the first place, can you describe the embassy? What size was it and how did it
operate? What was the state of relations?

WILSON: We had a pretty good presence in Iraq. We had an agricultural attach#, we had
a commercial office, we had a defense attach#, we had a USIA office, and then we had
the usual State functions. We were pretty well staffed up. We were located right along the
river in a nice part of town. Our political focus was basically how do we deal with a very
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bellicose, thuggish regime in the aftermath of a 10 year war with Iran. Virtually everything
that regime did was an affront to our own value system; yet it was an important player

in Gulf politics and, as a consequence, in Arab politics, where its enormous wealth and
power and military might made it a force to be reckoned with. All of our Arab friends in
the region were telling us that Saddam was a changed man as a consequence of the Iran
Iraq War and that we should not isolate him, but rather that our policy ought to embrace
him and attempt to weave a cocoon of moderation around him, both to reinforce his new
maturity after 10 years of war and also to encourage a continued move towards moderate
and more expansive behavior. This was the Arab take on the situation, which showed in
their relationships with him by and large, with the exception maybe of Kuwait which had a
somewhat different slant on the situation. So to the extent to which we could, we tried to
develop a relationship with was some substance to it.

With Irag we had gone from 1967 to 1972 without having any presence in Baghdad
whatsoever. From 1972, we'd had an interest section located in the Belgian embassy.
We'd had one person staffing the interest section whom we raised to be charg# when we
opened our embassy. Subsequently we elevated that position to the ambassador level
through a series of moves throughout the 1980s. By the time April and | got there in 1988,
we were looking at ways to actually put some meat on the bones of this relationship. The
theory was that if we had something to lose and they had something to lose, there might
be more incentives to try to find ways of accommodating our concerns on human rights
and other issues. One of the tools in our diplomatic toolbag was agricultural credits, which
was one of our major programs with Irag. At the height of this program, we had extended
about a billion dollars of commaodity credits to Irag which came under some criticism for
being the second largest program in the world after Mexico. In fact, for one year, our Iraq
program was larger than Mexico's.

At the same time that people were becoming critical and concerned about the size of
the program, we were just then beginning to realize that we were actually getting more
of a return on our investment every year than we were actually investing giving us a net
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advantage. The agricultural credits was one of the most important programs we had in
place.

We also actively supported U.S. business efforts to help rebuild Iraq. Westinghouse,
General Electric, everybody was in there trying to build up the infrastructurelectric

grids, power plants, and things like that. Our relationship with Iraq was always tough.
Shortly after | got there, we had people who wanted to travel around the country. To get
permission to do that, they had to give the Iraqgis three weeks' advance notice if they
wanted to go beyond 25 miles outside of Baghdad; if permission was granted, then you
had to be escorted or followed. One's freedom to poke around was inhibited in any way
the Iraqis could do it. Iraq itself was probably one of the two most paranoid countries in the
world, vying with North Korea for the number one spot. Yet it was a lot of fun.

The Iraqis were very interesting people. They have a finely honed sense of their own
history. They have an intellectual class that is the equal of any intellectual class in any
other society even at a time they lived under this truly brutal dictatorship. The markets
were great to visithe kilims and the rugs and the copper and all the stuff that you could find
in these places. Iraq is the heart of the Old Testament, with its ruins of Mesopotamia and
Babylonia. It was interesting in that respect.

We were of interest to the Iragis during this time because of our position on the UN
Security Council. When | first got there, the Iragis were embarked upon a campaign to
persuade the Council of their positions on the issues related to the implementation of UN
Security Council Resolution 598. To persuade us of their position, we would be invited, or
convoked, maybe once every couple of months to what amounted to a seminar on Persian
hegemonic ambitions and designs over the previous 150 years. The Iragis would get out
their maps and show us how the Persians have been encroaching on the Shatt al Arab
over literally the last 150 years; where the border was in 1850; where it was in 1910 and
where the Iranians tried to redraw the bordehere, here and there. Much of the relationship
between Iran and Iraq was often played out through the Kurds. There were Iranian Kurdish
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dissident groups supported in the northwest by the Iraqis. Some Iragi Kurdish dissident
groups were in exile in Iran supported by the Iranians and operating out of Iranian territory
to try to undermine the Iraqgi government. Politics within Iraq were always very interesting.
We had the Shia in the south and the so called “Marsh Arabs” in southern Iraq. Of the
three significant Shia shrines, one is in Baghdad and the two are in southern Iraq. It was
an interesting mix, sort of conflicting alliance, with the Arab Shias, the Iranian Shias, the
Kurds in the nortboth Iranian and Iraqi Kurds. All of that got played out in countries that
were destabilized.

When | first got there, right after the end of the Iran Irag War, the Iragis had brought
back to Baghdad war booty that they had captured at the front. In New Baghdad, they
had created a fairgrounmiles upon milefor Iranian war booteverything from helmets with
bullet holes in them to light weaponry to heavy equipment, tanks and armored personnel
carriers, trucks, bulldozers and things like that. You could walk for miles up and down
this field and see all this equipment that they had captured. It gave you a real sense

of the enormity of the war. If you remember, between 1980 and 1990, we all got pretty
numb to this land war that was going on and on and on. But once you got to Iraq and
you were living in a country of 17 20 millionot counting the 1 million who had lost their
lives in the previous decade on the Iran Iraq front. As Tarig Aziz said in one of the few
truthful statements | ever heard him multter, virtually every Iragi family had somebody

in their family who had been lost in the Iran Irag War. It had been a terrible, terrible war
for the Iragi population, and you could see that. Saddam attempted to run a guns and
butter economy. He wanted to pay a peace dividend to his country in terms of increased
imports of products wanted by the population, but at the same time he wanted to maintain
a significant military machine including 1 million soldiers at the front and another 1 million
who were basically guarding the oil pipelines. That's a very significant military. He had
already mortgaged a good part of his future prosecuting the Iran Iraqg War, and his post
war program required an additional debt burdethe money had to come from somewhere.
Hence, as we approached 1990, tensions began to emerge between Iraq and Kuwait.
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Kuwait had been a major financier of the war effort; it had financed a lot of the war effort
through loans rather than just grant funds for development assistance.

Q: What were you getting from your Iragi contacts about the value of the war? Was
anybody able to question it?

WILSON: Nobody would question the Saddam regime; it was not done in Irain polite Iraqi
society. Saddam came to the presidency through the security apparatus, and, in his years
of running the security apparatus, had created a number of concentric and overlapping
circles of intelligence services. Some people estimated that perhaps there were as many
as seven, some of which existed just to spy on the other ones. We used to say that, if
you wanted to do your Iraqi friends a favor, the best thing you could do for them would
be never to be seen with them. | have been told that very senior Iraqgi officials would

be invited to dinners by other Iragis. The next day, the host Iragis would have to go in
and explain to the intelligence people what the senior officials had said at the dinneand
these people were presumably close to the leadership. There was no open dialogue,

real candid dialogue, on what the Iran Irag War meant other than what the official word
which was essentially that Iraq was defending the Arab worlin the broadest sense of

the teragainst Persian hegemonic ambitions along the Shatt al Arab. Tariq used to say
that, “We defended, with the blood of our sons, Arab independence against the Persian
onslaught.”

The Iraqis would take the spouses of ambassadors to some of the key battlefields and
show them exactly how the battle had played out along the coast, for example. They went
there and took pictures of what that battle was all about. That was one of the really big
battles in the Iran Iraqg War. You'd go down to Basra and see that along the waterfront of
the Shatt al Arab there were statues of Iragi generals who had given their lives in the Iran
Iraq War. There were those who said that the Iragi military pension policy was to give a
general a bullet in the head about the same time you gave him his third or fourth star to
prevent the development of a cadre of military officers who might form the nucleus of a
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threat for Saddam autocratic power; that was probably pretty accurate. There were a lot of
generals who just disappeared or just died. It was a very brutal regime.

During the time that we were there, there were a number of interesting things that we did.
Chevrolet came in and basically displaced Volkswagen as the automobile of choice in
Iraq. The Iragis all made it very clear that, despite the fact that we hadn't had relations with
them for so many years, they were interested in having American products as opposed

to those of other countries. In the two and a half years that | was there, the vehicle fleet
literally turned over so that Chevrolets became the vehicle of choice in Iraqgi society. These
were Chevrolets made in Canada, although it's hard to, even in Iragi minds as well as
ours, to view a Chevrolet as a Canadian product. | used to say that if you had only one
time to be in the Middle East and one place to be, this was the time and Irag was the
place, because it was involved in everything. They had just emerged from the Iran Iraq
War. They were asserting themselves as a leader of the Arab League, and they were
taking positions on the Arab Israeli conflict, as they always had beepositions that some
U.S. Senators initially thought that might serve as a basis for moderation the position of
the Arab states on Palestinian issues.

We had an inspection team look over our operation. Senator Larry Pressler came out

a couple times to talk to them about various issues. Yasser Arafat would come to town

all the time; he took refuge in Baghdad when he wasn't living somewhere else. His
relationship with Saddam later almost cost the Palestinians any sort of power and authority
in their quest.

One other interesting issue that we worked on during the first year or year and a half of
my tour was Lebanon. The Iragis saw Beirut and Lebanon as an opportunity to get back at
Syria for what they viewed as Assad's betrayal of the Arab cause by the position he took
on the Iran Iraq War. The Iraqgis quite openly were sending these frog surface to surface
missiles from Baghdad to Beirut through Agaba. We actually intercepted a ship to keep it
from landing in Beirut; it turned back. As April Glaspie pointed out to Tarig Aziz, the Iraqgis
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found themselves in a very odd position as a tacit ally of Israel by supporting General
Aoun in his efforts to keep Beirut free of Syrian interference. For the Iraqis it had nothing to
do with Israel; it had much more to do with giving Assad a bloody nose and using Beirut as
a way to do it. The road to Damascus from Baghdad went through Beirut.

Q: Were we getting a reading on what Saddam was up to? There was a quite a debate,
as | recall it, over what his purpose was. He was going after major weapons systems, long
range artillery and everything. Were we looking hard at that to try to figure out what this
was all about?

WILSON: Yes, sure; we watched it very carefullas carefully as we could given the sort

of meager resources at our disposal. We had an aggressive program to try and find out
everything we could about his nuclear, chemical and biological weapons development
programs. If he in fact had used chemical weapons, that was something of great concern.
So we watched with great interest every time that they would come up with some reverse
engineered type program. They came up with a cannon at one point; they had this long
gun, which didn't work very well. It was fascinating to watch. We were not the most
effective and we were certainly not the most aggressive in subverting what they were
doing. I think the Israelis' intelligence services was ahead of us on that score. There were
people who developed the big gun working with the Iraqgis; they were found dead in odd
places around Europe as they got closer to sort of realizing their goals. The Israelis, who
had already blown up the Iragi's nuclear reactor once, were watching developments very
closely as well. We did everything we could, given our resources, to try and make sure
that we had a handle on those programs. I'm not sure even to this day that we had a
perfect understanding of what's going on, but we were certainly concerned about it and
we followed it. We ran a lot of stuff at the time to keep tabs on what the Iragis were doing
internationally.

Q: Were there concerns about our relations with Irawe were too close or not. Was that an
issue that was being played out in Washington?
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WILSON: Clearly, when the Iragis gassed the Kurds, that was a real problem for a lot of
people including people up on the Hill. Claiborne Pell was Chairman of the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee at that time. He had a guy on his staff, Peter Galbraith, who later
went on Zagreb as ambassador in the Clinton Administration, who was very concerned
about what was happening in Iraqg and what Saddam was doing. He and Pell brought a

lot of pressure to bear, and they forced us to really think about the sort of relationship we
were having with the Iragis. We shared their concerns. We were under no illusions that
this was anything other than a very brutal regime. The question was always which was

the better approach. Was it to isolate them like we treated Libya and Cuba, or would it

be better to develop a network of relations with them to encouraged moderate behavior
because moderate behavior might lead to better relations? The aim was to discourage
extremist behavior because those circumstances could potentially lose what we already
achieved in terms of improving substantive relations, whether in the commercial or political
areas.

We felt that a better approacand it was not just us; all our friends in the Arab world were
counseling us the same wato an Iraqg that was emerging from a terrible war with Iran,

was to encourage moderation by developing a whole network of relationships that would
benefit both parties. Those relationships would provide the anchor which would stabilize
the relations as the political wind blew back and fortpolitical winds being generated
principally by Iraqg and Saddam. When he would arrest generals and shoot them, if we had
a relationship that basically established constraints on Iragi temptation to do something
more outrageous, we would then be able to moderate their behavior over the long term;
that was something that was just generally believed by the Arab world as well. | wouldn't
say it was forced upon us, but | would say that to a large extent, the Arab counsel was

to do that, and that counsel was accepted at the highest reaches of our government. So,
even as we would produce these human rights report which were, | think, accurate in their
depiction of Irag as a brutal totalitarian regime, at the same time were we attempting to put
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into place policies and programs that would provide some substance to our relationship in
the hopes that that would then moderate Iraqi behavior.

Q: When you got to Baghdad, how did April Glaspie use you? Could you all communicate
with the government?

WILSON: First and foremost, April used me basically to be the chief operating officer in
the embassy, although she was very much a hands on person herself. But | managed
the operation in the sense of directly supervising all the elements and serving as the

go between her and the staff. We put into place a large scale program designed to

turn our embassy, in the aftermath of the Iraq Iran war, into a real embassy rather than
an outpost on the front line of a major war. That involved coming up with new staffing
patterns, coming up with a new budget, making significant equipment buys. We had the
undersecretary for management come out and take a look at the sort of space we needed.
We were negotiating a settlement with the Iragi government on property that they had
taken from uour old embassy of 20 years earlier worth about $35 40 million. We were
looking to buy new property. We were going through all the classic stuff that one does
when one is establishing a significant organization, including spending a fair amount of
money to do so. That is what | spent much of my time on.

The other thing | did as DCM was to serve as counselor to the ambassador and to be

her alter ego; she was very good about making us about as interchangeable as we could
be. So | spent a lot of time with her learning about the Gulthe issues, the players, the
position of the United States on issues, where the strength and weaknesses were in
various positions, the role of the Arab League in politics, etc. This was material that | had
to learn since | was in a region with which | was not been terribly familiar. In that respect it
was a great learning experience. As | said earlier, the Iraqis helped on that because they
had made it a goal of their policy to try and persuade us of their position on UN Security
Council Resolution 590; we had a lot of exchanges with the Iragis on those issues.
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Q: That resolution dealt with what?

WILSON: That was the resolution that dealt with the aftermath of the Iran Iraq War. It
provided the framework for the two parties to negotiate a peaceful settlement. So we had
a lot of exchanges with the Iraqis literally from day one. | used to see everybody from Tariq
Aziz on down.

Q: My understanding is that we had been helpful during the Iran Iraqg War by supplying
satellite information and things like that. Was there any residue of good will?

WILSON: No. The Iraqgis always took the position that we never did anything that wasn't

in our national interest and, therefore, we earned no brownie points with them for having
done something that was totally in our own interest. On the other hand, we did earn a

fair amount of criticism from the Iragis whenever it was suggested that we had done
something to benefit the Iranians. For example, at one point we were accused of having
given the Iranians the Iraqi order of battlwhether done deliberately or through some loose
talk that got into the newspapers. The Iraqgis used to always accuse us of having favored
the Iranians because of that. One of the early negotiations that we were involved had to
do with a resolution of an Iraqgi attack on a US destroyer cruiser, the Stark, during which 34
sailors had been killed or injured and which caused a significant amount of damage to the
ship. We actually were able to negotiate the first payment of that. We negotiated with them
and received some compensation.

Q: The Shah had had a hell a lot of American equipment, and Irag had a lot of Soviet
equipment. Were there any comparison made and lessons learned?

WILSON: To the extent to which the Iraqgis learned any lessons, they learned the

wrong ones. If they thought that by having held the Iranian military to a stalemate, they
might somehow concluded that their equipment was as good as the Iranian American
equipment. They were dead wrong. As we moved into the Gulf War, that was one of the
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things that we, the embassy in Baghdad, wanted to make sure that they understoothat this
was not going to be a military action along the lines of the one that they had just fought
against Irathis would be an entirely different war.

Q: You were the new boy on the block; so | guess you were asking a lot of questions.
What was your impression of the military tactics of both sides during this war?

WILSON: The Iran Iraqg War?
Q: Yes.

WILSON: Having gotten there after the last battle was fought, there wasn't a lot of sort
of post mortems to be done. | guess principally the most sort of shocking and surprising
result of the was the level of casualties and how a population of 17 million could take as
many casualties.

Q: It sounds like the Battle of the Verdun played over.

WILSON: In fact, that's exactly right. | think that we really saw in the Iran Iraq War, a replay
oWorld War | complete with mustard gas and rudimentary chemical weapons, and with
trench warfare and sort of slogging it out on a front line forever and ever and ever with
very little forvard movemenno more than five kilometers one way or the other, during the
course of the 10 years of the war. One thing became very clear. As we extrapolate the Iran
Iraq conflict into the Gulf War, one of the real weaknesses of the Iragi military tactics and
strategy was their ability to have effective logistics. They could move their troops, but they
couldn't get the logistic support to them. This became again very clear when they invaded
Kuwait. They just couldn't go any further because they had outrun their supply lines. If you
look at the Iran Iraq War, you can see that. They could get troops five miles down the road,
but then they couldn't support their forward position.
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Q: Dealing with the government, you mentioned Tariq Aziz. He had a whole series of
positions while you were there. Who was he?

WILSON: Tariq was Foreign Minister at that time. Tariq is a very interesting character. He
speaks very good English, although, as far as | know, he has never been educated outside
Iraq. All his education was in Iraqgi schools. As a Christian, Tariq had no independent
political base whatsoever; he owed everything to Saddam; so he was kind of a loyal flunkil
used to tell people that Tarig Aziz is somebody who is very bright and very articulatfar
brighter and far more articulate than | will ever be - and very powerful through the authority
that he got from Saddam. He used articulate the position of his government, his country,
with great authority. Yet the bottom line on Tariq is what you say to yourself when you go
to a used car locan you trust the salesman? In Tariq's case, you couldn't. | would never
trust him particularly when we are talking about the Gulf War. | had some experiences with
him that proved that | couldn't trust him.

Q: Was Tariqg the person the embassy went through? Was there any direct contact with
Saddam Hussein?

WILSON: Saddam almost never met an ambassador. When one presented his or her
letters of accreditation, the letters were always taken by Izzat Ibrahim or by Yassin
Ramadan, who were Saddam's two chief lieutenants. Saddam would meet ambassadors
only when they were escorting distinguished visitors from their own country to a meeting
that had been granted with Saddam. So the only times that we met Saddam during the
two and a half years that | was there were either when people like Arlen Specter and
other Senators came to Baghdad. John Kelly met one time with Saddam when he was
assistant secretary of State. There were the two occasions for meetings with Saddam
as events were leading up to the Gulf War : April Glaspie saw him on July 26th and then
when | saw him 10 or 11 days later on August 6th. Those were the only two times that
anybody can remember our meeting with him when we weren't escorting a VIP or a part
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of a Congressional delegation. Those two were the only one on one meetings. April might
have met with him one other time, but | just don't remember.

Q: Where we able to tap into the mafia in the town of Tikrit?

WILSON: Most of our with Iragis were in very formal channels, and most of our relations
with the Iragi government went through Nezar Hamdun. He was the undersecretary. He
had been in Washington as the head of the Iraqi Interests section, then as ambassador,
had returned to Baghdad to become the undersecretary. He was basically the guy that
handled U.S. relations. So virtually everything that we had to do went through him first. We
could then have a series of other relationships within the foreign ministry depending on the
nature of the business. Our contacts would be with the protocol office or the desk officer or
with Tariq occasionally or with the office director depending on the issue. Relations beyond
that with the broader Iragi community were very rare. We had some of it with Hussein
Kamel, who was the minister of industry and military industrialization. He was Saddam's
son in law who later fled to Jordan and then decided he could come back because he was
told all was forgiven, only to return to be shot. We had some relationship with the minister
of commerce and the minister of agriculture because of the specific programs that we
were funding. But those relationships were very perfunctory, very formalistic and were not
terribly authentic. As | said earlier, we had a saying at the embassy that the best thing that
you could do for your Iraqi friends is never be seen with them. Normally, Iraqgis could not
come to our houses; only on very rare occasions did they show uprimarily those very few
who had this permission to circulate in the broader international community. There were
really only about a half a dozen of them, and you sort of had to wonder what their role in all
of this was. But, by and large, there were really very, very fein fact, virtually nonmeaningful
relationships that allowed us to actually sit with an Iragi and talk about issues and get
something other than the party line.
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Q: What about the role of other embassies? Was it sort of like Moscow in the bad old days
when everybody went to other embassies and asked what's going on and trying to share
this information maybe?

WILSON: Because the contacts with Iraqis were so few and far between, the main avenue
for gathering of information came by attending all National Day celebrations. There were
110 embassies, so there were 110 National Days. Because the Iragis were a significant
military power and had just fought a significant war, there were military attach#s attached
to all embassies. So depending on whether a country had one military day or whether
each service had its own day, you would have another 110 odd military days. That meant
than on 250 days of the year you were out at one reception or another. That was the way
we figured out who was seeing whom and who was saying what to whom; there was a lot
of gossip that went on in these receptions. Now we, as | mentioned earlier, because of the
nature of our relationship with the Iragis, were often the ones who were the providers of
information on contacts with the Iragis because we had lots of them. On the other hand,
the Soviets had some very experienced hands assigned to Baghdad. As we moved to the
Gulf War, this became increasingly the case especially with the emergence of Primakov,
who was a close personal friend of Saddam. Their DCM, my counterpart, was a guy by
the name of Sasha Kalugin, who was the son of Kalugin, the KGB guy who's written a
couple books. Some other embassies that were particularly gooe.g the Egyptian embassy
was very good because there were 4 million Egyptians in the country; so they had lots of
contact.

Q: What were they doing?

WILSON: They were rebuilding Babylon; they were doing a lot of manual labor that the
Iraqis didn't do anymore. They basically filled a void. As all Iragis men became soldiers,
Egyptians came in and did the road work. And the Turks were also active. The Turks
had an ambassador there who's currently their ambassador in Paris. He went from Iraq
to be the Turkish ambassador to the European Union in Strasbourg, and then he went
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to be the head of Turkish Central Intelligence organization and then to Paris. He was

a very distinguished Turkish diplomat and a very savvy guy; they had a good embassy
there. Because of the nature of their relationship with Iraqis, i.e., big trade back and forth
across the border, they had lots of good information and lots of good insights into what
was happening in Irag.

Q: This was prior to the build up of the Gulf War. How about the Kurd situation? Were you
following that?

WILSON: Yes, we followed it a lot. One of our key employees was a Kurd. His clan

had been pretty much coopted by the Iraqgi regime, but he was still able to give us a fair
amount of insight into what was going on. The head of the Kurdish Democratic Party, KDP,
was a good friend of ours. He was based in the mountains outside of Sulaymaniyah in
Iraq; he used to come in fairly often and give us some good insight into what was going
on up there. So we had pretty good Kurdish contacts. We couldn't get to their area as
often as we wanted because of travel restrictions. | actually got up to the Iranian border
during the second year of my tour when restrictions were loosening up; | got up to Ronya,
Rawanduz and Sulaymaniyah and up to Mosul and Irbil, which are primarily Kurdish and
Iraqi Christian towns in the north. We were able to follow Iraqi efforts to move the Kurds
out of sensitive areas to other towns and historic villages. We would build other villages
for them and things like that. So we followed that and we followed the various discussions
that were going on between Kurdish groups and then between the Kurds and the Iraqi
government as they were working through all their political issues. The Kurds, when they
weren't fighting the Iraqis and the Arabs, were fighting each other.

Q: Did you have the classic problem of trying to establish relations with a brutal regime like
Saddam's, while some junior officers were saying, “This is terrible?” | was just wondering
whether you had this.
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WILSON: | suppose to a certain extent we did. We didn't have that many junior officers
who were qualified to be “bomb throwers.” They were mostly first tour officers who didn't
have enough experience to really be that. Baghdad was a tough post to fill; we had some
people who may have been disgruntled for other reasons other than that. During my
confirmation hearings for Gabon, | got nothing but questions on Iraqg; all the questions
related to how we approached the human rights issue. | could truthfully say that we

were very clear eyed in our criticism of the brutality of the Iragi regime, as stated in

our annual human rights reports. | don't think that we were under any illusions that this
was a good regime and that it was worthy of our magnanimity. On the other hand, we
made a conscious decision that the best way to encourage future moderated behavior
was to develop a network of relations based on our own interests and the commonly
perceived interests both with Irag and with the region. This position, | think, enabled us
to a certain extent to ward off whatever criticism of the brutality of the regime there might
have been. Now, there were instances when people were absolutely disgusted with what
the Iragis were doinwhether it was “PNGing” one of our employees or whether it was
killing an Iranian journalist whose girlfriend happened also to be the girlfriend of one of
our employees. There were incidents like that. Certainly there was general revulsion at
the Iraqgi regime but not a lot of opposition to what we were trying to accomplish with our
approach.

So the basic tenets of our policy in the aftermath of the Iran Iraqg War were to encourage
Iraqi moderation through a series of incentives including the Agricultural Commodity Credit
Program, commercial relations, etc. This policy was not developed unilaterally, but it was
conceived with the support and advice of our Arab friends in the region who to