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EUGENIA MCQUATTERS  

Secretary/Assistant to Ambassador Biddle 

Warsaw, Poland (1937-1940) 

 

Eugenia McQuatters was educated at the University of California and at the 

Sarbonne in France. She entered the Foreign Service in 1936 and was assigned 

as Secretary and Assistant to Ambassador Anthony Biddle. She accompanied 

Ambassador Biddle on his missions to Poland, France and England. Her 

experiences in those countries during World War II are graphically told in her 

interview, which was conducted by Randolph W. Baxter in 1991. 

 

Q: When would you have left, then, to Warsaw? 

 

McQUATTERS: Oh, I think, it was December, no, November ó36 -- [pause] -- yes. The 

ambassador who was there, or the former ambassador who was there was going out, and Mr. 

Biddle was coming in. But I didnôt know that he was coming in; I just knew the other one was 

going out. They put me in the file room. The man who was in the file room was so anxious to get 

away--- he wanted to get out of Warsaw - [that] he left about the day I got there. [laughs] So I 

had to really work hard to find out what the file room really consisted of. 

 

Soon after that -- a few months after that -- Ambassador Biddle came. [Biddle was named by 
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President Roosevelt to be U.S. Ambassador to Poland on April 6, 1937, was confirmed in May 

and arrived in Warsaw on June 2, 1937.] Thatôs when he asked if I would do his confidential 

work, and I said yes -- thatôs the way it happened. I was very very pleased, because, I really 

worked -- you had no hours -- you just had to work at that was all there was to it. At the 

beginning, it was fairly quiet, but after awhile, it began to get fairly tense, and there was the 

feeling of an oncoming conflict, you might say. 

 

Ambassador Biddle had a lot of work to do, and he went to the Foreign Office and to various 

others -- he made wonderful contacts in Warsaw. You certainly have read all those -- from the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, [The 1976 Biddle Report book contained several letters and cables 

Biddle had sent to President Roosevelt and the State Department which detailed the diplomatic 

situation leading up to the Nazi invasion. McQuatters was particularly interested in the 

compilation, since she had originally typed Biddleôs hand-written notes for his various cables 

and letters!] and -- [pause] ... 

 

Q: [Polish Foreign Minister] Józef Beck? 

 

McQUATTERS: Beck turned out to be not what he was supposed to be, I think. 

 

Q: What was your impression of Beck? Because heôs been alternately ... 

 

McQUATTERS: Well, at that time, I thought that he was a fine, brilliant man -- he was certainly 

very fine. And it was only later that we learned that he wasnôt one hundred percent for the Poles. 

But the Poles were really wonderful people. 

 

I didnôt learn to speak Polish -- I took a few Polish lessons to learn a little bit like, ñThatôs too 

expensive,ò or, ñItôs too far,ò -- things like that. One way [we learned is when] we would go out 

with some of the Polish people from the Embassy and try to buy things from the grocery stores, 

or things like that. You could see that there was beginning to be less and less food, and less and 

less material things in the country. And also, for example, if you had a hundred-zloty bill or even 

hard currency such as a twenty-zloty piece of money, and you wanted to buy something that was 

three or four zlotys, you didnôt get your change back, because they wanted the hard currency, 

see? They didnôt accept paper money at that time. So it was quite interesting. By the time we left, 

or [even] before we left, it was really getting pretty difficult. 

 

One time, I made a trip to Danzig for the Ambassador with some instructions that he gave me 

orally. You werenôt supposed to [talk with anyone] -- you didnôt know whether you would be 

caught with anything -so it was just oral instructions to the man in charge there, the Consul. 

 

Q: Was that Mr. Kuykendall? 

 

McQUATTERS: Yes. [pause, then laughs] It was really very interesting, because the day that I 

arrived at Danzig for our conference, he met me at the station and said, ñYouôre coming to stay 

at my house, with my wife. Thereôs a young fellow whoôs there, too. The crazy young fellow, he 

was taking photographs all over the place.ò -- [laughs] -- as the Nazis were, of course, running all 

around -- ñI had to go down and get him out. He didnôt mean any harm, but he was just stupid, 
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this boy, taking photographs. He should have known better.ò So this boy was there, also, in the 

Consulate. 

 

Q: He was a German as a guest of the American Consulate, the photographer? 

 

McQUATTERS: No, he was just a little American boy. He just didnôt know better. But still, the 

Consul wasnôt so sure about this fellow. So I had to go back the next day. He said, ñHeôs going 

away too; Iôm sending him away. He can go and get on the train all by himself, but Iôll take you 

to the train and see that you get into your compartment,ò which I thought was fine. It was an 

overnight trip, and I wasnôt supposed to have anything to do with this fellow. ñDonôt talk to him, 

because you never know anything,ò and all of the sort, because people were very suspicious in 

those days. So, everything was fine, and we went to sleep. Right next [to my compartment] there 

was a little washroom. The next day, coming into Warsaw, I was [standing] in the corridor, and 

he came out of his door which was right next to my compartment! We had been using the same 

washroom, and I didnôt know! [laughs] Weôd never coincided with each other, you know, and 

the doors had been wide open! I thought we would die laughing. There were a lot of instances 

like that. I donôt know what happened to him afterwards. The Consul was being so careful to 

keep us apart, and here we had the same little washroom -- that was very funny. 

 

I was also sent to Berlin with a message to deliver there. 

 

Q: To the Ambassador? 

 

McQUATTERS: From the Ambassador to the Ambassador. It was quite interesting because one 

of the young Third Secretaries, which I had known -- he was in Warsaw when I got there, and 

heôd been transferred to Berlin -- was there. It was a very easy trip to take. But it was a time 

when you just didnôt have too much confidence in anybody. You just kept everything to yourself 

as much as you could. You had a lot of people - [pause] 

 

There was a telephone operator at the Embassy, a young man named Grotowski, the son of a 

former Consul General in Chicago, the Polish Consul General to Chicago. He was well educated 

and a very nice person, but he would listen to conversations, you see. [laughs] Finally, 

sometimes the Ambassador would say, ñAil right, now, Grotowski, you just hang up the phone,ò 

so of course he had [been listening in]. Several times, I had come into in my office, and I always 

found him sort of looking around in the wastepaper [basket and] in the incoming basket, and 

things like that. I kept wondering, ñWhat on earth is he doing here?ò 

 

Well, then [after that], you didnôt leave anything out. You locked everything up. Just to show 

you how close it was -- we had a Disbursing Officer who was a very nice American, and -- 

Grotowski didnôt come to work one day, and didnôt come to work the second day, and nobody -- 

he didnôt call in to say he was not well. So the Ambassador sent this Disbursing Officer out to his 

[Grotowskiôs] house to see -- ócause you couldnôt get in touch with him in any other way -- and 

there he was, just sort of sitting there on his porch, and he [the Disbursing Officer] said, ñAre 

you coming back to work or not, because you canôt keep this up.ò And he [Grotowski] said, ñOh, 

yes, yes, Iôll be back in a few days,ò and [that] he just was having some little difficulty. Well, he 

didnôt come back. And finally, the same Disbursing Officer went out and got the news: he 
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[Grotowski] had been in our employ, paid by the State Department, and he was also working for 

the Germans and working for the Poles. And he was getting all this information. After a while, 

though, he couldnôt get any [more] information, because we had been locking everything, and 

had everything tied down -- this business of finding him a couple of times in the office, looking 

around the paper[s], listening on the telephone -- he [now] had no information to pass on. And 

then, I donôt know who it was -- I never found out whether it was the Germans or the Poles -- 

when he got on a train to come into Warsaw, they threw him off the train and he was killed. 

Thatôs how they found him -- on the tracks. 

 

Thatôs just one incident of the sort of tension that you were living under in those days. The 

Ambassador was certainly very calm -- he was a very strong person, in a very mild way, but he 

was very strong -- and he tried to take care of the staff as much as he could. In the garden of the 

Embassy, they had dug a trench so that if anything happened, you could go out and get in the 

trench. We had messages from the State Department that we were trying to decode, that said, 

ñYou are ordered to take the women members of your staff and put them in a safe position,ò 

meaning that they should go in the trench. But in decoding that message -- I remember very well 

-- the flak was coming down so strong that you couldnôt even leave the building to go out into 

the trench! There were two or three of us that were decoding the messages, and we just stayed 

where we were. Nothing happened to any of us. Although the flak was very strong, it didnôt seem 

to get into the trench nor into the house. But later on, the Ambassador felt that, for our 

protection, we should go to a place outside of Warsaw. I donôt know whether that was in the 

documents or not ... 

 

Q: He [Ambassador Biddle] mentions that there was an Embassy villa at -- Konstancin? -- is 

that the town? 

 

McQUATTERS: Yes, thatôs right! So we went there, and most of the women members of the 

staff had a house, near the Ambassadorôs house. Thatôs when in his yard, thirteen bombs were 

dropped. And every one of them was a dud! We heard all that noise and everything, and we 

rushed to find out what it was. He said, ñThis is too risky -- weôre going to leave Konstancin and 

go back into Warsaw.ò So we all went back! [laughs] Some people said that those bombs were 

duds on purpose, just to frighten the foreigners who were there, or just to let them know that [the 

Nazis] had the power over the air, which they did. The Poles had nothing, and the other countries 

like France and England didnôt come in very strong for three or four days. And this happened on 

the first day of the War. I think on the fifth day, we left on the convoy, and went south. 

 

Q: If we could go back just a little bit, before the invasion had started. You said there was a 

feeling that [Polish] Foreign Minister Beck had changed positions? 

 

McQUATTERS: No, no. Foreign Minister Beck was just fine at that time, as far as I was aware, 

and the Ambassador too. It was only afterwards that we learned that he had not been as correct as 

he had [reputedly] been -- he was more for the Nazis, for the Germans, than he was for the Poles. 

At least thatôs what I understood. 

 

Q: After the invasion started? 
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McQUATTERS: No, after the war was over, we learned that. We found out that the Military 

Attaché to the German Embassy had been friendly with some of the younger officers and with 

the Military Attach® in Warsaw. He was reported to have said, ñWhere is Mr. Biddle?ò when the 

War started, on the first day. He came up and said, ñHow about you, Mr. Elbrick [C. Burke 

Elbrick, then Third Secretary of the U.S. Embassy to Poland] -- and where is Mr. Biddle now, 

today?ò [in a mocking or sarcastic tone] -- so it showed that he was really for the Germans. He 

had been friendly with all of the officers and the Military Attaché all that time, and they never 

did suspect that he had -- that he would be -- you, know, a Nazi. 

 

Q: This was -- he [Ambassador Biddle] mentions a Major Colburn [who] was the U.S. Military 

Attaché -- 

 

McQUATTERS: He was our Military Attaché -- Major Colburn. 

 

Q: So this other person was -- a German. 

 

McQUATTERS: A German. 

 

Q: And he was Military Attaché to Warsaw. 

 

McQUATTERS: Well, he was -- the other man was -- a German Military Attaché attached to the 

German Embassy in Warsaw, you see. Major Colburn was our Military Attach®. Itôs wonderful -

- what youôve got there -- [laughs] you must have read those [referring to the 1976 Biddle Report 

book] -- those things from A to Z! 

 

Q: Well, it helps to have it down, to remember what is what. 

 

McQUATTERS: [laughs] I remember that he had invited two or three of the Clerks -ócause they 

donôt have that title anymore; youôre not a Clerk of Embassy anymore. Youôre, I suppose, an 

Administrative Assistant, or something like that, anything thatôs big and high-sounding! -- he 

[the German Military Attach®] invited us to his house for dinner. And, he said, ñWell, things are 

not what Iôd like to see, but I donôt think thereôs any reason to worry.ò And we went home about 

ten oôclock, back to our place, and the very next day the bombs started! 

 

They were so devious, those Germans. I had gotten an apartment, and a German maid. She came 

recommended, and said, ñHere is my credential.ò She had been working for one of the German 

Military Attachés in Warsaw! [laughs] She said, ñJust call him up, and youôll find...ò And so I 

called him up, and he said, ñWell, you see, sheôs excellent, but weôre changing our household, 

and we donôt need her anymore.ò [laughs] I hired her, and she was really a marvelous maid. I 

had my apartment about ten minutes away [from the Embassy], and two friends of mine from the 

clerical staff used to come to lunch every day, and afterwards weôd all go back to work again. 

One day, we were having lunch, and I remember apologizing when the maid passed the -- 

biscuits or something -- around, and the napkin in the tray was not very clean. I said, ñIôm so 

sorry about the soiled napkin, itôs terrible.ò The very next day, the napkin was as clean as 

anything, and that made me realize that though she had said she didnôt understand English very 

well -- and I had taken a few lessons in German, and I would say just a few little words to 
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communicate with her -- she understood English perfectly and she was just hoping against hope. 

Thatôs why they placed her there, because they thought I was a very important person. But I 

never took anything home, as it wasnôt safe, and I never discussed anything over the telephone 

that wasnôt easily understood. I mean, nothing secretive. I did have the information, of course, 

because I was very close to the Ambassador. They probably thought this was really fine, weôll 

just get into her place. But it was a great disappointment to them. 

 

Then, when the war actually started, I dismissed her. Iôd seen her walking down the street with 

this German Attaché -- they were great pals -- and the next day, I dismissed her. She refused to 

go -- it was a terrible thing -- and I reported it to the Polish authorities. But they had no power; 

even at that early stage, they couldnôt do anything, they were so powerless. I think the whole 

government was probably infiltrated with traitors. 

 

Before I got my own apartment, I had lived in a pension [pronounced the French way, as in a 

rented room], and it was a very nice pension. I had a little sort of alcove bedroom, and I had a 

living room, and bath -- it was very nice. The only thing, it was sort of difficult for lunch, 

because we had American hours, and they -- the Poles -- had Polish hours, and it was very hard. 

But the dinner was always served up in your salon with a waiter with white gloves -- very 

elegant. And Iôll never forget that womanôs name, because her name was Jabelewski 

[phonetically: zhah-bel-LEF-ski]. She was so disagreeable, especially to Americans. She just 

didnôt like Americans at all. Later, I learned, from Polish friends that came later, that she was 

definitely pro-German. A Pole that was pro-German. [laughs] She probably had been born in 

Danzig or something like that. 

 

But there was that little feeling of, ñJust be quiet, and donôt talk about anything thatôs interesting. 

Just talk about things that have no consequence at all.ò 

 

Q: So most of the Poles were -- untrustworthy? You couldnôt tell whether they were pro-German 

or not? 

 

McQUATTERS: I must say, that most of the Poles were not pro-German. But not all of them -- 

you couldnôt tell. Like this Jabelewski, she ran a wonderful pension and was very elegant, but 

she was pro-German. I know I had some Polish friends, and they couldnôt have been nicer. But 

there were one or two -- like this boy, Grotowski [the Embassy telephone operator] -he was well 

educated, heôd been to Oxford ... a very nice person who had wonderful manners ... he just had to 

have a lot of money -- but there he was, he got involved with the Americans and the Poles and 

the Germans all at once, and then, of course, he got into a terrible lot of trouble. There were a 

few like that who were disagreeable. 

 

We had one Polish man, he was a Polish Jewish man whose job was in the financial [section], 

handing out the checks to the other people, and -- 

 

Q: People in the Embassy? 

 

McQUATTERS: He was at the Embassy. He was a Polish Jew. Couldnôt have been nicer. He 

evacuated with us. He left his wife and family there, and evacuated with us. 
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The first place we went to was Krzemieniec [phonetically: kshim-YEN-yez] -- itôs probably in 

your papers there somewhere. Well, the [very] first place was only a watering place. It was big 

enough for all the Poles [the fleeing Polish Government] and the accompanying governments. 

We were only there just one night. [ed note: McQuatters here confuses Krzemieniec with 

Naleczow, the spa town 23 kilometers west of Lublin and over 200 km. southeast of Warsaw; 

she corrects herself by the end of the paragraph, referring to Krzemieniec as the next destination 

after ñthe spa place.ò The U.S. embassy staff stayed in Naleczow on the night of Sept. 5, 1939, 

then proceeded another 480 km. to the east to Krzemieniec (only 30 km. west of the Soviet 

border), which the staff reached on the morning of Sept. 7 after having driven through the night.] 

It was a spa place, and we were all billeted in various places, but there was one central place 

where we would go in to eat. We had gone in and were eating, and we got word from the 

Ambassador -- who sent his chauffeur over to us -- that, ñWhen you get through with dinner, go 

home and wait for a message.ò There was no electricity, just candles; it was very gloomy and 

kind of scary. We went back to the place where we were supposed to go, and we got the message 

from the Ambassador to pack and leave immediately. There were four girls from the Embassy, 

and I had my own car. The chauffeur gave us a map, and said, ñYou go here, here, here,ò like 

that [indicating in a zigzag pattern] ñand thatôs where youôre going.ò And that was [the route to] 

Krzemieniec on the Romanian frontier. 

 

We sat down and examined this map, and I said to the chauffeur, ñCan you help us put the things 

[in the car]?ò He said, ñNo, Iôm leaving right away with the Ambassador.ò So we packed 

everything by ourselves. We had bidons of gasoline -- 5-gallon cans of gasoline -- and one little 

suitcase for each one of us. We had to leave everything else in Warsaw, and that was all we 

could carry, because it was a station wagon -- actually, it was not my car, it was a station wagon 

from the Embassy -- weôd taken out one of the seats, so there were five of us there. We had one 

extra tire and these bidons of gasoline, and the Ambassador said -- [end of side one of tape one] 

 

We had a conference there, and some of the girls said -- I canôt believe it, but I was the only one 

there who knew how to drive a car. It was incredible, that in that late stage in life, nobody could 

drive, except me -- they said, ñWhy must we go over here and then back like this? We can just 

go straight and itôll be much better.ò Being the way I was -- or am -- I said, ñNo, the Ambassador 

said to follow this way, and thatôs what weôre going to do.ò 

 

It was much longer [a route], of course, and thatôs when we had the 400-kilometer drive in the 

middle of the night. We werenôt allowed to have lights on the car. Every time I would turn the 

light on -- quickly, just to see where I was, and we were all over the place -- all these drunken 

soldiers that were retreating would yell and scream. They were upset, of course -- but we just 

never knew. You couldnôt see -- I had to stick my head out of the window in order to see where I 

was -- and we went like snails, because I was afraid. There were a lot of these holes and tanks, 

and soldiers walking around. If you to dared hit one of them, I donôt know what would have 

happened! [laughs] 

 

Just before we left, this Polish-Jewish man who was with us in that spa place, came and asked if 

he could go with us in the car. And I said, ñWell, of course, weôll take you, but we havenôt any 

place.ò He said, ñDoesnôt matter,ò and climbed up on top of the luggage in the back. The poor 
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man had to be [riding] like this [hunching over]. But it was wonderful to have him, because he 

could speak German. Naturally, you didnôt want to leave a man like that -- it would be sudden 

death. Aneksztejn [phonetically: ANN-ek-stine] was his name. [ed note: Aneksztejn was the 

assistant to the disbursing officer.] 

 

Then at the first top, we learned why the Ambassador said, ñGo this way.ò He had prepared -- it 

shows another example of how thoughtful he was, for his staff-- he prepared it, so that when we 

got to this place which was a gasoline station, they had been warned, ñCar with such-and-such 

license plate is coming, and furnish them with gasoline.ò Thatôs why we went this zigzag way -- 

one reason why -- and another reason was to avoid any bombs and anything like that. The main 

road would be covered [under fire] by the airplanes. 

 

It was an all-night ride, and to keep me awake, they had been pounding me on the back and 

feeding me pieces of chocolate and things like that [laughs] to keep me awake. Finally, when we 

got to Krzemieniec -- we were directed to go to this sort of house, on the side of the road. They 

[the Biddles] had arrived about two hours ahead of us, you see, ócause they got a two-hour start. 

Mrs. Biddle had gone to either the church or the school, or someplace -- to the authorities -- and 

had gotten a lot of towsacks, and had gone to someplace else and had gotten a lot of clean straw, 

and had this straw stuffed in the towsacks. That was where we were to sleep! We had just these 

towsacks full of straw to sleep on. It was in a square room, something like this [12x20ô], maybe 

not quite so large, and there we were, the five of us, just around like that [with a sweep of her 

hand] on the floor. We didnôt care [laughs] because we were so tired! In the middle of room, 

there was a light that came down from the ceiling -- just a bulb -- and a table and some chairs 

around. That was the office. The newspaper men were all around, and the Ambassador was 

giving instructions and dictating and so forth, and the newspaper men were talking and asking 

about this [and that]. When we got tired, we simply said that we were going to bed, went off in 

one corner and went to sleep. Nobody paid any attention to anybody. 

 

There was really a remarkable esprit de corps -- they were remarkable men, and he [Ambassador 

Biddle] was too, and so was his wife. Working like that under those conditions, trying to send 

messages to the State Department -- long messages and cables that were clear, because it would 

be silly to try to put it in code. But, of course, nothing ever got through [laughs] because the 

telegraph offices were under the control of the Nazis! Mrs. Biddle had a sort of alcohol-burner 

thing, or something like that, for a tea set. She would make Nescafe with hot water at 2 or 3 in 

the morning when we were working away. 

 

To go back a little bit in Warsaw, when things were building up, and the Ambassador would go 

to the Foreign Office for a meeting, he would not get back until like around 12 or 1 oôclock. I 

would have to go down to his residence and he would dictate what had happened and what was 

said. Then we would go back to the Embassy and get the people out of bed. They would put it in 

code, and about 4 oôclock in the morning you could go home. One of the men would take it over 

to the telegraph office to be sent back [to Washington]. When he did that, he [Ambassador 

Biddle] wanted to be nice to the people who were having to work so late, under those conditions, 

so he sent champagne and sandwiches, and things like that, to keep us awake. Finally, I said, 

ñDonôt sent any more champagne, send Coca-Cola,ò because the champagne was too much! 

[both laugh] He was a very thoughtful person, in spite of the work he had to do. And so was she. 



 

13 

It was a wonderful team -- the two of them were wonderful. They had privileges, but they didnôt 

take advantage of those privileges against us -- by contrast to the girls [in the clerical staff]. 

 

So there we were in Krzemieniec, and right across the street -- there was a big road, and then the 

house over here [gesturing to one side] and right across the road --- there was a big market. 

There were Poles and everybody there, going to the market to see if they could get in the way of 

a little bit of food. We had been ordered -- the women members had been ordered -- out of 

Krzemieniec, to go to Bucharest. We were loading the car -- did you see any pictures of that in 

the [book]? 

 

Q: No, they just have the one picture from Warsaw. 

 

McQUATTERS: I have a lot of pictures -- but I didnôt really have time because of that house 

guest who was there in my apartment [last night]. I didnôt have time to go digging around in my 

apartment while she was there -- of the destruction of Krzemieniec. The Germans came in and 

they just simply destroyed it, it was terrible. What they did was they attacked that marketplace. 

They killed a lot of people. That was when Mr. -- that was when we had just left, and we learned 

later that -- Mr. Biddle had wanted to protect his wife and daughter. He thought it would be fine 

to go there [into the marketplace, during the bombing]. But she said, ñNo, no, no.ò She pulled 

him back and she made him go behind the building where we [had been staying]. She really 

saved his life that way because if heôd been in the marketplace, he could have been hit as well as 

the others. 

 

Also to go back a little bit, we were on our way from Warsaw to that first watering place 

[Naleczow] that we had got in the convoy, but the convoy got split up. We knew where we were 

going, so it didnôt matter whether we got split up or not. We had a big American flag on top of 

the car. And thatôs when the Germans -- they flew so low, you could just see there faces in the 

cockpit, it was terrible -- they could come down and strafe the convoys of the cars, especially the 

ones with an American flag on it! [laughs] It was terrible, so we took the American flag off. But 

many times we had to jump out of the car and get into the ditches on each side of the road to try 

to avoid the shrapnel and bombs and what they were shooting. It was just like a game with them 

-- they were just having a great time, because they had no opposition! When we were originally 

going to go into Russia, but we didnôt go in there, because of all of a sudden, the Russians came 

marching into Poland, into this spa place. And they [the Poles] said, ñOh, isnôt this wonderful, 

you came to help us.ò And they [the Russians] got in about 50 miles into Poland, and then they 

turned around and said, ñYouôre crazy, weôre not coming in to help you, but to take over.ò So 

that was really bad. Therefore, we had to leave, and not go into the Soviet Union, but go in to 

Bucharest, and eventually into France. 

 

Q: When you originally left Krzemieniec, you had been going to go into the Soviet Union? 

 

McQUATTERS: No, no. From the spa place [Naleczow], we were going to go into Russia. Then 

when we couldnôt go into Russia [following the Soviet invasion of eastern Poland], we went 

down that way to Krzemieniec, which was toward Bucharest, toward Romania. We went, and 

then the girls had to go. [ed note: embassy staffers/clerks Miss Saunders, Miss Hillery and Miss 

Pinard, as well as Mr. Aneksztejn] I was still driving the car, because still nobody [else] could 
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drive. We were met on the bridge. We had a Polish man with us, because he had to bring the car 

back. The car was not allowed to go across -- to go out of the country. So he -- thatôs right, he 

drove the car, too, and he was a very bad driver, and he went 90 miles an hour, and there were 

rocks and things. One of the rocks flew up and hit the gasoline tank in the back, and made a hole 

in it, and all the gas leaked out. So we had a terrible time! [laughs] You know, you couldnôt just 

put a piece of plastic over it, or something, so we stuffed rags in that hole to keep it closed 

enough for us to get to our destination. There, we were met by the American authorities from 

Bucharest, and taken into Bucharest. Eventually, the Ambassador and Mrs. Biddle and [their] 

family came there also. 

 

From there, several of the girls were sent other places, or they were told to stay where they were. 

There was just one other girl and I, who were to follow with the Ambassador. But there was no 

way of getting out of Bucharest. The Ambassador finally managed with the Minister of 

Transport in Romania to put a car on the end of a train -- they would put an engine of some sort 

and a car -- and they would get us out. Only this one car, they would seal it. Thatôs when we 

went out of Romania. To avoid Germany, we went down to Italy -- and up. But we couldnôt get 

out [of the train], you see. But we did have with us the French Ambassador to Poland. He was in 

our car with us and we brought him back, which was good. 

 

I remember, that Ambassador and Mrs. Biddle went on [ahead] to get onto the train, and they left 

me and this other girl to bring all the luggage. And there were tons of it. I thought we were never 

going to make it. If we had missed the train, it would have been just terrible. The train was 

starting off, and we were just throwing the suitcases in the cars as it came along. We, ourselves, 

finally jumped on the last car. It took us at least four hours to catch our breath or even to talk. 

[laughs] Since that time, I canôt stand to be late. If Iôm going to Europe, I want to be there [at the 

airport] two hours ahead of time. Maybe thatôs a result of that, I donôt know. 

 

Q: You learned your lesson there! 

 

McQUATTERS: I certainly did! And then we eventually got to Paris. 

 

 

 

WALLACE W. LITT ELL  

UNRRA 

Warsaw (1946) 

 

Wallace W. Littell was born in Pennsylvania and raised in Iowa. His career at 

USIA included posts in Moscow, Warsaw, Belgrade and East Berlin. Mr. Littell 

was interviewed by Robert Martens on October 1, 1992. 

 

Q: I think the way we might proceed now is to begin with the places where you served overseas, 

other than the Soviet Union, beginning with Poland, and then after that we can make some more 

general observations on Eastern Europe. So starting with Poland and your great insights... 
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LITTELL:  Well, I don't know about great insights, but I have always had a warm spot in my 

heart for Poland and the Poles dating from my time there, January to April, and June and July of 

'46 right after the war, when I was there with UNRRA, basically with relief supplies, horses, 

cattle, livestock and food for our allies who had suffered so much during the war. 

 

My interest in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe dates from that time. It was my first real 

encounter with Soviet troops and with the Soviet and East European situation. I learned some 

lessons personally, and also from Polish friends I met at the time, which opened my eyes a bit 

about our Russian allies, and also gave me an insight into Poland which was valuable during my 

service there later. I was Public Affairs Officer at the embassy from '61 to '65, and it was an 

interesting experience for me. It was really great to be in Poland after the Soviet Union. The 

Soviet Union was so tight and controlled during the time that I was there in the mid- '50s, and 

Poland, although a communist-dominated country, was noticeably more open. Contacts with the 

Poles were easy to come by, and I had some very good Polish friends, and still have Polish 

friends I'm in touch with. 

 

So far as the program there is concerned, we had an active, and fairly typical Public Affairs 

program. The negotiations with the communist authorities were sometimes difficult, but we did a 

lot. We had one program there which I considered to have been particularly effective; and this 

was what was called the Informational Media Guarantee Program. We had a lot of Polish 

currency at the time, which was derived from the sale of agricultural products, and for some of 

our programs we could draw on that. For the Informational Media Guarantee Program, which we 

negotiated the first year that I was there it was the other way around in that we supplied dollar 

currency -- hard currency -- in the amount of a million and a half dollars a year from our budget 

for the Poles to use to purchase American informational media and were reimbursed in PL 480 

zlotys. This program ran all the way from films, and books and magazine subscriptions, to 

performance rights on theatrical and operatic and musical works. It was particularly effective in 

bringing American books into Poland. The annual Warsaw Book Fair was a big event for us, and 

for American book publishers, because they had a guaranteed amount of hard currency which the 

Poles could apply to purchase of American books. It was very effective for that reason. The 

American book publishers representatives came in and it was a big annual event. Otherwise the 

Polish program was quite a standard exchange program. 

 

Q: Could I intervene here for a moment, based on my own involvement with the exchange 

program with Eastern Europe. I recall that a distinction might be made, and you can perhaps 

comment on this, that in regard to the Soviet Union we had a formal exchange agreement and we 

were very conscious of reciprocity, and trying to make sure that U.S. access to the Soviet Union 

was somewhat at least comparable with Soviet access to the United States. I recall from being 

involved with the student program that we didn't really care about reciprocity at all with Poland. 

We were glad to accept large numbers of Polish students from the beginning without any thought 

of reciprocity. We didn't have any very tight controls over them. It was very much like a program 

that one might have had with western Europe, or some other part of the world, maybe not totally, 

but it was much closer to that than it was to the Soviet program. And, in fact, the only somewhat 

reciprocal formal exchange agreement we had, other than the Soviet Union, was with Romania. 

So we tended to do the same elsewhere, but it was probably more noticeable in regard to Poland 

than with other Eastern European countries as well. 
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LITTELL:  Yes, I think this is very true. Of course, there are so many Polish-Americans, and the 

ties are so great and so many Poles have relatives in the United States, that a lot of young people 

were invited over by their relatives to go to school, or their visas were facilitated by relatives. 

We did not keep a close count at all. We had a sprinkling of American exchange students who 

were either Polish-Americans, or were particularly interested in Poland. And some of them have 

gone on and been leaders in academia in the United States in American universities in Polish 

studies. 

 

One particularly good program across the years too was the tie we had with the Iowa Writer's 

Program -- Paul Engle's program at the University of Iowa, which trained a lot of, not only 

Polish, but also other East European writers in writing techniques and furthered their careers. We 

had a number of distinguished graduates of that program. 

 

Q: What about large performing arts groups? Did we have those going to Poland as well? 

 

LITTELL:  We tended to depend on what went to the Soviet Union for the most part. If a group 

went to the Soviet Union, then we would try to get it to stop off in Poland, Romania, 

Czechoslovakia, what have you, on the way back. And we were generally successful in that. We 

had a number of performing arts groups, and we had a number of individual performers. We 

even had some who were there for some period of time at the Warsaw, or other, operas -- 

younger people mostly, who were just getting their training and moving ahead that way. 

 

We had quite active sports exchanges which, of course, we had with the Soviet Union under the 

agreement too. But in Poland basketball was particularly popular. An old wrestling teammate, 

and colleague of mine who was an outstanding American wrestler and wrestling coach, came 

over and stayed with us for some time, sponsored by the Polish Olympic Committee while I was 

there. So it was a much more ad hoc, and open, reciprocal type thing. As I said, I liked the Poles 

a lot and worked with them well. The people in the responsible positions were, of course, subject 

to Party control and so on, but there was not the generally negative foot-dragging attitude that 

you got from Soviet bureaucrats in the '50s. If they were permitted to do something, they'd do it 

and they'd do it well and enthusiastically. And, of course, the turnouts were great too for the 

programs there. 

 

 

 

WALTER K. SCHWINN  

Public Affairs Officer, USIS 

Warsaw (1946-1949) 

 

Walter K. Schwinn joined USIS after serving as a colonel in an economic 

intelligence unit in World War II. His career included assignments in Poland, 

Malaysia and Saudi Arabia. Mr. Schwinn was interviewed by David Cartwright 

on June 24, 1987. 

 

Q: Now you mentioned Warsaw. You were assigned to the embassy in Warsaw in 1946, I believe, 



 

17 

as First Secretary and Public Affairs Officer. 

 

SCHWINN: That's right. 

 

Q: How did that come about? 

 

SCHWINN: Well, I was back in Washington in early '46. And Stone, working with this group, 

put me on ice, so to speak in a job in the State Department in its Public Affairs section. 

 

And he said, "Look, I don't know quite what you may be asked to do, but if you'll stay on this 

little job, we'll see what else comes up. 

 

Around late in '45, '46 rather, he came to me and said, "Look, we want to establish an office in 

Warsaw, and we'd like to have you head it. Will you do it?" 

 

And after thinking it over, at first I thought, "Oh God, I don't want to go to Warsaw yet. I said, 

"Okay, sure." So I took the oath of office on I think December '46 or early '47, and then went 

over to Warsaw. 

 

Q: Now he said "establish an office." Can you get any more specific than that? 

 

SCHWINN: Well, we wanted to have a first-rate running United States Information Service in 

Warsaw. It wasn't there at that time. There was a beginning. There was a little library. But it 

wasn't fully staffed, and they wanted somebody to take charge, organize the operation, and hire 

the personnel and, you know, take over. And that's what they asked me to do. Furthermore, at 

this time, USIA was regarded with some suspicion and distrust by the US Foreign Service. I 

mean, here was a new operation being grafted on to its established functions, and so part of the 

unspoken thing was, "Get along with the Embassy. Establish yourself, establish the operation. 

Get your Polish staff organized, do something more with the library, and carry out lots of 

functions." 

 

So, that's what I was asked to do. And what I did... you asked me a question, I'll answer it...what 

I did there.... The library was going and well run. A very good Polish woman... I must say we 

had a first-rate Polish staff. Just tops. They all were drawn to the United States Embassy for 

employment. I mean, they wanted to be associated with it. And so we had really the best foreign 

staff, I think, in town. And Madam Poniatowska ran the library, and she did a superb job. She 

knew what her clientele wanted, what books to order, how to arrange this operation, get the most 

out of it. 

 

And it had its problems. I remember so well, one day, toward the end of the day, I was called by 

Poniatowska and went down to her office, and she had there this young man, seventeen, eighteen 

years old. I'd noticed him before. Good looking blond, sturdy little Pole. And he'd been in the 

library daily, in the technical section. And he was a student at the university, and he'd found our 

technical books, I forget just what category, very interesting. There he was in tears. "What's 

wrong?" "Well," he said....Now the library was situated on a street that ran into main avenues at 

both ends. And he said, "Well, I left the library today, and a policeman at the corner stopped me 



 

18 

and said if I didn't stop coming to the library, I'd lose my standing at the university." And he said, 

"How can this be? How did you let this happen?" And I said, "My boy, I can't do anything about 

your police system here!" 

 

Q: Now I wanted to ask you a similar question about the staff. You say you had an excellent staff. 

Weren't those staff members subject to the same kinds of pressures? 

 

SCHWINN: Do you want to hear a story about that? 

 

Q: Sure. 

 

SCHWINN: Roza Zelazowska, who died last year, unhappily, was my Polish secretary. I had an 

English, I mean American gal, working for me, but Roza was my contact with the Polish staff 

and the Polish world in a way, I mean, outside. A survivor of the Polish uprising, the Warsaw 

uprising. She had been a courier and made her way around town through the sewers. Marvelous 

gal. Spoke fluent German, fluent French, very good English, Polish. 

 

I noticed one day that she was not up to her usual standard, and she was moody. So I called her 

in after a week or so, and I said, "Roza, something's troubling you. What's wrong? Anything I 

can do? She said, "No, there's nothing you can do." 

 

"Well," I said, "I just don't like to see you in this mood, and if I can do anything...if you'd tell me 

what it's about...?" 

 

"Well," she said, "I've been called by the UB [that's the secret police], and they've demanded that 

I tell them what you're up to." 

 

But I said, "Roza, please, tell them everything. All you know about. Where I go, what I do," and 

so on. 

 

And she rose herself, and she looked me straight in the eye, "Do you think, Mr. Schwinn, that I 

would cooperate in any way with these bastards?" (Laughs) 

 

Well, it was a matter of pride to her that she would not cooperate. Well, you know, she made her 

way out of Poland the hard way. Many Poles left, often by paying bribes to get across the borders 

and this sort of thing. She got to the Foreign Office and said, "I want a passport to go to Rome to 

join my sister. They said, "Impossible." Finally, they said, "Well, maybe, maybe it'd be possible, 

once you're in Rome, if you'd be willing to be helpful to us occasionally, we think we might be 

able to get a passport for you." She said, "No, thanks. I don't want a passport in those terms." But 

they sort of kept at her, waiting six months or so - this is after I'd left - and finally, one day, they 

called her in, and there was the passport in her name, lying between an officer and her. He 

picked it up, flipped through it and showed it to her and said, "Here is your passport. All you 

have to do is to just agree to be a little cooperative. Just be willing to talk to us occasionally. 

That's all we ask." 

 

She shook her head. And he picked the passport and flung it in her face and said, "Get out, you 
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bitch." I mean, in other words, she would not be moved in any way, she was just like steel. And 

so she went down to Rome and some of us helped her, and she got a job in the embassy there, 

lived until this last year. Marvelous woman. And, I must say, one of the big experiences was to 

know the Poles. Superb people. Stubborn, proud and not at all willing to be cowed. I mean, they 

have to be cowed, but they're awfully hard to cope with. And nobody, not even our President, 

generally, has been able to make them yield sufficiently to meet their standards. 

 

Q: How about you? While you were serving in Poland between 1946 and 1949, did you feel that 

you were followed by the secret police or harassed in any way? 

 

SCHWINN: I wasn't harassed, but I was followed steadily. It was... it could be very abusive. One 

of the first Congresses of World Peace was held down in what was called Wroclaw. That was the 

old Breslau of eastern Germany. Wroclaw. This big international conference for peace, I mean 

all...delegates from all over the world, including the United States, assembled to.... You see, the 

Germans, I mean the Poles, I mean the Russians, lacking the Bomb at this point, tried to counter 

the effect of our possession of the Bomb by waging this very intensive peace campaign 

worldwide to mobilize public opinion in favor of peace to blunt, so to speak, the edge of the 

atomic weapon. And so this was the first big congress, and it was later that Picasso made his 

famous dove that was used as the logo all over the world as a sign of the peace movement and on 

and on. 

 

Well, I went down to cover it for the Embassy and took a very good young man, American, who 

spoke Polish very well-he later became Ambassador to Poland, many years later, I must say- and 

Ed Symans, who also spoke Polish, I think the three of us went down. Of course, tagging us was 

this little car with two Poles, everywhere we went. Everywhere. And finally, in a bar one night, 

there they were sitting over there. I went over and I said to them, "Join us." (Laughs) 

 

Q: Did they? 

 

SCHWINN: I said, "We're together so much, don't you think..." (Laughs) Oh, they were alarmed 

at this, you know. (Laughs) So... 

 

Q: You didn't fraternize with the enemy? 

 

SCHWINN: No, I couldn't fraternize. So...yes, I mean I was aware of that all of the time, I mean 

this is part of the condition of life. 

 

Q: Let me follow up with two questions. First, did things get worse in terms of surveillance and 

tension with the Polish government between 1946 and 1949? 

 

SCHWINN: Oh, yes. My dates aren't firm on this, but when I got to Poland early '47, I used the 

date '46 because that's the day I took the oath in Washington. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

SCHWINN: It was not too difficult to meet, and to an extent socialize, with certain Poles, I 
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mean, intellectuals, upper middle class, ex-nobility. 

 

Q: That would have before the declaration of the Truman Doctrine in the spring of '47? 

 

SCHWINN: That wasn't the crucial thing, although that came along and that...if I may interrupt 

my own statement.... When that arrived by wire - we had a wireless new broadcast from 

Washington - when that arrived, I got that translated into Polish fast, and that began a weekly 

Polish news bulletin which went out to a long list of people. They had to discover all kinds of 

ways to have them mailed and delivered because we discovered that if we had our own 

envelopes the sacks simply stood in the post office and were not distributed. 

 

So one of the Polish guys, Josef Dobosz, devised the idea of buying all kinds of different 

envelopes, having them handwritten addresses on them, and mailing them in different post 

boxes. So more and more of this got through. Well, that was the beginning of our Polish news 

bulletin every week. I interrupted myself.... 

 

Q: We were talking about the worsening relations, and you said that the trigger was not the 

Truman Doctrine speech, it was...? 

 

SCHWINN: No, no. It was when the Commies in power finally effected the merger of the 

Communist Party with the Socialist Party and thereby eliminated a source of potential opposition 

and established one-party rule. That was the sign, and it was after that that many of the persons 

who had accepted your invitations, who'd even invited you out, began to pass you on the street, 

or to slip a note somehow-"You will understand." 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

SCHWINN: Now that's when the Iron Curtain really fell. Now we were more or less isolated 

from, I mean we kept very suspicious of those who still remained in contact because why would 

they do that, you see? 

 

Q: Well now, as someone in the information business, how did you respond to this deepening 

chill in relations? What did you try to do about it, anything? 

 

SCHWINN: Well, just tried to keep going, keep the library operating, keep the Polish bulletin 

being distributed.... One of the more important duties of the staff was to brief the Voice of 

America on a, sometimes on a daily basis as to what would be suitable for broadcasting in. You 

just tried to keep going, that's.... And I must say that we never lost touch with the library entirely. 

That was our best measure, visible measure, was that there were still Poles who, despite the chill, 

would be willing to keep coming in. But most of them were older, older persons who had less 

and less to lose. 

 

Q: Less to lose. That's very interesting. That's extremely interesting. 

 

SCHWINN: Yes, I mean.... 
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Q: Another question I wanted to ask you, you had a close-up look at the Nazi regime, or certain 

aspects of it during World War II, and you say that you came away from World War II somewhat 

more liberal in your political outlook. Then you had a chance to have a close-up look at a 

communist state. Did you therefore become more conservative in the late 1940s? 

 

SCHWINN: Well, mind you, one could not be in Poland - '46 to '49 - without becoming a hard-

liner. I mean, the evidence was so clear, so firm, so.... 

 

Q: A hard-line anticommunist. 

 

SCHWINN: Yes, that's right. I mean, it was simply - you could not ignore it, or you couldn't 

excuse it. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

SCHWINN: And so...I must say, I mean the wave is over now, but then there was the revisionist 

histories of why we were in the Cold War. You know the students at...guys at Yale and Harvard 

and Stanford that could write books saying, "It's our fault and not theirs?" (Laughs) 

 

Q: Right. 

 

SCHWINN: You know. 

 

Q: You need to translate that gesture. I think you made a gesture that was something like 

"malarky." 

 

SCHWINN: "Baloney." (Laughs) 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

SCHWINN: I mean...you could not experience that thing without becoming a hard-liner and 

remaining a hard-liner. But furthermore, I went back to Washington in '49 to become Special 

Assistant to the Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs and found myself in an 

administration, with 200 in the administration, very liberal but also very hard-line. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

SCHWINN: So, I was in a harmonious situation. (Laughs) 

 

Q: Right. So in that regard you were essentially a Truman Democrat? 

 

SCHWINN: Exactly. Acheson Democrat. 

 

Q: Or a John F. Kennedy Democrat, or a Johnson Democrat, or a Scoop Jackson Democrat? 

 

SCHWINN: That's right, yes. 
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Q: I mean obviously you were not alone. There were many Democrats at this time who became 

and continued, during the 1950s, '60s, and into the '70s and I guess up to the present time, who 

continued to be staunchly anticommunist, and yet liberal in terms of their domestic outlooks. 

 

SCHWINN: Well, it's a disturbing thing for a guy like me, it was a very disturbing thing to 

witness the McGovern candidacy. I mean, George McGovern is an admirable person, but his 

attitude for foreign affairs was just, to me, lamentable. A departure from all I'd learned, that I 

thought, the hard way. I mean, not responsive, not.... Should I go on with this? 

 

Q: With your critique of McGovern? 

 

SCHWINN: No...well, his attitudes. 

 

Q: Sure, please. 

 

SCHWINN: And this attitude could carry us through the Korean War. That was easy. I mean, 

there was an aggression, a boundary, and we'd been attacked mercilessly by Chinese forces. So, I 

mean, again you're on solid ground. So when Vietnam came along, you still felt to be on solid 

ground. However, the Vietnam experience was the one that began to make you realize that 

anticommunism was not a sufficient guide to foreign policy. 

 

By this time I was out of the government, safely in retirement here in Hartford. But it took me 

quite a while to realize that we'd made a fundamental mistake in Vietnam, that anticommunism 

is not a sufficient reason for coping with that situation the way we did. We had failed to take 

enough account of the indigenous reasons for our failure, that we had not learned the lessons the 

French had to learn. We'd not learned the lesson that we had to look very closely at the 

indigenous circumstances before making too big a commitment. 

 

Q: That we should be anticommunist, but we should avoid being tainted with colonialism. 

 

SCHWINN: Precisely. Or not taking account enough of why a situation exists in another 

country. It's not simply enough to say, "Well, the Commies are going to take advantage of it." 

They may. I'm almost to the point now where I'm saying, "Well, let them take advantage and see 

how it works." I mean, this is not yet fully thought out, but I wish there were somebody around 

town that I could talk to...should I go on in this way? 

 

Q: Sure. Go ahead. 

 

SCHWINN: ...about the problems I see in Nicaragua. I think, I'd like to see us [and again, this is 

surely not an adequate answer]...but the basis of the Monroe Doctrine is still, in my view, sound. 

And I would sort of think, make it known, that anytime the Soviet Union, or anybody else alien 

to America, establishes a military base, we will say, "We won't permit it. We'll blow it to hell 

tomorrow." But aside from that, say...say the Commies want to take over, let them try, see what 

happens. It won't work. 
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Q: That reminds me of the saying that the Soviet Union is the only country in the world 

surrounded by hostile communist states. 

 

SCHWINN: Yes. 

 

Q: That colonialism can backfire for them as well. 

 

SCHWINN: Yes. I'm sure that the problems in Nicaragua will not be solved by our military 

intervention, whether as now being run or even more formally. I mean, that those problems are 

indigenous to Nicaragua. And while we can advise, encourage, warn, do all the sort of thing that 

the royalty in England is entitled to do to the Prime Minister (laughs), all we can do is that, we 

can't do much more. Maybe feed a certain amount of economic and military aid. After all, 

military assistance in the '50s was designed to be a shield to economic development - locally 

managed. So, military assistance is not an outrage, it's okay in certain circumstances. But I think 

the limits are very marked, and as I say, I'd be sort of content to say, "Let the Commies try." We 

have a good case of that in Cuba, where, I mean, an economy's bogged down. A people are 

oppressed. It's a miserable state of affairs. Is it a threat to us? 

 

Q: But isn't the answer to that the story of the woman who had the passport flung in her face, 

that we ought not to let people be treated like that if we can possibly avoid it? 

 

SCHWINN: I don't think we can avoid it. I think there are limits to what we can do. I mean, 

there was no way for any of us to help Roza in that situation. She had to do it herself. No 

intervention on my part or anybody else's would have gotten her that passport. 
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OPAL: I went to Poland as an information officer and press attaché with reserve officer status. I 

arrived at the time of the phony Yalta elections when most of the opposition candidates were in 

prison or sequestered one way or another, so that they couldn't bring any kind of influence to 

bear, and this was a part of the process of Sovietizing the country. This was, of course, during 

Stalin's time. 

 

The operation was a rather strange one. We had a library, in fact, all of USIS was in this library, 

a Quonset hut, which was set in the middle of what had been a graveyard during the uprising of 

1944. Their were ruins all about us, of course. There are many pictures which I sent to 
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Washington showing the establishment and showing also the vitrines that we had on the streets 

which we plastered with photos that were supplied by IPS and ICS, the exhibits people. 

 

Q: This graveyard to which you are referring, was this from the massacre that took place when 

the Russians held up their armies outside? 

 

OPAL: Right, a quarter million Poles died in 63 days of fighting in August-September, 1944. 

The Russians had held up on the opposite side of the Vistula, after calling for the Poles to rise. 

The purpose that we now assume that the Russians had in doing this was to have the Germans 

wipe out the Polish Home Army, which was composed of the underground fighters and the 

people who were on the side of the pre-war government in exile in London. It was a very 

deliberate act. 

 

Until the very last days of the rising, the Americans couldn't even fly any aid in except in the last 

days when they flew round trips from Bari in Italy to drop some supplies. In fact, when I was in 

Warsaw, I went to a ceremony in which they transferred the bodies of the slain American airmen 

back to Germany and then to the States. That was when the peasant leader, Mikolajczyk, 

disappeared and everybody believed, especially in Warsaw, that we had smuggled him out in a 

coffin. Whereas, it was not so, as Stanton Griffis in his book Lying in State tells. We got him out 

by way of a ship in a northern port. 

 

I got to Warsaw, as I say, in January '47. The setup was as I described it. The embassy itself was 

in the abandoned pre-war Bulgarian embassy. Our own pre-war embassy was a complete ruin 

next door, which was only partly refurbished during the time I was there. Stanton Griffis, who 

came as the ambassador in July of 1947, set up a theater there and USIS used it for screening for 

35-millimeter films. 

 

The first film we showed there was Gone With The Wind. Margaret Mitchell's novel had gone 

around in cannibalized sections among the populace, devoured in sympathetic adoration because 

the burning of Atlanta and the burning of Warsaw, so vividly present, were identical experiences 

in the Polish mind. Stanton Griffis invited even Communist government to the premiere 

showing. As a Hollywood mogul, he could get a print. 

 

When I got there, Arthur Lane was the ambassador. He resigned in protest over the phony Yalta 

elections and left the post in February. In the summer we got Stanton Griffis. The interesting 

thing about Stanton Griffis was that he knew before he ever presented his letters of credence in 

July of '47 that the Iron Curtain had come down--with a bang. We in Warsaw felt it almost as a 

tangible event because the Poles summarily turned down the Marshall Plan. Now their excuse 

was that Bevin, who was the foreign secretary in the Attlee government, was dominating all the 

Europeans organizing the Marshall Plan, and the eastern Europeans were not going to get any of 

the benefit of it. Of course, the line came down from Molotov. The Czechs had already said they 

were going in, the Hungarians said they were interested. All of them suddenly reversed gear and 

they said they wouldn't go into the plan. This was an indication that Gleichschaltung, which was 

the ordering of events and societies under Stalin, was proceeding apace in eastern Europe. 
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In light of that, our own activities were pretty much inhibited. We had the full and fair picture 

doctrine at the time in which we had no anti-communist posture as such in our propaganda but 

simply one of presenting the American portrait, warts and all. You may remember that this was 

what prevailed until the 12th of March of 1947, when President Truman laid down the new order 

of our priorities. He would give aid to Greece and Turkey, and take over responsibilities in the 

Middle East from the war-impoverished British. 

 

As I mentioned, our activities had to do with culture. Walter Schwinn was the public affairs 

officer. We had a cultural program, the library, very little in the way of exchange of persons. We 

issued bulletins at first in quite a number of copies, later in only about 200. In fact, we wouldn't 

even put our return address on them so that people would not be identified and the secret police 

would not be on to them. 

 

Q: In the early days, when you had a larger distribution, what kind of people, and to whom did 

you send them? 

 

OPAL: We sent to the ministries, to the press, periodicals, and individuals who wanted it. Later 

we were restricted just to the ministries, to the press and to pick-ups at our library center. 

Everybody who came into our library, where we showed films and distributed books and issued 

these bulletins, was watched all of the time. 

 

Q: Did you feel that any of these people were under Polish police surveillance when they came 

to your library? 

 

OPAL: Yes, it was well known and they were all brave for doing it and many of them came 

back, even so. Of course, among our patrons were also secret police who were spying and 

obviously looking around to see who was in the library and making sure that they had their eyes 

on them and they would watch them. The Americans were, of course, under secret police 

surveillance too. I took a villa out in the country where I was away from the Americans. I wanted 

to be among the Poles, I wanted to learn the language. The secret police were not so plentiful 

there, except that I know they were watching me. I used to show USIS films in my garden and I'd 

befuddle the police by playing the Hymn of the Nations at the end of my program always 

because it ends with the Red International with Toscanini conducting it and everybody singing. 

They couldn't understand what I was doing promoting Red International, which they knew was a 

communist thing. The police must have guessed I was pulling their legs. 

 

Q: I'm surprised you didn't get picked up by the McCarthy people back here for doing that! 

 

OPAL: Yes, this is interesting. I don't think they knew about it. We lived out in this countryside 

and we became so identified with the people that when I took my first vacation, a year and a half 

after we arrived in Poland, and went to Italy, the peasants for, I think, nine kilometers around 

assumed that war was coming and that I would not have left them without telling them. Since 

war was coming they planted their farm implements underground to wait for the coming of war 

and for the destruction of everything. Then they would dig everything up. I've never understood 

whether I was welcomed back or greeted with great sorrow when I returned. 
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Every 15th of August, Assumption Day, they assumed that there was going to be a war. It was 

interesting about the Poles, they didn't give a damn whether there was going to be a war because 

that would be their only liberation. Of course, they assumed that the United States would win. 

Atomic war didn't bother them. I don't think they had any conceptions of atomic war but war was 

their only hope. They were marvelous in that sense. 

 

We found, for example, because we were pioneers somewhat in USIS, that my boss, Walter 

Schwinn, spent a good bit of his time just buttering up the old line diplomats. But the younger 

ones who came in, like Dick Davies, who was later ambassador in Poland but was also an area 

director for eastern Europe in the agency, and Malcolm "Mac" Toon, who was ambassador to the 

Soviet Union, and Dick Tims, who was a political analyst, and had been a former history 

professor, and Ralph Jones, who worked with me in USIS, were all friendly toward the program 

and friendly toward its objectives. 

 

Griffis was there for about six months, but he had no understanding of the program and no real 

interest in Poland because he was cut out completely. He once suggested to the Polish Foreign 

Minister: "Look, why don't we just exchange our cables. You let me read your secrets and I'll let 

you read mine. I have nothing, I'm not hiding anything from you." Of course, they all laughed at 

him but he was an old financier and had very little interest in the program. He later wrote the 

book, Lying in State, which contains some of my own prose, but tells some indiscreet things 

about his time in Poland. Waldemar Gallman, a career officer, succeeded him. He was great. 

 

These people I've named recognized that the communists had shown as early as the Treaty of 

Brest-Litovsk, that they believed in the revolution of people, that people and governments were 

inalienably alienated from each other, and the communists did everything to encourage popular 

dissent, revolts and uprisings. Whereas, the West never adopted the idea of propaganda as a valid 

instrument of foreign policy. Trotsky, at the treaty negotiation with the Germans, appealed over 

the Germans heads to the German people, calling for a revolution, and this was going to solve 

everything. Of course, they were wrong, but they have always adopted this practice. We 

developed only after the second world war the uses of things like information and exchange of 

persons--public diplomacy. 

 

Before I went to Poland, I was briefed by Czeslaw Milosz, who was working in the Polish 

Embassy as assistant cultural officer. He later won the Nobel prize for literature. In 1951, after 

he broke with the Polish regime, I interceded on his behalf to get him to this country. It was 

some years before he came. Also, I was the first to get him published in English through my 

literary agent. He had written a essay that became a part of The Captive Mind, still the best book 

on the double think under totalitarianism, next to what George Orwell wrote in 1984. 

 

Milosz's list to me, given to me in December, 1946, and which I still have, by the way, is of 

contacts I should make among editors, writers and cultural leaders. The best of whom vanished 

afterwards, I must say. When I would contact these people in Poland, I discovered that their 

interest was not in politics, but rather mainly in catching up with the western world. They felt 

that they had been cut out of scientific development, etc. I've often joked that they were more 

interested in the genitalia of male orthoptera because actually I got a request once for an article 

on the genitalia of male orthoptera. 
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They were most interested in the extrasensory perception phenomena (ESP) experiments 

conducted at Duke University by Professor Rhine. This has been prevalent throughout the Soviet 

Union, too. The reason for this is that with their materialistic bias, they believe that if there is 

telepathic communication between individuals, it has a materialistic base and therefore it can be 

recorded, quantified and studied scientifically. 

 

I'll tell a little bit more about the program as we go on, but the government itself became 

increasing communist. I think in the winter of '48, there was a merger of the Socialist and 

Workers (Communist) parties and this is when it was definite that it was all communist now and 

that the Soviets were never going let it be anything else, and the trade unions were only 

government trade unions. Until Solidarity around 1980 we had really no free trade union of any 

sort. 

 

People mysteriously disappeared. Our translators disappeared. Our librarian was put in prison at 

one time and another. Friends I had in the countryside, simply for having been in contact with 

me, disappeared. Late in my stay, one man that I helped had half his head was blown off by the 

secret police, because he stuck his head out of the window, simply because he was known to 

consort with me. I was in a terrible dilemma because I could not bring drugs in for him to help 

him in his plight and eventually he died. This would have compromised him and his family all 

the more. I thought that if he survives, fine. But there was nothing I could do. 

 

Q: When these people disappeared, did you have any indication as to whether they were 

executed or whether they were just imprisoned or what? 

 

OPAL: Some probably were executed but most, I think, those who worked for us directly in the 

embassy, just were put in prison for many years, some for 10, 12 years. I heard our assistant 

librarian served over 10 years, at least. There was no stinting of the punishment for them. 

 

All our people, we felt, were brought in by the UB, the secret police, and were told to spy on us. 

I used to tell my Polish assistants to report anything they wished to the UB and not to feel bound 

in any way. Those who said, "I will not do this, this is betrayal of my country and betrayal of 

everything I believe in," were those who eventually wound up in prison. They just refused to do 

it. Others, we assume, were doing it. This had to be all right with us. 

 

I had a safe in my office for secret documents. And every month the security officer from the 

embassy would come over to change the combination. I said, "What are you doing?" 

 

He said, "You remember, the new combination." 

 

I'd say, "Okay." 

 

I never memorized the combination. I never opened that safe until I was leaving Poland because 

I never put anything into the safe. But I was curious to know what was in the safe because my 

predecessor had something in it. I called the security officer and said, "I don't remember the 

combination any more and would you open the safe." 
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He did. And we took out, I think there was a million dollars in pre-war zlotys, which were 

absolutely useless. That was in my safe. Who put it there, what it was doing there, I have no idea. 

But I knew that money just multiplied out of itself, out of boredom. 

 

The business of surveillance was a tricky one. When Poles would come to my office to 

communicate with me--and this mystified me for a while--they would take the phone off the 

hook and put it beside the pedestal. Then they would talk freely. I thought, "This was strange." I 

asked my security man, "What does this mean?" He said, "Well, the phone did not become a 

communicator. The diaphragm of the taps that the police put in don't work if the phone is off 

because it's picking it up but it's not conveying it through the pedestal of the phone and therefore 

they can't pick up on their recorders." 

 

We were warned about this. I was told once that the Germans had perfected photography so that 

they could photograph a piece of paper through a window from 200 feet away and then they 

would enlarge it. I said, "Well, I have no worry about this, why are you telling me this?" He said, 

"Well, just so you know." I said, "Well, look around, there's nothing but ruins. There's no place 

for anybody to put a camera around me." Because they were just walls standing, they were no 

rooms, nobody could possibly stand up in these things. 

 

Light bulbs also were a source of intelligence for them. In Vienna later, we had little radios put 

in our embassy offices and when I had anybody in for conferences, we would put the radio on so 

it would play music. This was after it was discovered in Moscow that Ambassador George 

Kennan's office seal had been tapped and our security boys were upon the roof once and they 

heard Ambassador Kennan dictating to his secretary. They were able to pick it up there and that's 

how they discovered also the only way to defeat is to put a radio on so that there was other sound 

in the room and you would get a mingling of sounds. This was in the early '50s -- '52, I guess. 

 

Of the USIS program itself, I have no idea whether it was effective. We felt that our chief 

purpose was to establish the fact, one, that we had not forgotten the Polish people. And two, that 

we had our eye on the regime and we knew what was going on and if the boom ever fell we 

would know what the situation was. As part of this awareness program, I started a daily cable 

which we sent from Warsaw to Washington, in which I reported on the weather in Warsaw, for 

example, or tell of men who were now walking the streets with their little party buttons on their 

lapels so the secret police wouldn't bother them or in anyway frighten them. It was little items 

like this that I would report to Washington and they would come back over the Voice of America 

as a regular broadcast of news. 

 

This was intended to show to the Poles that we had eyes everywhere in Poland, we knew very 

well what was going on in that country and the regime wasn't going to get away with anything. 

In fact, once I turned on my security policeman with a little Rolleiflex camera. I had nothing in 

the camera but I was carrying it. I snapped his picture, and I said to him in Polish, "We also have 

records. Now I've got you in my records." The man was so frightened, he ran away. Because, 

again, if the war ever came we had him in our archives, and he thought for sure he was going to 

the gallows. This was the only thing you could do to these people. 
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The oppression was bad. We had people who broke down mentally. We had a fellow who came 

as a cultural officer and we finally had to get him out of the country because he would turn on 

people behind him in queues and bat his head against theirs. He said, "You're spying on me." 

These were just normal Poles, they weren't doing anything. But our man had turned paranoid. 

 

The sense of oppression which we all had was rather heavy on a lot of us. When I left Poland for 

an Italian vacation after 18 months in the country, I actually wanted to bat together the heads of 

the two agents who were following my wife and me. I was in front of the Metropol Hotel in 

Wroclaw, the former Breslau in Lower Silesia. I had stopped at the first of the peace conferences 

that the Soviets and fellow travelers were carrying on, the one at which Picasso was present. (In 

fact, he and his peace dove dominated. In the restaurant one day he was stripped to the waist and 

somebody asked him what he was doing stripped to the waist and he said, "Well, they came to 

see Picasso, let them see Picasso.") 

 

This, as I said, was the first of the so-called peace conferences. I made a joke about it, which was 

later picked up by the media. I said, "The Soviets are using peace as a continuation of war by 

other means." Because this is what the peace conferences were. I had reported on that Wroclaw 

conference briefly as my wife and I were on the way out of the country. 

 

I didn't realize how heavy the weight of oppression in Poland was until I stood on the banks of 

the Arno and was looking at a newspaper kiosk and there beside the Oservatore Romano, which 

was the Vatican paper, was L'Unita, the communist paper, on one kiosk, right beside each other, 

and I didn't realize tears were coming down my face. This was such an emblem of freedom to 

me, and I hadn't realized how deeply I was feeling it. There was nothing of that in Poland in the 

previous year and a half. I had wanted to bash the heads of my UB followers in Wroclaw. 

 

The Poles could be very funny. They had many jokes. When they talked about the Soviet trade, 

they said, "You know, the Soviet idea of trade: they steal our coal and in exchange they sell us 

their caviar." 

 

Their feeling about the Soviets was very intense. They had a story that was in some ways 

horrible, but they said, "You know, the 21st-century encyclopedia is going to have the following 

entry for Hitler's biography: 'Hitler, Adolf: a petty adventurer in the age of Stalin.'" This is how 

they saw Stalin. How I kept my sanity - jokes. 

 

The terrible thing was the communists, being puritans, until Brezhnev and his cronies recently, 

were very strict on honesty and righteousness and economy. The Poles are not used to this. When 

the Germans were there the Poles felt they could bribe anybody. They could find out where 

people were imprisoned or they could buy arms from the Germans, for example. You couldn't 

find out a thing from the communists because every communist was afraid of every other 

communist around him. So nobody ever told anything. This was more distressing to the Poles 

than anything. This was counter to the Polish spirit. God, you should be able to bribe somebody! 

 

I used to drive one neighbor from my villa, which was 18 miles out of the city, to Warsaw and 

back and he was great fun. He was incarcerated for about six months once for non-payment of 

taxes. He had no income, he didn't know what the tax was about. But they sat him in the 
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hoosegow anyway. In spite of this he would start out a sentence saying, "This is the most 

miserable country in the world, you can't make a penny here .." And before he would come to the 

end of the sentence, he had convinced himself that he and I are going to go into business together 

and become millionaires and die in extreme luxury a the beach in the Riviera. I mean, one 

sentence would traverse this whole spectrum of feeling and ambition and oppression and 

everything else. This is why I felt the Poles would never really be repressed and I was not 

surprised at all by Solidarity and I still think they are going to beat the game. 

 

I learned something else when I wrote a novel about Poland in 1952-53 in Vienna. That is, that it 

is presumptuous of the West to feel that it has to free the people of the captive world. Those 

people are going to free themselves. The feeling that I very definitely had and it was interesting 

because there were the riots in Berlin in, I think, '53 but the Budapest thing started in Poznan, at 

an international fair, in 1956. I asked Cy Sulzberger of The New York Times once, I said, 

"Didn't it seem strange to you that the uprising in Poznan started when the whole free world was 

present and watching?" He said, "No." It had never occurred to him. I said, "Yes, these people 

were demonstrating to us that they were going to do it themselves." 

 

I've never worried about the liberation policy. I remember Jim Hoofnagle of USIA coming to 

visit the National War College when I was there in '56 and voicing the fear that the Budapest 

uprising had been encouraged by us, by our intemperate language and by our calling for a rising 

in eastern Europe. I said, "You mean to tell me that Dulles' clamor caused a poor guy who was at 

one end of the street in Budapest to march right into the mouth of the Russian cannon because he 

thought that the United States would liberate him before he ever got to the mouth of the cannon? 

This is silly. These people simply had had it up to here. This is the first limited war that has been 

fought behind the Iron Curtain. These people rose themselves, this was a lesson for Moscow 

which they learned to their own sorrow, I'm sure, but it's going to have to go on like this. We 

alone are not going to liberate these people and they know it." 

 

This was of interest to me because in the early '50s, this was not our assumption at all. In fact, I 

learned this writing this novel. Because I had a situation in which I could not understand why my 

goddamn Polish characters were behaving the way they were. Until one of the women, who was 

a heroine, wrote a letter to a western diplomat who was a Frenchman in this instance, because I 

was writing it as a French diplomat, explained this. This fact was came as a revelation to me in 

the very writing of this novel. 

 

And what was it? The Budapest rising was just a rising from the Poznan thing and this was an 

expression addressed to the rest of the world that you can help, you can come in, but this is in our 

hands. And we have to recognize this fact. Now this was sad for me to acknowledge to myself, 

but it's a fact. We don't have the world in our hand. These people have it themselves and we can 

help, we can encourage these things and this is really what we were doing in Warsaw, except that 

in those days we actually expected to liberate these people. And of course, we can't and we 

won't. 

 

Early in '47 when we were still relatively free, and I emphasize relatively free, we were able to 

work up a concert in Katowice using the services of the resident orchestra and Wiktoria Calma, 

the prima donna of Poland, in presenting American music. We had a Walter Piston symphony 
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but Calma sang Negro spirituals. This was an innocuous kind of introduction to our culture that 

we hoped would pave the way for more of this sort of thing, and it did give us an entre into the 

musical community that we thought would be useful to us. Well, all of this was quickly closed 

down. The prima donna left Poland early next year and nobody else would dare undertake 

anything like this and it became increasingly difficult to just do anything of that kind. 

 

The one thing I do want to say something about is the importance of the Voice of America in 

Poland. We used to broadcast--it was not jammed at that time--and I have mentioned the cable 

that I used to send and the other items that they would pick up from our reports from the post. 

One thing that didn't occur to me then but should have been evident, was something that I 

brought out in Vienna in '53 at a meeting that was conducted by Chris Ravndal, who was the 

Minister to Hungary. At the time we were discussing Voice of America policy and there was an 

awful lot of discussion of the reputation of BBC for fairness and how we are thought not to be 

fair and unprejudiced. 

 

I listened to this for almost a day as they went around the table and I had no real interest in the 

Voice because of the post that I was at, which was Vienna. But I said, "I served behind the Iron 

Curtain and I can tell you there are people who sit in Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary, who 

will turn on Radio Ankara and Radio Madrid, every morning of their lives to hear that there is 

going to be a revolution in their country and that they are going to be liberated the following day. 

Now nothing occurs to this society they inhabit, but the next morning they turn on Radio Ankara 

and Radio Madrid because they want to hear how they're going to be liberated the next day and 

they're going to be free men. Nothing happens that day and the following day they do the same 

thing. Their temperament demands it. 

 

"There are people in these countries and in Poland, which I can speak for, who listen to Voice of 

America and who listen to BBC. BBC was the channel by which they received their instructions 

from the government in London and by which they sent instructions from one sewer in Warsaw 

to London, back to men in another sewer in Warsaw, during the uprising of '44. Britain had a 

reputation then for being sympathetic with the Poles, they had gone to war because of the 

invasion of Poland in '39 and therefore, it was fine. 

 

"Their feeling about Britain, that it was neutral in its broadcasts, is, I think, an index of the 

proportion of assumed British involvement. Britain no longer controlled their destiny and I think 

if you will go around the world and find out where the British are still exercising power one way 

or another, the people will say that they are not neutral to the degree that they exercise actual or 

potential power. 

 

"The Poles believe that we have power in the world, therefore, everything we say has some 

meaning in relation to our power. The British no longer have any power; therefore, they can be 

neutral. And whether they are neutral or not they are going to be thought to be neutral because, 

what is the point of their not being neutral? They don't control power, they don't have the 

capacity to free these people or to oppress them or anything else. Therefore they exist out there 

and since they are not as incendiary as Radio Madrid or Radio Ankara, they are obviously 

neutral. The America does exercise power. It is the dominant power in the world"--this was in 

1953 remember--"and therefore the assumption is that the Voice of America is implementing this 
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power, one way or another, either actually or potentially. Therefore, it can't be neutral. I say I 

don't know why we exercise ourselves over this question." 

 

I carried this idea to Washington later and to Henry Loomis when I wrote a charter for the Voice 

of America. This was the thing that I brought out in Beirut, that I remembered yesterday, that 

struck Director Leonard Marks. Because there still is this concern about the British neutrality and 

BBC objectivity. I don't care how much we try to present it but I think we should be true to 

ourselves, be true to our own ideas of truth and honesty. I think we should do this and we should 

hold to this. But we shouldn't worry about imitating the British and their kind of "objectivity" 

because we will never pull it off. Until we arrive at the British world position which is nothing 

now. This was the point that I made. 

 

Apparently the point had some effectiveness because the meeting in Vienna in 1953 immediately 

disbanded and we had no further discussion. I remember someone said, "I don't know how he got 

into this meeting but he sure messed it up." At any rate, I still believe this. I believe that as long 

as we're thought to have some influence and power, our "voice" and everything we do will be 

thought to be prejudiced in favor of our power and it's natural for people to make this 

assumption. I don't think we should worry about that. We should, as I said, be as true to 

ourselves as we can, which is what I said in my culture paper too. Be true to ourselves and not 

worry about the impression we make because we cannot think for others and then try to outthink 

them because you wind up at the same place anyway, which is with yourself and that's what you 

have to live with. 

 

In the early winter of 1949 I worked out of our consulate in Poznan. We also distributed some of 

our materials and I had a lot of contact with the theater groups which we were still able to meet 

with because they were sort of flaky anyhow. The government didn't worry about them and they 

had the Marxist from pre-war times, named Iwaskiewicz, who was the leading playwright of 

Poland. So the regime felt the theater was quite safe. But my work remained in Warsaw. 

 

The development in Warsaw was, of course, increasingly restrictive. The embassy was restricted. 

My family was forced to move in out of the country, into an apartment building, which also 

housed the military and naval attaché. The embassy, in its infinite wisdom, chose this apartment 

house, which was across from the secret police headquarters so everybody who came into my 

house and left it was seen by the UB. I must say this did not bar people from coming. They were 

brave all the time. Perhaps they were smarter than our housing officer. 

 

Humor was my chief devise to keep myself from going batty. Typical of my silliness were these 

incidents. Harold Stassen, the boy governor of Minnesota and perennial presidential candidate, 

visited Warsaw and wanted to meet the press. I managed a press conference for him. We sat on 

one side of the table and I proceeded to point across the table at the various correspondents on 

hand. "There, I said, is Agence France, and there is Associated Press, and there, right across from 

you is the Russian from TASS, and right next to him is the man from demitasse, PAP, Polska 

Agencja Prasowe, and there--" I never finished because I had been overheard describing the PAP 

man, who never lived down the sobriquet. Everybody, even the TASS man, was laughing. And 

then there was the time I was utterly disgusted with the campaign in the local press that said 

Americans, those capitalist decadents, smoked opium-saturated--opiumowane--cigarettes. At a 
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cocktail party I offered a Polish journalist one of my American cigarettes while I went on 

smoking my most conspicuous vanity--a pipe. He inhaled deeply, gratified. "I want you to 

know," I said, "that in America opium is the religion of the people." Being a good Pole, he took 

another drag and laughed. So much for gleichschaltung! 

 

I was put in charge of the program early in '49. The day that I was declared persona non grata 

was the day that the Yugoslav information center was closed down in Warsaw as a follow-up on 

the break with the Cominform that had occurred the year before when Marshal Tito broke with 

Stalin. 

 

I had been warned for some time by Anna Christina, an aide to General Grosz, the government 

spokesman, that some way would be found to get me out because the General thought I got 

around too much, and since I'd learned Polish by this time, I was dangerous to be loose in the 

countryside. I didn't pay any attention to this warning until my wife told me our Polish friends 

were saying that the fortune-tellers and gypsies on the Warsaw streets were predicting that I 

would leave Poland suddenly and that we would go to a warm climate--this for two whole 

months before I was actually kicked out. 

 

I had had some interesting debates with General Grosz, a prewar Communist who made his 

living in the underground by translating the books of Jack London and James Oliver Curwood, 

among others. Once we discussed the idea of alienation as presented in some early economic 

writings of Karl Marx. The idea was that man created out of himself the materials that became 

the instruments of his alienation from himself. The General got incensed because I told him I 

found the whole idea scatological. He never caught on. Another time, he asserted that Jack 

London was killed by the capitalist system. On this I finally compromised, but not to his liking, I 

fear. I said, "Okay, I'll give you Jack London if in exchange you give me Mayakovsky!" 

 

Anyway, on the 19th of March, 1949, after a Wireless File story (gotten from UPI by our IPS 

people) appeared in which reference was made to a vote in the United Nations at which all but 

Poland had approved, and the second sentence began, "The Soviet satellite...," referring to 

Poland, my goose was cooked. They chose this item, which was issued in Polish by our embassy, 

as the grounds for expelling me from the country. 

 

Q: They fabricated the fact they you were responsible for that statement? 

 

OPAL: Yes, I had distributed it, the embassy had distributed it therefore. It was interesting 

because there was a press conference before I left the country. The French journalist said, "Mr. 

Minister, you mean Poland is not a Soviet satellite?" There was absolute silence. 

 

The Poles were very generous in a way when I did leave. The Czechs were more strait-laced and 

they gave me 24 hours to get through their country. Our embassy in Prague had to put men with 

diplomatic passports all down the line of march through Czechoslovakia, because if we strayed 

from the road I would wind up in prison or disappear or something. When we came through a 

Czech custom guard looked at my passport, looked at the large portrait of his President 

Gottwald, turned his back on it, spat elaborately, and gave me back my passport with a smile. 

We got through all right. 
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The fact of being PNG was much played in the Voice and in all the papers and my name, which 

is, of course, O-P-A-L, was assumed to be O-P-E-L, and for years afterwards I would receive on 

the anniversary of my expulsion, letters from people who claimed to be related and some who 

thought that they were probably my heirs because they though I was an heir to the Opel Motor 

Company fortune. So much for fame. 

 

I was the first western diplomat formally expelled from behind the Iron Curtain. It used to be a 

statistic in the U.N. journal. The fact, of course, was that they had other ways of getting people 

out: they wouldn't renew their visas and so on. So you couldn't come back after your two years 

were up. That's how Joe Kolarek, a year or so later, I think, was gotten out of Prague. They didn't 

declare anything; they just didn't give him a visa because while he was out of he country they 

linked him into the ring at one of their phony spy trials. I was never linked with anything like 

that although they were free to do it and I guess, they just assumed that nobody would believe it, 

in Poland, at any rate. There were stories in my case about reprisal for the Gubichev case in the 

States, involving the Treasury girl, Judy Coplin, I think, but I don't know how much credence to 

give to that. 

 

 

 

RICHARD T. DAVIES  

Vice Consul 

Warsaw (1947-1949) 

 

After graduating from Columbia college in 1942, Ambassador Richard T. Davies 

served in the U.S. Army in World War II. Since joining the Foreign Service in 

1947, Ambassador Davies has held positions in Moscow, Paris, Kabul, Calcutta 

and Warsaw. He was interviewed by Peter Jessup on November 9
 
1979. 

 

Q: Do you think that your small Ukrainian Displaced Persons' group was much luckier than 

others in filtering into the countryside, and that others in other areas were out of luck in that 

respect? 

 

DAVIES: I suppose so, because I think... We were on the Dutch border, and I feel pretty sure 

that there were discussions among us, the Americans that were in charge and the Ukrainians, 

about Holland and Belgium. They knew where they were, and I think most of them rapidly went 

West, because so long as they remained in Germany they knew that they were likely to be the 

object of attention by the Soviet repatriation missions, or they would have known it after this 

episode at any rate. 

 

So I don't know, I have no idea what happened to them after that. We left not too long after that 

episode for the South. We went down to a place near Kassel, and I stayed there until the end of 

1945, when I came back to the United States. 

 

I went back to Columbia then, and took some graduate courses with Franz Neumann, a professor 

of German history - well, government actually - at Columbia, and Herbert Marcuse, who was 
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teaching there then. Actually he was kind of helping Franz Neumann, and later when Franz 

Neumann was killed in Switzerland in an automobile accident his widow married Herbert 

Marcuse. They were very close friends. 

 

Q: I didn't know that. 

 

DAVIES: Yes. Then I took the Foreign Service exams in the fall of 1946, and was appointed in 

1947, and came down to Washington in May, and took the oath on my 27th birthday, so that's 

how I remember it. And I was sent to the Foreign Service Institute for the basic officer course, 

which lasted it seems to me six weeks or two months in those days, at the end of which I was 

assigned to Warsaw. We had a kind of post-preference form that we filled out early in the course, 

and I had put down, as I remember, Buenos Aires - I knew a little Spanish then, I've forgotten 

most of it since - Hamburg, and...I can't remember now, I think it was Madrid. But since I had 

put those three posts down I was sent to Warsaw. Naturally since I knew no Polish, but knowing 

German they said, well, in Central Europe if you know German, you go to Warsaw. 

 

So I spent a little while on the desk. Burke Elbrick was the desk officer then - and reading the 

files, and then went to Warsaw in September. I got to Warsaw in September. I went over on the 

Polish liner Batory, which was a very nice introduction, if a somewhat bibulous introduction to 

Poland. We floated over on a sea of vodka as it were, with Captain Jan Cwiklinski, who later 

defected after the Gerhard Eisler case... 

 

Q: Who went on the Batory, too. 

 

DAVIES: Who went on the Batory without the Captain's having been informed. Actually he 

didn't leave the ship immediately after that, but some time after that he left the ship, and he 

defected in England, he and his chief engineer Jan Hermann, both of whom we got to know on 

that trip over. 

 

Then Captain Cwiklinski came to this country - I don't really know what happened to Jan 

Hermann - and eventually ended up owning an ice cream parlor in Newark, and died some years 

ago in Newark. He was a very fine man; he had the reputation of having a wife in every port, and 

I can well believe it - he was a man of great charm and infinite capacity for work. 

 

Q: Like in that Alec Guinness...(movie, The Captain's Paradise). 

 

DAVIES: Yes, kind of. (He had) an infinite capacity for every variety of strong spirit, including 

and particularly vodka. 

 

So it was a good introduction. 

 

On the ship too were Casey (Casimir) Zawadzki, who was our Consul in Krakow in Southern 

Poland, or had been before he went on home leave. He was on his way back to Poland after 

home leave - he was a Polish-American, and he is now dead - and Al Kowalski, another Polish-

American who was going over as security officer in the Embassy. Al is also dead. He and I had a 

cabin together and we were very close friends. 
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Q: You didn't take dependents? 

 

DAVIES: Well, I was unmarried, I was a bachelor, and Al's wife and children were coming later. 

Casey Zawadzki was divorced - his wife Eugenia was as well-known a fixture in the Foreign 

Service as he himself. She was for many years the publications-procurement officer in Berlin. He 

had served in Germany before the war, and was what we call a non-career Vice Consul, and 

Eugenia - his divorced wife - for many years after the war was very active in Berlin, buying 

books and maps and things, particularly from the Eastern bloc: she knew most of those 

languages. 

 

Q: Would it be inappropriate for me to ask at this time your opinion of assigning Polish-

Americans to Poland? Is that an advantage or a disadvantage? 

 

DAVIES: I think there are things to be said on either side. It is an advantage with the languages, 

provided the individual does know Polish well. Many Polish-Americans don't; they don't have a 

literary knowledge of the language. Casey Zawadzki did, and he was an excellent choice for this 

post. 

 

Other Polish-Americans who served in the Embassy in Warsaw in those years, and some who 

have served there since, were excellent choices, because they know the language very well, and 

do not give people in Poland the impression that they are illiterate in Polish. It's no good sending 

somebody there who is illiterate in Polish or whose Polish is heavily dialectal or broken. 

 

On the other hand, there is an attitude - which I think is not confined to Poles - of, well, yes, it's 

very fine to send somebody who speaks our language, but we think the United States ought to be 

represented by a "real American." And it's hard to argue with people who represent that point of 

view that a Polish-American is just as real an American as anybody else, as everybody in this 

country, with the exception of the American Indian, is some sort of hyphenated American, 

however far back the hyphenation began, and Polish-Americans can be just as good as anybody 

else. 

 

John Gronouski... 

 

Q: A former Postmaster General? 

 

DAVIES: A former Postmaster General, was appointed Ambassador to Poland by President 

Johnson. 

 

Q: I thought it was Kennedy who did. 

 

DAVIES: No, it was Johnson. Kennedy may have appointed him Postmaster General. 

 

Q: I see. 

 

DAVIES: I think that was the case, but then after Lyndon Johnson had been elected in his own 



 

37 

right he wanted to give a job to Larry O'Brien - Lawrence O'Brien - who had managed his 

campaign, and the job that seemed sort of the traditional one was Postmaster General, and he 

wanted to appoint Larry O'Brien Postmaster General. John Gronouski was occupying the 

position. 

 

Q: I see. 

 

DAVIES: A great deal had been made of the fact that John Gronouski was the highest ranking 

Polish-American in the Government, and that this was the highest position to which a Polish-

American had ever been appointed, which was accurate. Consequently there was a political 

problem: what do you do? If you want to appoint Larry O'Brien Postmaster General, what do you 

do with John Gronouski? 

 

John Gronouski was a protégé of Hubert Humphrey, and I think he was a strong Kennedy 

supporter too - he came from Minnesota - and consequently Lyndon Johnson hit upon the idea of 

sending him to Warsaw as Ambassador. John Gronouski had never had any ambition to become 

an Ambassador. He found himself somewhat in the same position as the famous James J. Curley, 

the Mayor of Boston whom Franklin Roosevelt wanted to get out of the country because of an air 

of scandal that surrounded Mayor Curley, and consequently he offered him the Embassy in 

Warsaw, and the people up in Boston said, well, that would be great because Mayor Curley of 

course had been accused of being involved in construction scandals and road scandals, and they 

said it would be great to have Jim Curley there because he can pave the Polish corridor. 

 

Well, Franklin Roosevelt called him down to Washington and said, "Jim, this is a great job, 

you'll love it, it's terrific, nice house, people are great, and this and that," and he went on at great 

length, and finally Mayor Curley said, "Frank, if the job is so great why the hell don't you resign 

and take it yourself?ò 

 

Well, he was never confirmed by the Senate (because of) the scandals. 

 

Of course there is no parallel, but I think John Gronouski when Lyndon Johnson put his arm 

around his shoulder and told him how he was going to love being Ambassador to Poland may 

have felt a little bit the way Mayor Curley felt on that earlier occasion. He really hadn't asked for 

the job. 

 

In any case he bowed to the situation and went. He was given a great send-off. President Johnson 

swore him in in the Rose Garden - or attended the swearing-in that was held in the Rose Garden - 

and the leaders of the Polish-American community were invited to witness this, and President 

Johnson said, "Now look, I am not just sending John Gronouski over there as Ambassador to 

Poland. It's not just that. He is going to be my Ambassador to Eastern Europe as a whole," which 

caused a good deal of consternation among the American Ambassadors in Prague, Budapest, 

Belgrade and... 

 

However...I have gotten way ahead of my story - John Gronouski, whom I knew quite well as a 

result of the fact that I knew his assistant, Walter Zachariasiwicz, which I won't even bother to 

spell, a very fine Polish-American. John Gronouski didn't speak any Polish. He came from a 
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family from Western Poland, and like so many families in Western Poland they were sort of half-

German and half-Polish, and he said the only foreign language spoken in his house when he was 

growing up was by his grandmother, and she spoke German, and he never really heard Polish 

spoken and had never had an opportunity to learn it. So I think there was some disappointment 

among people in Warsaw. He went there at a very difficult time. Relations were not good in the 

declining years of Mr. Gomulka's tenure as Secretary General of the Party. And he didn't speak 

Polish, so he didn't have that, if you like, advantage - and I think it would have been an 

advantage - and people there were a bit...they really didn't know what to make of this. He was an 

American politician, a very shrewd and intelligent man in my opinion, but with no background at 

all, and a bit, I would say, at sea, as a result of that. 

 

Well, so I think it depends. As is the case with a good many questions, is it a good idea to send 

Polish-Americans, it depends on which Polish-American you have in mind. If the individual 

knows Poland, if he - or she - has maintained those ties and knows what the political situation is 

and what the recent history is, by all means. It could be very good. But there are some doubts on 

the Polish side, and I don't mean on the part of Communist officials. But on the part of those 

whom I would call our friends - that is non-Communist Poles in Poland - who expect people in 

the Embassy to know the country and to be sympathetic on the basis of a knowledge of the 

country, not just sort of sympathetic in general, but aware of what the problems and the issues 

are. 

 

So when I got to Warsaw in 1947 the Ambassador Arthur Bliss Lane had left in March, earlier in 

the year. I got there in September. Stanton Griffis, the author of that great memoir - at least the 

title is great - Lying in State, was Ambassador. 

 

Q: He was that motion-picture producer. 

 

DAVIES: That's right. Well, he was a big stockholder in I think Paramount. He owned 

Brentano's bookstores, and was a very wealthy man whose qualifications for the job were, 

minimal, and who I think felt very frustrated. He did not stay very long, he felt that there was 

nothing for him to do, and he was just about right, in that situation that existed there. 

 

Q: He had other ambassadorial posts, too. 

 

DAVIES: Yes, he went from there to Cairo, as I remember it now, from Cairo to Madrid - I think 

- and then I think his last ambassadorial post was in Buenos Aires, so he held four. He had four 

Embassies. He was a man of parts, there is no doubt about it, a remarkable man in many ways, 

but he found very frustrating the situation in Warsaw, where after the election of January 1947 

relations had gotten very bad, and then of course there was the plan to...the invitation to the 

Polish and other Eastern European governments, including the Soviet Government, to attend the 

Marshall Plan Conference in Paris, and on the very day that he presented his credentials as 

Ambassador, the Polish Foreign Minister informed him that contrary to what the Polish Foreign 

Ministry had been saying up to that point they were not after all going to be able to come to the 

conference in Paris. Obviously they had gotten the word from Moscow. So Stanton Griffis in his 

book wrote, as I remember, that he and the Iron Curtain had descended simultaneously on 

Poland, and that was about right: there was nothing for him to do, he felt terribly frustrated. He 
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was a man of considerable energy, and he consequently devoted himself to trying to get 

constructed facilities to take care of the personnel, but at the same time I feel sure - in fact I think 

he writes this in his book - that he began to ask people in Washington if there weren't a more 

active post for him, and eventually they transferred him to Cairo. 

 

Well, I spent two and a quarter years in Warsaw. My wife - my present wife, my only wife 

(laughs) was working there as a secretary in the United States Information Service office, and we 

were married in December of 1949, just before we left, and then came back to Washington. I had 

applied for Russian language-and-area training, and I went back up to Columbia for an academic 

year at the Russian Institute and studied Russian. 

 

 

 

CECIL B. LYON  

Consular Officer 

Warsaw (1948-1950) 

 

Cecil B. Lyon was born in New York in 1903. He graduated from Harvard 

University in 1927. Mr. Lyon joined the Foreign Service in 1930. His posts 

included Cuba, Hong Kong, Japan, China, Chile, Egypt, Poland, Germany, 

France, and Ceylon. He was interviewed in 1988 by John Bovey. 

 

LYON: When the time came for Norman Armour to leave the Department -- he said he was only 

going to stay a year -- I felt that any Foreign Service Officer who was worth his salt ought to take 

a turn behind the Iron Curtain. So I went to Chris Ravndal, who was then Chief of Personnel, and 

I said I hoped they'd give me an appointment behind the Iron Curtain. He looked at me as if I'd 

gone crazy. Nobody else apparently was seeking such jobs. But they sent me to Warsaw in '48. 

 

Q: Then you were there for two years. 

 

LYON: For two years, yes. It was pretty grim but I'm awfully glad we did it. As usual the 

Department was out of funds, but they had money to send some people to the NATO Conference 

in Paris and I was sent along to that. 

 

Q: At the Palais de Chaillot. 

 

LYON: The Palais de Chaillot, you're quite right. And, as I recall, Marshall was the head of that 

delegation too. John Foster Dulles was there. He wasn't in the Department, but everyone knew he 

was going to be Dewey's Secretary of State if Dewey were elected, as everybody thought he 

would be. There was one dreadful man there called Katz-Suchy of Poland. He did nothing but 

attack poor Mr. Dulles all the time. And when Dewey was defeated, I can hear him now: he was 

saying, "Go back to Wall Street. You're no good as a diplomat. Why are you trying to do this? 

Go back to Wall Street, Mr. Dulles." And I thought, "What a stinker!" And Dulles just sat 

doodling. And then at one reception he came up to me and said, "Why have I been wasting my 

time trying to flatter Dulles," which was just the opposite of what he was doing. "He's no good. 

He's not going to be anything now." Katz-Suchy was violently anti-U.S. publicly. But I felt he 



 

40 

was covering up, and I was right; he later defected. I don't think to this country but in Europe. 

 

Q: Let's go to the Berlin airlift and what you saw there. 

 

LYON: Well, as I told you, there were no funds in the Department to get me to Warsaw, and 

there were none to get me from Paris to Warsaw. In those days we had a military attaché's plane, 

not in Warsaw, but in Frankfurt, that used to come into Warsaw bringing in the pouches. That 

was later stopped by the Poles. But the plane was sent to Paris to take Elsie and me and our little 

daughter, Lilla, to Warsaw. We stopped in Berlin, which was in the midst of the airlift. It was the 

most impressive thing that you could imagine. Every three minutes a plane would swoop down, 

unload, take off and another one would swoop down, unload, take off. 

 

All the American diplomats, the people in the office of the High Commissioner in Berlin, had 

suitcases packed, ready to get out at a moment's notice. I really had very little sympathy for them 

because we were going on about 200 miles farther behind the Iron Curtain. 

 

I remember going in to Tommy Thompson's office, who was an Assistant Secretary for Western 

Europe, just before I went to Warsaw. It was dusk and he was sitting in his chair with his feet up 

on his desk looking out on Washington, and I said, "Why so pensive?" He said, "I'm just trying 

to think whether we should evacuate all our diplomats from Eastern Europe." I said, "Well, make 

up your mind because I'm on my way to Warsaw." But they didn't evacuate and I must say it was 

a bit scary going into Warsaw. But it was one of the most fascinating assignments I've ever had. 

 

En route we were fogged in and we couldn't get there from Berlin. We came down in Hamburg 

for some reason -- I can't remember why -- where we had to wait a day or so until the weather 

cleared. 

 

Q: I'll bet that place was in great shape, wasn't it? Hamburg must have been a mess. 

 

LYON: Awful. But anyway we stayed in some Army rest house or something and we had with 

us -- I shall never forget it -- a little cocker spaniel called Sharky. He wasn't allowed in this 

Army barracks so I took Elsie's fur coat and put it over my arm, put the dog in between and 

folded it over. Each time I went in and out I felt like a crook. But anyway he didn't bark and he 

behaved very well. Then the next morning when we were about to leave we put him in a little 

suitcase -- rather like this one of yours -- and the man was taking out the luggage. Suddenly his 

eyes began to pop because the suitcase was rolling, the dog inside was moving and he saw the 

suitcase rolling down the hall corridor. 

 

But we got to Warsaw and oh, my God, how depressing it was. It was almost totally leveled after 

Hitler's order to "wipe it out." They estimated that 23% of the city was still there. Well that 23% 

was cellars, the foundations of houses, and a quarter of a house here, and a third of a house there. 

All the rest was rubble, and oh God, it was depressing. Ambassador Gallman was a delightfully 

nice man and a wonderful chief but he was rather a solitary. He and his wife didn't like people 

around, so Elsie and I had rather a lonely Christmas in these dreary surrounding. 

 

In those days you still could see a few Poles, so we'd ask them to dinner -- we had a tiny little 
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apartment, it was very nice but tiny. The Chancery was in an old house and this was a little gate 

house or lodge to what had been a large house which was the Chancery. We'd have these Poles to 

dinner, and then they started arresting people right and left and I thought it was crazy to ask them 

any more. I'd meet them on the street and they'd say, "Why don't you invite us to dinner 

anymore?" I said, "Now look, be sensible, you know if you come to dinner with us you'll go to 

prison." Being typically Polish, they'd say, "Well, its worth it. You give us good wine; you give 

us good food; Elsie plays the piano; you give us cigars; we have a wonderful time and its worth 

it." They are so foolhardy, you know. 

 

There was one man in the Foreign Office who was comparatively friendly. When Elsie was ill 

and had to leave, he said, "Oh, I'm so sorry to hear your wife is ill." Those are the only kind 

words that any official Pole said to me in two years. We got one message while we were there 

which was rather disconcerting, from Elsie's father. It said, "The man whose wife is an artist has 

asked me to be head of Radio Free Europe." The man was Dean Acheson -- Mrs. Acheson is an 

artist, as you know. And the Poles eventually found out about this and they said, "Oh, your 

father-in-law is trying to help form a government to take our place, isn't he?" It didn't make us 

feel too comfortable. 

 

I'll tell you one odd thing: there were some Poles, aristocrats, who were not too upset with what 

was happening. Mary Radziwill, Princess Radziwill, had been very well off. Her husband had 

been killed by the Nazis. She was working as a secretary in the Embassy. She was living in one 

room, with three sons and we got to know her very well. I thought she was a bit foolish because 

she used to go out on picnics with us and what not. But she said, "They know I'm here working 

at the Embassy, and I'm supposed to report on everything you do. So they'll think I'm reporting." 

In fact, since things have changed, she has come out to visit us here twice. But anyway, in those 

days she said, "You know, I must admit, I think the people are better off now than they were 

under us." She was marvelous, she was really a saint. 

 

Q: Their whole recovery was overtaken by world economic problems, I gather. Tell me... 

 

LYON: Let me tell you about Herman Field. 

 

Q: I was just going to ask you: can you recount the history of the disappearance of the Field 

family? 

 

LYON: I was the one charged with trying to find Herman Field. 

 

Q: It started with Noel, didn't it? Herman came, and then he disappeared. 

 

LYON: Herman was the one that was supposed to have disappeared in Warsaw. Noel may have 

disappeared somewhere else. But Herman came to Warsaw and allegedly took a plane from 

Warsaw to Prague and that's all I could find out in the beginning. Then we checked with Prague, 

and there was no record of his having got off the plane there. They just couldn't find any record. 

And at one point the nice fellow in the Foreign Office whose name escapes me -- Wyansky, or 

something like that -- said, "I think tomorrow I'm going to be able to give you the details of all 

this Field business." And I said, "Oh, wonderful." I went back the next day, and he wouldn't tell 
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me a thing. They got just to the point of telling us something, and then they decided not to. We 

never could find out what on earth happened to him. But it's very easy to see how he could have 

disappeared because when you got into Warsaw -- I remember the first time -- you were taken 

from the plane into a room and the door was locked, and all the windows were covered with 

heavy curtains. When nobody was looking, I went up and peeked behind the curtains and there 

was a shade pulled down. I peeked behind the shade and there was another curtain. It was a very 

eerie feeling. 

 

We used to try to get out of Warsaw about every three months or we'd have gone crazy. Our 

children were at school in Switzerland so we had excuses to go. This particular time, I'd been 

there much more than three months and my nerves were very tense. We were going out, to pick 

up the kids and spend Christmas in Switzerland -- they were at school in Lausanne, and we were 

going to Gstadd. I was sending Elsie out with all the skis and luggage, on our courier plane then I 

was going to follow on a commercial plane a few days later. We had to tell the Foreign Office 

who was going and coming on this courier plane, and I informed them that Elsie would be on 

board. I took her out to the airport. They used to take your luggage and stand it on a low rack, 

and then they'd put you in this room and lock you in. I said, "Goodbye darling." The luggage was 

piled on the rack and she was put in the room. Just then a man came up and said, "We have no 

record of your wife going out on this plane." I said, "Well I've made arrangements with the 

Foreign Office." He said, "Well, they haven't told us." So I said, "Can I telephone?" "Yes, the 

telephone is over there, about 100 yards across in another building." And I walked there and 

telephoned. I got the lad in the Foreign Office, and he said, "Yes, its perfectly all right, I'll tell 

them." And as I left that building I saw a black Maria drive off. And they'd been arresting French 

officials, attachés, lower ranking people in various Embassies and putting them in jail. You never 

knew when your turn was coming and I thought, "My God, they've got Elsie." And I got to the 

rack and the luggage had gone. I knocked on the door -- I'd lost my head and I shouldn't have 

done that -- and I banged on the door. Nothing happened, and I pushed the door open with my 

shoulder. "Elsie?" "Yes, darling." She was there. But it just shows the nervous state you get into. 

You used to be able to watch through a crack in the fence the people walk out from the locked 

room to the plane. But after Field disappeared they blocked that up so you couldn't watch. 

 

Q: Didn't the Fields all reappear? 

 

LYON: Yes, and they were all paid indemnities, I think, something like $100,000 each by the 

Soviet government, for having held them up for so long. 

 

Q: There were three or four of them as I remember. 

 

LYON: There was Herman, Noel and I think there was a wife. 

 

Q: But why did they disappear? It's one of those Iron Curtain mysteries? 

 

LYON: I don't know, but they both were in the Department, you know, they served in the 

Western European Division. Herman Field disappeared in Warsaw, Noel in Prague, if I recall 

correctly. 
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Q: Yes, I know. Was there any louche connection of any kind? 

 

LYON: I would have thought there was, and I think they were accused of being CIA, but I don't 

think it ever came out that they were. I spent a lot of time trying to find out what happened to 

Herman. He was taken to the airport by a friend to take a plane to Prague. When the plane got to 

Prague he was not on it, nor on the manifest. At one point the Polish officials told me that in a 

few days they'd give me some very interesting information about Herman, but they clammed up. 

 

Oh, I'll tell you one thing that happened when we were in Warsaw. Our family had taken some 

leave in Switzerland. I went back to Warsaw, leaving Elsie and the kids in Zurich. Then Gallman 

went off on leave to the States, and just then the Korean War broke out. It's the only time I saw 

Polish people smiling and cheering in Warsaw. They thought the fire would spread around the 

world and they'd be freed. I was rather terrified. I quickly telephoned Elsie and told her not to 

come back and to wait it out, because I didn't want her there if we were caught. And I thought, 

"Oh, my Lord, we'll all be interned and I'll be the leader, and I'm going to have to look brave. 

 

Q: Wasn't there any realization on the part of the Poles that the whole balloon might go up at 

this point? 

 

LYON: That's what they hoped. 

 

Q: Even after their previous experience? 

 

LYON: Oh yes, anything to be free again. For example, I attended the installation of Cardinal 

Vishinsky. It was held in the church of the Visatec, a tiny church but the only one left. All the 

others were destroyed. It was when he was installed as Primate of Poland, and the Polish 

government did everything they could to prevent people from going. They gave them free tickets 

to theaters, to concerts and everything, to try and draw the people away. But I got to the square 

where it was, and it was absolutely jammed with people. I got to my seat in the church, which 

was way up front, and that whole crowd of people came in -- all 100,000 or whatever -- to try to 

get into the church which was about twice as wide as this room and twice as long, all singing 

"Poland will be free again." The rafters shook, the walls bulged and I thought the whole damn 

church was going to come down. I thought if it does, I'll get to heaven on the coattails of the 

cardinal. And then he held up his hand -- well, there were just too many -- and they turned and 

slowly withdrew. It was really most impressive. 

 

Q: What was the relation of the church and the government then? Obviously they're much better 

now than they were then. 

 

LYON: Yes, but the government didn't dare move in. I've never seen anything like it. 

 

Q: So the church was able to put pressure on the government? 

 

LYON: Yes, it was strong. I think the government felt, if it comes to a question of people 

choosing between the church and the state, they'll choose the church. I used to go down to 

Krakow to see Cardinal Sapieha. He was the logical one to become the primate because 
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Vishinsky was younger. Vishinsky had been his protégé. I used to go down to Krakow. Oh God, 

we'd be followed everywhere we went; we had a little motorcar following us with the equivalent 

of the KGB in it. When I got there, I'd stay in the local hotel and a man would be sleeping 

outside my door watching for what I was going to do. I'd have an awful time trying to evade him 

when I went to see the Cardinal, because the Cardinal used to give me a lot of good political 

advice. And one day I said to him, "You know, I hope I don't cause you any harm." He said, "No, 

not at all. I've told them that I won't ever talk politics with foreigners, and they know I don't." 

But he did for the whole hour I was there. He was a most valiant man. During the occupation of 

the Germans in Krakow he went to say mass in the cathedral once, and the Nazi troops wouldn't 

let him in. So the crowd picked up his motorcar with him in it and carried the motorcar into the 

cathedral and he said mass. 

 

Q: They really are terrific people, the Poles. 

 

LYON: Oh, they're fantastic. Of course, they're really crazy in a way, but they're marvelous. 

 

Q: Yes, I would say they're the most troublesome of any of the people in that part of the Soviet 

empire. 

 

LYON: They don't give a damn, they're foolhardy. But you can't help but like them. 

 

Q: Were the Poles aware of Soviet atrocities...about Stalin's crimes, and the Katyn forest, and all 

that, when you were there? Or did that come later? 

 

LYON: I think that came later. But we used to visit sometimes some of the Nazi concentration 

camps. I think the Poles knew about them but they were careful not to talk about it. 

 

Q: That's the German thing. I was thinking about Stalin. That, of course, didn't really come out 

until Khrushchev started talking. But then the Poles must have been aware of it. 

 

LYON: You never know. When I was in Berlin we had an awfully nice young chauffeur and I 

said something to him about, "Oh, was it awfully hard, did you have enough to eat?" He said, 

"You mean to eat horse or dog or something? I never heard of anything so terrible." I said, 

"You've never heard of anything so terrible? What about all these people that the Nazis 

slaughtered?" He said, "You know, I never heard of it while it was going on." I don't know 

whether he was telling me the truth or not but I think he was sincere. I guess they really didn't 

know what was going on too much, the people, until they began to be bombed. 

 

One thing that moved me very much: we went to Weinsut which was the Potocki's big palace. 

You know, 17 drawing rooms, and 16 dining rooms. They took a whole train load of stuff out of 

the country; they were able to get it out with the connivance of the Germans, I think. But I went 

into a bedroom, and there on the door frame, written in pencil, it said Carlos or whatever his 

name was, or Adolphe or Pierre -- you know the way we all do as kids grow up and we put the 

little marks showing how they've grown. It was very touching. It made me sort of weepy. 
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RICHARD E. JOHNSON 

Economic Officer 

Warsaw (1955-1957) 
 

Richard E. Johnson was born and raised in Winnetka, Illinois. His career in the 

Foreign Service included posts in Hong Kong, Canada, Poland, Yugoslavia, 

Bulgaria and Brazil. Johnson was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on 

January 30, 1991. 

 

Q: You took Polish, what, for a year? 

 

JOHNSON: I think that lasted about six or seven months. 

 

Q: What was the situation at the embassy when you got to Warsaw? Who was the ambassador, 

how did he or she operate, and what went on? 

 

JOHNSON: The ambassador was a man named Joseph E. Jacobs, who had more time in the 

Foreign Service than anyone else at that time. He had something like forty years of service. He 

was aging, and beloved by his entire staff. He was a well- organized man, a kindly person, of 

course tremendously experienced in diplomacy. 

 

It was a frozen situation. There was very little we could do when I first arrived. It was a typical 

Soviet-bloc set up: few contacts. 

 

Then, midway in my tour, of course, the Poznan riots occurred. And then there was the exciting 

time when mobs surged down the avenue in front of our embassy, to besiege the Russian 

embassy and shake fists at them. Later on, tank tracks had been found around the camps where 

the Russians had based their armored forces. So apparently the Russians at one point had decided 

to move on Warsaw with their tanks because of this surge of anti-Soviet feeling in Warsaw. 

 

This all resulted, of course, in an agreement whereby the Russians pulled most of their troops 

out. Gomulka came in. For a time, there was a great deal of relaxation in Poland, and the 

atmosphere was hugely improved. There was a great deal of interest in contacting Americans, 

but even more, Western Europeans, because Poland, of course, has this tremendous orientation 

toward France and Britain, as well as the U.S. 

 

But, as history shows, eventually things froze back over again. 

 

Q: What were you doing at the embassy when you went there? 

 

JOHNSON: I was the economic officer, Stu. I did some economic reporting. Just about any 

shreds that you could get were of interest. The only reporting you could get on the industrial 

progress was out of the newspapers, and of course it was heavily censored and very optimistic. 

You could travel around and observe a bit, but not much. 
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Q: Could you go to industries and things like that? 

 

JOHNSON: Oh, no. No, no. No. 

 

Q: Nothing the way that we used to be able to do it in Yugoslavia. 

 

JOHNSON: No. Oh, once in a while, if a big delegation was in town that somehow the Poles 

wanted to smooth over the right way, they'd invite them to visit a showplace, like Nova Huta, the 

big ironworks. But we Embassy people couldn't get access to even a food processing plant by 

asking the protocol of the Foreign Ministry to get in. 

 

I was the economic officer; in small posts they didn't call them counselors then. The political 

officer also was in the same office that I was, and we shared an office. His name was also 

Johnson, Valdemar Johnson, still a very good friend of mine. And people longed for the day 

when Valdemar would be transferred, to end the confusion of having two Johnsons. But 

Valdemar was replaced by Richard G. Johnson. 

 

Q: Oh, God. How about contact, both on the official and on the sort of personal level, with the 

Poles? 

 

JOHNSON: For a time, at the end of our tour of duty, it became easy and very pleasant. We 

made some good friends -- business people and doctors. As I say, that's after Poland's revolution 

that brought back Gomulka and led to a great relaxation in the tension. This and the Pozna riots 

were, I guess, the first open defiance of Soviet authority. 

 

Q: Well, there were the little Berlin riots in '53. And then there was the Poznan. 

 

JOHNSON: That's right, there were. You're quite right. 

 

Q: The Poznan riots were when? 

 

JOHNSON: The Poznan riots were in '56. I was in Poznan at the time, I'd gone down for the 

Poznan Fair. The riots took place then because there were a lot of foreigners in town for the 

Poznan Fair whom the rioters wanted to impress. 

 

We encountered an interesting Polish businessman at a nightclub. Eating space was very scarce 

in the restaurants in Poznan during the fair, so we joined him at his table, with his dolly, a very 

attractive young lady. We got to talking about his livelihood; we were sort of curious as to how 

he could afford to keep buying champagne, which he insisted that we drink as well as his 

dollbaby. He kept asking us to dance with this beautiful young lady. 

 

One thing led to another, and finally he said, "All right, I'll tell you how I can afford this. I have a 

good way of making money. Like many others, I make money on the margins. It's not really 

illegal, but the authorities would like to know about it. And I know you guys won't squeal on 

me." 
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He had very good contacts in places like the downtown department store in Warsaw and other 

places that handled textiles and suits, ready-made clothing. There's a lot of very shoddy stuff 

available. The good stuff came from just a very few plants and factories in Poland, and it was 

delivered infrequently. But he had enough good contacts so that he would get a phone call when 

a delivery was going to be made from the factory. And as the truck was backed up to the 

unloading platform of the department store, he would be there with his truck. And he would 

simply buy it all -- at the retail price; it was all legal and covered by papers, but it was transferred 

directly into his truck. And he took it to his place. He had a huge basement there, filled with 

good stuff. This was the prime quality stuff, and Warsaw citizens knew if they really wanted to 

get a good, good suit, of good material, they could always get it from him, at a damn high price. 

 

Further on in the evening, as things warmed up and we had a bit more champagne, he whispered 

to us, "You know, this place is going to blow sky high tomorrow." 

 

We said, "What do you mean?" 

 

"Yep, they're going out on the streets and they're gonna raise hell." 

 

We thought about it, and the subject changed. Fortunately we had the sense, when we got back to 

our hotel a bit later, maybe a half an hour later, to call someone in the embassy and say that there 

is this rumor in Poznan. Because it was the next day that things busted open. 

 

Q: Did you sort of watch it from the sidelines there? How does one act when there is a major riot 

in a city where one happens to be? 

 

JOHNSON: We were very much on the sidelines. We stayed on the fringes of the mob, and I 

don't think we had particularly good insights as to what was going on. I don't remember our 

providing any specially valuable reporting on the thing. 

 

Q: Did you have the feeling that you were under tight security surveillance at the time you were 

there? Were there problems with sort of attempts at sexual attraction, or drinking, or, you know, 

I mean, what have you? 

 

JOHNSON: Yes. Again, this was during the first half of my tour. There was a dramatic change 

with the events of 1956 and Gomulka's arrival on the scene. But during the first half, yes, there 

was very heavy surveillance. If we left Warsaw, we were always followed by black Citroens, 

which were souped-up so that they could keep up with the cars we had, which were pretty 

powerful Mercuries and things like that. The pursuit got intense. And in some ways I think we 

behaved in a rather childish fashion in trying to dodge these followers. There was no reason to; 

there was nothing really that we wanted to do that they could have detained us for. But we would 

try to outspeed them. And if that failed, there was one trick that we'd do. After having been on 

the road for two or three hours in the morning, we would finally pull up in a nice rural scene and 

get out some Thermos bottles as though we were going to picnic and take it easy for a while. 

And the secret police people, who'd been parked in front of our apartments for several hours 

even before we left, had to go to the bathroom like tremendous, and they'd come flying out of 

their Citroens and disappear into the woods, whereupon we'd quickly pile the Thermos bottles 
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back into the car and dash off. You'd see these poor guys coming out of the woods, buttoning 

their pants up. As I say, it was terribly childish. 

 

Q: Such are sort of things of the Cold War. 

 

JOHNSON: Yes, it was childish, but it provided a bit of excitement in what was otherwise a 

rather dull existence, I guess. 

 

Q: Then you came back to the department, where you served from '57 to '61. What were you 

doing there? 

 

JOHNSON: I was Polish desk officer. I was also the Baltic States desk officer. And, in that latter 

role, I had the job of writing every year the White House statement about the independence of 

the Baltic States. And I can still remember some of those phrases about how we stood totally 

behind the Baltic States in their desire eventually to throw off the Soviet yoke. And how we 

refuse to recognize the incorporation of these states into the Soviet Union. And how we'd never 

abandon the flame of freedom in the Baltic States. 

 

Q: Well, this, I assume, was really very pro forma, wasn't it? I mean, the Baltic States -- Latvia, 

Lithuania, and Estonia -- always had their legations that were here, but did you really do much 

with them? 

 

JOHNSON: No, the main things I remember were, we went of course to all of their functions, 

and I became good friends with the ambassadors. Lithuania and Latvia had embassies (or 

legations) in Washington. Estonia had a consulate in New York. Of course, they still do. No, 

there wasn't a great deal of activity. Preparing this independence statement, this was something 

of course that the Baltic-Americans really looked forward to and they made a lot of it. Another 

thing, though, that the Baltic States desk officer did was to approve the budgets of these three 

posts. And that was because the posts existed, and for all I know still do today, on funds that the 

U.S. Treasury had seized at the outbreak of World War II, or at least when the Nazis invaded the 

Baltic States, because we didn't want the Germans to get their hands on them. So we were still 

husbanding those resources, and in order for the Baltic diplomats in Washington and New York 

to get their hands on this money, they had to come to me, kind of hat in hand, with the budget. 

And I would go over it with them, because I knew the Treasury Department would go over it 

very carefully afterwards. And I'd say things to this...it seems ridiculous in retrospect...to this 

dignified old Latvian ambassador, "Arnolds, why are you asking for six brooms? What do you 

do with all these brooms? Didn't you get brooms last year?" 

 

And he'd say, "Forget about it, I'll buy the brooms myself." 

 

So I'd strike brooms off. And finally this budget, as vetted by us, would go to the Treasury 

Department and after even closer examination of it they would release the funds. 

 

Q: Well, what about this period of '57 to '61 -- relations with Poland had sort of opened up; this 

was really the end of the Eisenhower administration -- were there any particular developments 

at that time that as Polish desk officer you were dealing with? 
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JOHNSON: Nothing particularly exciting, Stu. This was a time of a gradual refreezing of the 

relationship. You remember Gomulka came in with great promise, and it looked as though there 

was going to be continuing liberalization, but Gomulka himself proved a bit of a disappointment, 

and then he left and the future Polish leadership and the PZPR became quite conventional in the 

Soviet state mold. I remember we did fight certain battles for the Poles. I think in Washington we 

tried to treat the Poles a notch or two better than the other Soviet bloc countries. 

 

I remember a lesson I learned in how bureaucracy works. The Poles were picking up cotton in 

the United States, and the handiest port for them was Wilmington, North Carolina. Wilmington 

was not on the list of ports approved for bloc vessels, and we tried hard (because there is nothing 

particularly strategic in Wilmington), just as an accommodation for the Poles, to get Wilmington 

added to the list. 

 

Well, far more conservative elements in the U.S. government opposed this roundly, and took it 

right up to the NSC. In those days, these problems were hashed out in the NSC by a vote. 

 

The assistant secretary for European Affairs told me go on up to the NSC and argue this case. 

Why not let the Poles come into Wilmington, for pete's sake? So I prepared for it, and I could see 

a real collision coming. 

 

I was told by the representative of Treasury that Treasury feels very strongly about this. "Our 

deputy secretary is going to appear on behalf of Treasury. Are you sure you want to be carrying 

the flag for the Department of State, Dick?" 

 

I told the assistant secretary, and he said, "Oh, my God, I should ask our deputy secretary to go 

up and argue this question?" 

 

I think eventually he went, or maybe an under secretary, but it just showed to me how very minor 

problems can be elevated to an importance that they really do not deserve, if a certain U.S. 

agency happens to feel strongly about it, and if there happens to be, let's say, a deputy secretary 

who isn't terribly busy and he's looking for issues. 

 

Q: And this was one in which to take the State Department on, head on. 

 

JOHNSON: Absolutely. 

 

Q: Dick, what about the Polish lobby? This must have been a very powerful group. How did they 

affect you in the United States? 

 

JOHNSON: Well, generally, Stu, they supported our policies. And of course it's a very powerful 

group, the Polish-American Congress. They were very conservative. Again, I'm referring to the 

period after the refreeze began and not to the balmy days of Gomulka in '56. They approved of 

our treatment of Poland as a Soviet-bloc country. And I think they were happy enough to see us 

doing what little we could to accommodate them in certain sectors, and in actually distinguishing 

between Poland and the other bloc countries. They approved of that, the idea of not lumping all 
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the bloc countries together, but giving Poland individual treatment. But most of them refused to 

have any contact with Poland. There were a very few that traveled to Poland in those days, but 

not many, and the Polish- American Congress did not encourage group travel to Poland. We had 

no problems with pressure groups, because by and large they supported the U.S. government's 

stand on Poland then. 

 

 

 

MARY CHIAVARINI  

Ambassadorôs Secretary/Vice Consul 

Warsaw (1955-1958) 

 

Ms. Chiavarini was born and raised in Massachusetts. After Secretarial training, 

she worked with the Interstate Commerce Commission in Washington DC before 

joining the Foreign Service in 1944. During her career with the State 

Department, Ms. Chiavarini served as secretary to the ambassador and other 

officers in Naples, Tirana, Manila, Seoul, Prague, Rome, Singapore and Warsaw. 

After her appointment in 1957 as Consul and Secretary in the Diplomatic Service 

she served in Palermo, Monrovia and Paris. She also served as special ñtrouble 

shooterò in Nicosia, Dublin and Riyadh. Ms. Chiavarini was interviewed by 

David T. Jones in 2007. 

 

Q: Well, I donôt want to tire you. Next I want to ask you about Warsaw. 

 

CHIAVARINI: Oh, I loved Warsaw. I tell you, we still have in June each year a lunch with as 

many of those people we can find here in the United States. The citizens of Warsaw were really 

very kind to us. And we were kind to them. 

 

Q: Poland, when you were there in 1955 and 1956, was experiencing a period of great upheaval 

in Warsaw and later in Hungary. Can you give me any sense of that circumstance? 

 

CHIAVARINI: No, I canôt because I canôt really remember about that. 

 

Q: Do you remember who the ambassador was in Warsaw? 

 

CHIAVARINI: Letôs see his name is rather a common name, Joseph Jacobs. 

 

Q: What were your living conditions in Warsaw? 

 

CHIAVARINI: Well, for a while I lived in an area where they had built households for the staff. 

I worked there; I lived in one of those. Then I lived in a regular house that was owned by the 

consulate. I had the worst staff you could find. I never could understand how they ever got hired. 

 

Q: Worse than Singapore? 

 

CHIAVARINI: Just about. 
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Q: You were the ambassadorôs secretary again in Warsaw? 

 

CHIAVARINI: I think so, but Iôm not sure. 

 

Q: Were you able to travel in Poland? 

 

CHIAVARINI: Again, when Lydia came to visit we went around I remember getting stuck in the 

mud. We had to get some of the Poles to help pull us out. 

 

Q: Just as you were stuck in the mud in Czechoslovakia. 

 

CHIAVARINI: Yes. It rained a lot. 

 

Q: Did you have any interaction with the Russians? 

 

CHIAVARINI: No. The only time I did, I took a trip to one of the neighboring countries. They 

had a party and they sat me next to the Russian. I donôt know why. 

 

Q: To give him a treat, Mary. 

 

CHIAVARINI: [laughter] We had quite a time arguing about their country and ours. I like to 

think that I won. 

 

Q: I suspect you did. 

 

CHIAVARINI: Well, I donôt know. But anyway, 

 

Q: Was Warsaw badly damaged, still, in 1955? 

 

CHIAVARINI: Well, I donôt remember that it was particularly damaged. 

 

Q: Was there a lot of construction? 

 

CHIAVARINI: It must have been, but I donôt remember. 

 

Q: did you have any dealings with the Poles? 

 

CHIAVARINI: Yes. And we had very good dealings with them. 

 

Q: Very good dealings/ 

 

CHIAVARINI: Yes. And they were very good to us at that time. 

 

Q: You did not have a chance to go to the USSR at that point. 
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CHIAVARINI: I did go. 

 

Q: Oh you did. Where did you go? 

 

CHIAVARINI: I visited Moscow. And I did go out in the country and visited what they called 

their, the Russian collective farm. 

 

Q: A collective farm? 

 

CHIAVARINI: Oh no, nothing as wonderful as that. I donôt know that I should call it 

ñwonderfulò but a lot of the people who worked there seemed to be awfully nice to us. 

 

Q: Was this in a farming area that you visited? 

 

CHIAVARINI: I guess so. 

 

 

 

WALTER E. JENKINS, JR.  

Consul 

Poznan (1955-1958) 
 

Walter E. Jenkins, Jr. was raised in Texas and New England. His career in the 

Foreign Service included posts in Germany, Taiwan and Poland. Jenkins was 

interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on February 20, 1991. 

 

Q: Well, you then moved sort of a little farther to the east and took Polish training, is that right? 

 

JENKINS: Yes. During my tour in Berlin, I had driven a car to our Embassy at Warsaw for our 

Poznan Fair pavilion. I met Dick Johnson there. 

 

Q: This was Richard... 

 

JENKINS: Richard E. Johnson. 

 

Q: There are a lot of different Johnsons. 

 

JENKINS: He was one of three Johnsons at the Warsaw Embassy then. Richard E. was with the 

political section. These were very interesting times in Poland, because, as I say, not much earlier 

there had been a Poznan uprising, and things were moving in Poland. Well, Dick and the visit 

generally interested me in Poland, and so I applied for language training. And after nine months 

of language training at FSI, we went to Poznan, Poland. 

 

Q: You went to Poznan, where you served from 1961 to '63. What were you doing? 

 

JENKINS: Well, I went to Poznan as the principal officer of the consulate there. 
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Q: It is a consulate. 

 

JENKINS: It's a consulate. It had been formed in Poznan, I think, for two reasons. One was, it 

had been the center of the uprising that was put down in 1956, and it also is in the heart of the 

Polish western territories, which had been formerly German. It was a very good place to get a 

feel for the environment and the tendencies in that region. 

 

Q: What sort of a staff did you have? 

 

JENKINS: A modest staff, but a very good staff. I had an excellent secretary, Jackie Mathy. And 

I had a wonderful vice consul, Sol Polansky, who later became ambassador to Bulgaria. And 

Jerry Verner was the talented USIA vice consul. And then, as for as local employees, it was 

small, modest. But the first year, we didn't issue a single visa. I was surprised; I thought it would 

give us much better contact. Finally, we did get permission to issue visas. So it was a small local 

staff, too, of about three clerical, one being Pani Czartoryska, who was the wife of Adam 

Czartoryski, scion of the old Polish nobility. She's still an old friend. And then a driver and a 

janitor. And that was it. We had to get another person once we started issuing visas to help us. 

Small, but a very good staff. 

 

Q: So you weren't issuing visas for most of the time, how'd you operate? What were your sort of 

goals and what were you doing? 

 

JENKINS: I have to preface all this by saying that Americans are very popular with the Poles -- 

everybody has a cousin in Detroit or Chicago; so we did cultivate a lot of friends. And we 

traveled a lot, made contacts with the yacht club in Szczecin; and the editor of the newspaper 

there, who was a hunter and invited us to go hunting; and down in Wroclaw (Breslau) was mayor 

Ostapczuk, and a Politburo member, Wladislaw Matwin. We made very good connections with 

all these people and many in cultural fields in Poznan as well. 

 

Q: This was sort of a window of openness, wasn't it, this thing? 

 

JENKINS: That's right. 

 

Q: I mean, it began to shut down a little later. 

 

JENKINS: Yes. Well, you see, the openness came in the late fifties, and you could already feel it 

coming down, but there was still, especially in cultural and other fields, much more liberalism 

than we had detected, say, in East Germany. And, as I say, the Poles were so fond of Americans 

that... I'll give you one example. Sol Polansky was driving down to Wroclaw in his new 

Volkswagen which still had oval temporary German plates. It stopped running part way down to 

Wroclaw and the Poles started coming out of the fields to observe. Sol lifted up the back hood -- 

but he wasn't a mechanic. And they were all looking at him but not offering any help. They 

spoke to him in German. And Sol kept answering in Polish. Finally one of them said, "You 

know, you're the first German I've ever met who can speak Polish." 
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And he said, "I'm not German, I'm American." 

 

"You're an American! Well, come on in, my son is a mechanic, and have breakfast with us." 

 

This contrast, it was amazing. 

 

And so we had easy contacts. We had, of course, our Fourth of July party, we had a Halloween 

party, we had a Valentine party, and we always had scores of guests. It was terrific. 

 

And at the graduation in the universities...I never will forget the one in, I guess it was '62. We 

went first to the agricultural university. I was introduced, and they all got up and gave a standing 

ovation. Not for me personally, but because I was the American consul. So at the next university 

ceremony, they introduced the Soviet and American consuls simultaneously -- there was modest 

applause. At the third (Technical) university graduation, they didn't mention that either one of us 

was there. 

 

And then, when the Eastman Orchestra from Rochester came to play at the symphony, I invited 

the mayor to go with me. We sat down on the second row. Well into the program the Eastman 

Orchestra started playing the "Stars and Stripes Forever." The Poles all got up and marched and 

paraded and danced up and down the aisles. Very embarrassing for the mayor and I was a little 

embarrassed, but I enjoyed it. 

 

But this was the atmosphere, explaining one's ability to associate and learn things from the 

people. 

 

Q: Well, tell me, I mean, you were there in '61. As I recall, just about '61, we had this, at that 

time, rather bad incident at our embassy, where a General Services officer had an affair with a 

Polish woman who was connected to the Polish secret police and all that, and ended up in jail. 

 

JENKINS: I had almost forgotten about that, but I remember now. It was just before our arrival 

in Poznan. 

 

Q: Well, I remember that because I was offered a job to go to Poland to be General Services 

officer. 

 

JENKINS: You should have gone. 

 

Q: Well, it was just after this happened, and I didn't feel like replacing, doing... But how about 

the feeling about the Polish secret police and all? Because you might have had these other 

relations, but there was this other side 

 

JENKINS: It was always there. And if you were a balanced person, and I think we were and our 

team was, it was habitual to appreciate that the police were following you en route to Szczecin. 

You always knew that phones and rooms were "bugged;" you always assumed this when you 

were talking on the phone or conversing with anyone. And you behaved accordingly. But there 

were some exceptions, you see, like the General Services officer. And, later, when I went to 
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Warsaw, there were several other cases that had occurred. But we assumed that it would occur. 

 

I'll give you one example. A very good friend of mine was a Dr. Powiertowski, and he told me, 

"You know, every time we're together I have to report to the police. Now you know that, so if 

you don't want to associate with me, don't. But if you know that, then you might know how to 

behave." And we were both fishermen who enjoyed going fishing together; so we continued 

association. 

 

We usually knew who they were. I remember we found out some of the key people in the 

community were actually officers in the UB (Polish Security Service). After learning this, we 

continued our association with them. Knowing who they were and how they would behave was 

the important thing. But they were always there. 

 

It was your staff. For instance, Pan Josef was the consulate janitor. And one time there was a 

break-in in the consulate. He had a dual feeling; I mean, he really protected us a great deal. And 

he caught the intruder, who was turned over to the police. Well, it turned out that this guy was an 

UB operative, who was coming in to check and repair the nine mikes in the consulate. And we 

knew Pan Josef was also UB. But he didn't know the one he caught was UB, one of his own 

guys. And so the nine mikes were uncovered as a result. You just knew that they (the UB) were 

there all the time. 

 

Q: I mean, all of a sudden were dainty Polish women being dangled in front of you or your staff, 

or something like this? 

 

JENKINS: Yes. It happened before I got there, but there were some families, who we continued 

to associate with, who had young men as sons who were sort of cottoning up to our secretary. 

But, before I got there, the consulate learned who these people were, and so she was extremely 

careful and didn't associate except when we were all together. But in Warsaw this happened quite 

a bit. 

 

Q: Did you have much contact with, say, Polish officials around there? I mean, did you go talk 

to them, and did they talk about the situation? Or was it pretty much a pro forma contact? 

 

JENKINS: Locally, in Poznan itself, it was tough, because we had one of the hardest-line First 

Secretaries in Poland, and his name was Jan Szydlak. And there was no real communication with 

him. But if you got to any of the other towns, gradually a pretty good relationship developed. 

Because it was one of the jobs of those, let's say, in Szczecin, Wroclaw, or Jelenia Góra, places 

like that, to get us to accept the western territories as belonging to Poland. And so they would 

take us on tours and show us the "wonderful things" the Poles had done in this region. So you got 

quite close to a number of the Party and government officials. 

 

For instance, in Wroclaw, the old Breslau, the mayor was Ostapczuk. He was an extremely 

liberal guy, he wanted close relations, and he arranged a lot of tours. And one time when I went 

down on a visit he said, "You know, someone wants to talk to you. You know Matwin, the Party 

First Secretary?" 
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And I replied, "Yes, he's also on the Politburo." 

 

He said, "Yes, well, he wants to talk to you." 

 

And so I said, "(gulp) Okay, let's go." 

 

The car came, picked me up, and took me over to... Matwin, a fascinating person. He had 

graduated from Charles University in Prague. He was one of the very liberal element that had 

come in with Gomulka in '56. We talked for three hours. He had a desk, and he didn't sit at the 

desk, it was standup desk. And we talked about the situation in Poland and, you know, not once 

did he mention anything about Marx or Lenin, but he constantly cited Spinoza, the philosopher. 

And he was asking me how we liked Wroclaw and this beautiful western territory; but he wasn't 

grilling me on anything that had to do with American politics or military or anything like that. 

He was again promoting our interest in the western territories. 

 

But as things began to crack down, after I left Poznan and became Polish desk officer in the 

Department, both Owstapczuk and Matwin were removed by the hard- liners, and the tightening-

up process accelerated. Remember, 1961 was Berlin Wall. Poznan is closer to Berlin than it is to 

Warsaw; and there were ink marks all over the walls and broken windows of our consulate, 

which happened right after the Berlin Wall went up. So things were beginning to tighten up 

again while we were there. 

 

And then came the Cuban missile crisis, October '62. It happened, and of all things, we had as 

our cultural guest Monroe Leaf, who wrote Ferdinand the Bull. He was with us, he was our guest 

and staying with us, and we had a big program at the library for him. But the missile crisis 

intervened, and only three people showed up. So it was a pretty tense moment 

 

Q: I'm interested in this, because I've had some interviews with people who were in Moscow at 

the same time, where there were crowds, and obviously the crowds were so-called demonstrating 

against the embassy, but mainly they were concerned and wanted to know what the hell was 

happening. You know, this was not a hostile crowd, these were very concerned people. What 

were you getting in Poland at that time? Because it looked like there might be a war. 

 

JENKINS: That's right, it was tense. And we got reflections from Warsaw, particularly, that they 

were very concerned there. But I didn't find that the local population or even most officials in our 

consular district were anti-American or anything like that. They were concerned. And I guess we 

were all concerned. 

 

We were pretty isolated in Poznan and were living in a three-story consulate building. My 

secretary had the top floor that looked out over the railroad. I said, "Jackie, you watch and if you 

see any trains heading west, with a lot of tanks and guns on them, we'll let the embassy know." 

And I guess it was Carol Brown then who was the vice consul, Sol had moved on. "Carol, why 

don't you take a car and make a swing down to the south and out to the west, and if you see any 

real action, we can report it. Meanwhile, Laura and I are going up to Szczecin to the yacht club 

and tell our friends up there we'd like to take a little cruise." 
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In Szczecin they said sure, come on. And we went up, and we went out in a sail boat. Of course, 

they didn't take us anywhere near the harbor, but they entertained us very nicely with all kinds of 

Polish ham and vodka. And then, of all things, here we were on a sailing cruise and it started 

snowing. Here we were, cruising around in the estuary in the snow, and didn't see a thing. But I 

guess not seeing anything was reassuring. So we came back. 

 

And then the aftermath was, I think, very interesting. We had already put out an invitation to our 

Halloween party. Usually, as I say, we had eighty or so people there -- only six showed up. Five 

of them we knew were UB, the secret police. One was an innocent student, who as a result got 

into trouble, but not serious trouble. I later asked him, "Which one do you think it was that 

turned you in?" 

 

He said, "I think it was that one with the Napoleon hat." Guests wore costumes to the Halloween 

party 

 

We knew which one that was. 

 

So that was the first reaction: local citizens were afraid, but they weren't against us. 

 

But the real showdown came a few days later...because I'd already accepted the invitation to the 

November 7 reception of the Soviet consulate. Well, they didn't think I was going to come, but 

Laura and I went. And the Soviet hosts were very hesitant, but they had to let us in. So we went 

up into the reception hall, with all the local leaders and cultural types there. And every time a 

Pole came up to talk to us, one of the vice consuls would come and say, "Oh, I want to introduce 

you to this visiting Soviet guest," and we were isolated. Finally, however, Danuta Satanowski, 

who was a leading actress in town, wouldn't take this sort of thing, and she came over and started 

talking to us. She wouldn't go away with them. And then she called her husband, who was the 

director of the symphony orchestra, Satanowski, and he came over and talked to us. Then the 

university presidents and others came. Pretty soon we were right back in the middle of it. 

 

I'm using this event to illustrate that the Poles were concerned, but they were still very friendly 

and they were positive. 

 

Q: Well, it was a difficult time. Did you get any requests from Polish-Americans in the United 

States about Uncle So and So at this time? I would think that you would be doing a lot of family 

services for Polish- Americans. 

 

JENKINS: Well, as I say, the first half of the tour in Poznan, we didn't issue visas or do much 

regular consular work. We got into a little bit of that in the last half of the tour. But, no, I sensed 

this much more, later, when I was on the desk and also when I was in Warsaw. But in Poznan, in 

1961-62, we didn't have a feeling that we were running errands for Polish-Americans. But later, 

while I was Polish Desk Officer, 1966 was the millennium of the Polish state and the Polish 

church. And that was the main focus in the Polish-American community, because it represented 

the unity of church and state. You had a lot more Polish-American goings-on at that time than 

you did back in '61 to '63. 

 



 

58 

 

 

ROBERT B. HOUSTON 

Consular Officer 

Warsaw (1955-1958) 
 

Robert B. Houston joined the Foreign Service Auxiliary in 1945. He served in 

Gold Coast, Germany, Austria, Scotland, Poland, Bulgaria, Finland and the 
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Torbert. 

 

HOUSTON: We had barely started our touring of Scotland when in the fall of 1954, orders came 

transferring us to Bangkok, Thailand by way of home leave in the United States. We took a ship 

out of Southampton to New York. A German friend from Bremerhaven, who had immigrated to 

the United States, picked up our new car for us from General Motors in New Jersey and met us at 

dockside in it. After going through a briefing in Washington, we had driven to Kansas City, my 

hometown. There, at Christmas time, my orders were changed again. Instead of going to 

Thailand, we were to return to Washington after the holidays and learn Polish. This perhaps 

reflected the fact that years ago, I had applied for Arabic language training. Now they were 

finally getting around to giving me language training, Polish. My wife and I had been looking 

forward to a tropical post. Thailand with its palms seemed ideal. Much of our effects were on the 

high seas between Edinburgh to Bangkok, but I persuaded my wife that this was an opportunity 

not to be missed. Back we went to study Polish. 

 

The Foreign Service Institute in those days was in an apartment building which had to be torn 

down later to make way for the new State Department building. I had various instructors in 

Polish, and was really enjoying getting ready to go to Poland. I was still in the consular cone, and 

I was to be the one man consular section at the Embassy in Warsaw. This was before the 

Khrushchev thaw had really affected Poland, although the very perceptive might have sensed it 

coming. I went on ahead in October, 1955. My wife and three children came later, staying in 

Berlin until our quarters could be prepared for us in Warsaw. 

 

This delay left me alone in Warsaw and prey to the UB, the Polish secret police. I feel sure that 

the very attractive young girl who came into my office on the first day I was there wanting to 

know if I could help her was a UB ploy. She said her father in Poznan had thrown her out, that 

she had no place to live, and couldn't I, the American consul, find some place for her? After 

consulting with my predecessor, who was still there for overlap, I told her that the embassy had 

no means of helping. I wonder if this was a UB effort to see if they could get at a young married 

man in Warsaw without his wife. I thought about this again when in 1961 an American FSO was 

compromised in Poland by a young Polish woman, and convicted of passing on classified 

documents. 

 

Q: Did you start on consular work? 

 

HOUSTON: I spent about a year in Warsaw doing consular work. It was during this period that it 

became clear that things were changing in Poland. No longer were just a handful of old Poles 
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trying to go to the United States. The floodgates were opening. I had to try to convince, first the 

management of the post, and then Washington, that a one-man consular shop was no longer 

adequate in Warsaw. Before I left the post, I think the consular section had gotten up to four 

officers. 

 

1956 was a very critical year in Europe. Most people only think of the events in Hungary in 

1956, but there was almost a war between Poland and the Soviet Union in that year. It was the 

year of the riots in Poznan which led to divisions in the Polish party. Nationalist Poles wanted to 

bring back Gromulka, who had been imprisoned during the Stalinist crackdown, as party leader, 

but the old-line Muscovite Poles were opposed to it. There was a very tense moment during the 

party congress of that year. Khrushchev, Mikoyan and Bulganin flew in to try to convince the 

Poles not to make Gromulka the head of the party. Even though the Polish army was ostensibly 

commanded by a Moscow-leaning Pole, Rokosovski, the Poles were able to muster enough 

military forces to start moving tanks around. Khrushchev then backed off and decided not to 

intervene militarily to prevent Gromulka from being made party chief. 

 

Q: That is fascinating. 

 

You were just telling me about the political situation in Poland in 1956 and the near uprising 

that took place. Do you want to go on from there? 

 

HOUSTON: Well, I think it worth recalling one of the surprising events of the time. In that near 

uprising, at a time when we thought Soviet tanks could cross the Soviet-Polish frontier to put 

down this Polish rebelliousness, we sent our military attachés out to observe the frontier. The 

attachés had a flat tire out along the border. To the attachés' surprise, the Polish secret police 

were helpful, they changed the tire for them, and got them on their way as soon as possible. This 

was a complete reversal of roles. They were the enemy usually. This time they really wanted 

American military attachés out observing the border. 

 

Q: So there really was a feeling of independence there at that time? 

 

HOUSTON: I can recall the crowds of students marching through the streets of Warsaw 

shouting, "Rokosovski do Moskvi! Rokosovski do Moskvi!" They wanted Marshall Rokosovski 

to go back to Moscow; he was not Polish enough to have stood up to the Russians in this 

instance. There was a period after Gromulka was in power. The Russians had accepted this, not 

with the greatest of grace, but they had accepted it. In a week, 4 or 5 ostensibly Polish generals 

were given medals and sent off to Moscow. The Poles really cleaned house at this point. This 

house cleaning made it possible for the Poles later on to play the leading role they did in the 

breaking up of the Warsaw Pact. That, and of course the all-powerful influence of the Catholic 

Church. Also the Poles had never eliminated the peasantry. All these elements all played a role in 

giving Poland its independent outlook. There are 35,000,000 or 40,000,000 Poles; none of the 

other Eastern European nations are nearly so numerous. 

 

Q: The Polish Church has always fascinated me for they were headed by a very skillful man 

during all of that time, or at least they handled themselves very well during that period. 
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HOUSTON: Yes. The Poles are perhaps the most religious people in Europe. 

 

Q: Its all Catholic, no Protestants? 

 

HOUSTON: Yes. The Church throughout history had been identified with preserving the Polish 

national spirit against Russians, and against other invaders. So the Polish Church was uniquely 

positioned to play this role. Somehow the Polish Communists decided they never wanted to 

tackle the Church head on the way they had done in other countries. I think the abortive Polish 

uprising in 1956 was one of the few instances in my career in the Foreign Service where I could 

have been on the scene when history, I mean a big part of history, was being made. Because of 

what happened later in Hungary, people tend to associate 1956 with the Hungarian uprising. 

They often overlook how close it came to bloodshed in Poland in that year. 

 

Q: There were some troubles in East Germany too, as I recall. 

 

HOUSTON: 1953 was the big year in East Germany 

 

Q: Now, all of this time you were not doing consular work? 

 

HOUSTON: After about a year, Art Wortzel came. He was supposed to go to Moscow, but there 

was not a place for him there. So he was sent to Warsaw, took over the consular section and this 

made it possible for me to go to what was one of the more unusual jobs in an embassy. There 

was a joint British-American service to translate the Polish press. The joint press translation 

service had some commercial aspects to it. We tried to get money back to help meet expenses. 

We sold subscriptions to this service to other embassies, to newspaper people, to whoever would 

pay us money to meet some of the costs. That job was essentially an early morning job. You had 

to get in early to get the press translated and the bulletin out. This left your afternoons free, so 

the morning work was combined with an afternoon job. This was to act as head of the German 

permit office. West Germany was not recognized as a sovereign state then by Poland, or by the 

other East European countries. Poland needed, as did the other countries, to send certain people 

to West Germany, so the East European countries agreed to allow Western allies to issue permits 

for local people who wanted to go to Germany. We issued permits to Polish people going on 

visits or to ethnic Germans being repatriated. Again, the job had unusual financial arrangements. 

My salary continued to be paid by the U.S. taxpayer, but my staff of 15 or so Polish nationals 

were all being paid by Bonn, as were the expenses of the office. 

 

Q: The West Germans? 

 

HOUSTON: The West Germans were paying all that. Of course all decisions were being made in 

Bonn. Everything had to be referred to Bonn and I was simply the front man. 

 

Q: You were representing West German interests in Poland. 

 

HOUSTON: No negotiations were conducted by us on anything substantial, we were limited to 

consular matters. Still this combined job of running a commercial press translation service jointly 

with the British, and representing the Germans in consular affairs there, made the job an unusual 
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one. 

 

Q: About as unusual as you can think of. How big was the embassy in Poland at this time? Had it 

been cut down to a skeleton staff as we were in many other Eastern European countries? 

 

HOUSTON: Yes, it had a small staff. We had three people in the political section, a one man 

consular section, we had a one man USIS section, we had an agricultural attaché who had certain 

regional responsibilities, the ambassador and DCM. On the military attaché side, the Army 

controlled the DAT function. There was an assistant Army attaché, an Air Force attaché and a 

Navy man there. We had the usual communicators. We did have a sizeable local staff, but the 

Germans were paying part of them. We had our commercial earnings to pay the locals working 

on press translations. We had a combined British-American school staffed by wives, essentially. 

Our medical supplies were supplied by the United States, and the British supplied the doctor. 

 

Q: You probably had a fairly sizeable administrative group to take care of all these disparate 

things? 

 

HOUSTON: Well, we had an American administrative officer and a budget and fiscal officer. 

One other interesting observation about our operation in Warsaw: the owner of our Embassy 

building at that time was the Peoples' Republic of Bulgaria. Between 1950 and 1960, we had no 

diplomatic relations with Bulgaria, yet they were our landlords. The Swiss Embassy was nearby, 

and they represented our interests with Bulgaria. Thus if we had any problems with our landlord 

we would talk to the Swiss, who then would take up the problems with the Bulgarians. 

 

Q: Who were the ambassadors and DCMs when you were there and did they leave any particular 

impression on you? 

 

HOUSTON: When I first arrived, Joseph E. Jacobs was our ambassador. He was, I think, the 

most senior ambassador in the service at the time. He started, I think, in 1912 as a language 

officer in China. He enjoyed the distinction, in my eyes, of having headed our mission to Albania 

after the war, the only mission we sent to that country. The mission had to leave when Albanian 

mistreatment in, I think, 1948, became unbearable. Ambassador Jacobs was a very skeptical 

person. He was, you might say, from Missouri. He was very distrustful of the Communists. I 

think the Department in time felt that while he was a very good ambassador when the Cold War 

was really cold, when things started to warm up, someone with a different outlook was needed. 

We were fortunate to get as our ambassador then Jake Beam. 

 

Q: Hardly a radical liberal (laughter). But a very experienced, very intelligent man. 

 

HOUSTON: One of the customers of the press translation service was the New York Times 

correspondent, Sidney Grusom. I can't tell you that date, but in 1957 or 1958 he wrote the 

embassy was still in its bombshelter after the all-clear had been sounded. Maybe as a result of 

this article, the Department decided that it was time for a new ambassador to be sent out for a 

fresh approach. The DCM, when I first arrived there, was Fred Exner. He was there for a while, 

then Willard Barber came in. He was a Latin American expert. Warsaw was his first experience 

in Europe in a Communist country. Before I left, there was another DCM change. Frank Siscoe, 
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an ex-FBI official, came in as DCM. 

 

Q: Do you have any final thoughts on Poland before we move on to Washington? 

 

HOUSTON: No, Warsaw was a pleasant experience overall. I don't think I was unusual in 

feeling a strong attachment to the Polish people, and how difficult has been the role they have 

played in history. We actually wanted to stay in Poland a little longer, but the Department was 

fearful, in those days, of keeping people too long in hardship posts. 

 

Q: Particularly Eastern European ones. 

 

HOUSTON: So I was transferred to Washington in February, 1958. An officer who had left the 

post before me had said, "Is there anything that you would like me to try to line up for you in 

Washington?" This was Richard Earle Johnson. I said, "Well, they are starting this exchange 

program under the Lacey-Zarubin Agreement of February 1958." Bill Lacey was the American 

negotiator and Ambassador Zarubin was the Soviet negotiator. They signed this first exchange 

agreement between the United States and the Soviet Union. There was a provision in the 

immigration law banning the issuing of visas to Communists, so there were many new 

procedures to work out while this went on. The agreement reflected a relaxation under 

Khrushchev of tensions in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. So the exchange program was 

where I ended up in Washington in mid-1958. 

 

Q: Who was your boss there? 

 

HOUSTON: Bill Lacey was our spiritual mentor, he was listed as an advisor to the Secretary. 

The actual bureaucracy running the program was placed in the Bureau of Public Affairs. The 

particular office I was assigned to was called the Office of East- West Contacts in the Bureau of 

Public Affairs -- P. The head of the office was Freddy Merrill. 

 

Q: He was an Eastern European hand. 

 

HOUSTON: Yes, he and Bill Lacey were the same expansive type: "Don't bother me too much 

with details, I'm a broad picture man." But that was the sort of vision, I think, needed for that 

kind of operation. Our office was set up in the ground office of an apartment building at 1500 

Massachusetts Avenue. We were close to the Soviet embassy, and they would come around to 

see us frequently. For someone who did not know much about bureaucracy in Washington, 

getting his first taste of it in this assignment, was perhaps as good an assignment as possible. We 

had to coordinate activities of the whole government vis-a-vis the Soviet Union in respect to 

these exchanges. This meant that we dealt with many different departments, and got a broad 

view of how those departments worked and what their foibles were. 

 

Q: Did you find this at first to be pretty frustrating to be in the bureaucracy after so many years 

of being relatively your own boss? 

 

HOUSTON: Yes. One could not just write a message and expect to send it out. Messages had to 

be coordinated everywhere, particularly in this sort of activity where all sorts of agencies 



 

63 

believed that they had an interest at stake. A message had to be coordinated and rewritten. This 

was quite educational in that regard. One of the things that I recall most clearly from this period 

was when we brought over a delegation of Polish political leaders in the fall of '58. Because I 

was just back from Poland and spoke Polish, I was tapped to be their escort, to go across the 

country with them. 

 

Q: That was interesting and checked your language out too. 

 

HOUSTON: Yes. Also it was to give me the first opportunity to assess the premise behind this 

program, namely that if we bring the Commies over and show them how nice it is in the United 

States, they will go back home as different people. So, this was my opportunity to see at first 

hand the immediate impact of America on people brought up in alien cultures, who knew nothing 

about the United States, and had been fed the Communist propaganda view of the United States 

all along. 

 

Q: Did you feel that this premise was a solid one, did it work? 

 

HOUSTON: I felt that indeed there is merit in the premise. True, they came here under tight 

discipline. Bolislaw Jaschew, the head of the Polish delegation, was a dyed-in-the-wool 

Communist, according to his biography. But even in his case, I felt that we were making an 

impression. We had arrangements with Department of State contractors in those days to line up 

meetings that would make this kind of impact. I particularly remember we were booked into 

Garden City, Kansas because also in the group were people representing the so-called Peasant 

Party of Poland. The generosity and open-heartedness of the people of Garden City... 

 

Q: I must say that over the years they have built up a tremendous corps of people all over this 

country who have given unstinting help on these things, it is quite fascinating. What other 

problems did you tackle? 

 

HOUSTON: In the exchanges program there was a lot of paper shuffling, particularly to get a 

waiver for every Communist to come in, the waiver of the visa exclusion. Procedures had to be 

developed for that. We had to have liaison with the security people to be sure that we were not 

taking Communist agents to places where they could see the combination to Fort Knox, or that 

sort of thing. But a big problem was also that we were running this on a shoestring. We were 

depending on private enterprise wanting to conduct exchanges at their own expense. In those 

days this was not too much of a problem. Many people instinctively felt the exchanges were a 

good program to break down some of the hostility, and they wanted to do their share. When, 

however, technical exchanges were concerned, then questions of proprietary information and so 

forth would come in. The Department of Commerce was concerned: "Was this a way to get 

around our export licenses?" 

 

I would say that the biggest problem was simply how to get around the bureaucracy. It was 

fascinating to get to meet so many of the people brought over. I can recall entertaining Russian 

doctors, including some who had been targeted by Stalin in his Jewish doctors' plot. They were 

in Washington on a Mother's Day or some other holiday. Nobody else would take time away 

from honoring their wife or mother to entertain these Russian doctors, so I persuaded my wife to 
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take them on. That turned out to be a good experience. The doctors were all very nice, and were 

willing to talk about "the doctors' plot" and so forth. 

 

Q: They were willing to talk about it? 

 

HOUSTON: Yes, Stalin was dead; Khrushchev was in power, and a new era had arrived. 

 

Q: Now this job lasted through the end of the Eisenhower Administration. About the time Mr. 

Kennedy took office, or soon thereafter, did the program change anyway after the change of 

administration? 

 

HOUSTON: No, it still continued. After the breakdown of the Paris summit, after the U-2 

episode in May of 1960, things were perceived as being different, but the change between the 

Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations did not mean much for exchanges. I certainly do not 

recall any difference. I left the program in the summer of '61, the Department giving me an 

academic year off. 

 

 

 

WOODWARD ROMINE  

Political Officer  

Warsaw (1957-1959) 

 

Woodward Romine was born and raised in Indiana. He graduated from Wabash 

College and later pursued studies at the University of Geneva, Switzerland. His 

primary assignments in the State Department were as Political Officer in 

Washington and abroad. His foreign assignments, all European, include Warsaw, 

Paris, Strasbourg, Vienna and four posts in Germany. In Washington, Mr. 

Romine dealt with French relations as well as Refugee and Management matters. 

He is a graduate of The Industrial College of the Armed Forces. Mr. Romine was 

interviewed by Peter Moffat in 1998. 

 

Q: Weôve gotten you established as a Junior FSO. So what did the Department choose to do with 

you? 

 

ROMINE: I finished out my time in INR and then was assigned in early 1957 to Polish language 

training in the FSI, the old FSI, and went through that very intensive work for about seven 

months, and then I was sent to Poland. 

 

Q: Was that sufficient training? Did seven months produce a useful level of Polish? 

 

ROMINE: Yes, it produced a useful level. It might have been a longer period, I think. I found 

that some of the people who came out from the Army training program in California seemed to 

have a better grasp of the program, because they had been at it a little longer, and I think they did 

things that we didn't do as much here, such as making them learn dialogue to go to the theater 

and that sort of thing, and this was very helpful to their fluency. But I had no complaints about 
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what the FSI did. I thought it was a good program, but did work awfully hard. 

 

Q: As a graduate about that time of the Monterey Language School, I am well aware of your 

description of how Monterey went about this training. In Polish, as in Russian, it was an 

11-month program, and frankly I think the Monterey program was better in its end result than 

FSI's programs. That is a personal observation. 

 

ROMINE: When I saw the young military attaché who came out there at the same time I did and 

his ease and what appeared to me fluency in Polish, I did think he had gotten something that I 

didn't get, but then maybe he was a better student. 

 

Q: You are quite a linguist. You had French, German, and Polish at your command; so the 

Department clearly sent you somewhere that would make use of this. 

 

ROMINE: Well, I had French at my command and German less at my command, Polish not bad. 

I could do the things that needed to be done. I could read the newspapers, for instance. Among 

other things that we did there was to follow the Polish newspapers very carefully from all over 

the country. 

 

Q: This was as a Political Officer in Warsaw? 

 

ROMINE: As a Political Officer. We edited a thing everyday called The Polish News Bulletin, 

which was the only thing like that in English at that time. We did this jointly with the Brits, and 

they had a good Polish language officer there, and we would alternate doing the immediate news 

and then doing the news that was the long articles and that sort of thing. We had two parts of this 

bulletin. This was an interesting time, because, one, the Poles were remarkably free in what they 

could talk about, but, of course, their newspapers were carefully watched. Oftentimes if you read 

the provincial papers, things would appear in them that shouldn't appear at all. For instance, one 

time there was a strike in Lublin, and looking at this one morning, down in the corner, right-hand 

side of the paper, was a little thing that said there was a strike at the textile factory there. That 

was all that was said, but that, of course, caused great interest and pleasure that we were able to 

find out about this and could dispatch the head of the political section immediately to go to 

Lublin and see what was happening. It was also an interesting time because among other things 

that I did there was to run what they called the German Permit Office. This gets back something 

to travel control. We represented the Federal Republic in Poland. We ran an office, and under 

rather strict German rules we could issue visas to various people, people who wanted to go and 

visit their relatives in Germany. 

 

Q: Poles? 

 

ROMINE: Yes, Poles, but from what the Poles called the Western territories. There were many 

of these people who were German or who were part German, part Polish, and what they wanted 

to do most of all at that time was to leave, or at least to go on a visit to West Germany, where 

their relatives were looked upon as people being very fortunate and in very good material 

situations. So this was an interesting thing, and it was a very, very powerful instrument to have in 

dealing with the Polish government, which would sometimes become very unpleasant in its 
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comments about the United States or any of our allies and could threaten to do certain things. I'm 

trying to think now what some of the things were that they threatened us with, and that escapes 

me now, but at one point when they were particularly difficult about some kind of office space 

that we needed for this office, we simply shut the office down. It had an astonishing effect. We 

got a call immediately from the Foreign Ministry asking us why we were doing this, and we told 

them, and within 24 hours this whole thing had gone away and been resolved, because the Poles 

were very anxious to get their own official travelers out, and they couldn't go without this 

German visa that we put on their passports. That was interesting, and then the whole situation in 

Poland was interesting at this time. The Poles wanted to be very, very friendly to us, but shortly 

after I arrived the Russians put up Sputnik. It was a very unhappy moment, particularly to read 

the Polish press, which brought out all of the old clichés about this capitalism is great for making 

cars and refrigerators and all that sort of thing that people really don't need even though they may 

want it, but when it comes to pure scientific research, you can see that socialism leads the pack. 

We got that until we just could hardly look at it at all, and then one day in came a small paper, I 

think called Politika, and again down in the right-hand corner of one of the pages a little cartoon 

showed a Sputnik all dressed up at the top, very well presented, but from there on down he was 

in rags and he was barefooted. We got that paper, and when the Poles found out about it, the 

paper was confiscated. Everything was withdrawn. That was an interesting moment. 

 

Q: How would you characterize the attitudes of the proverbial Polish man in the street as 

regards his own government? 

 

ROMINE: I would regard it as, one, he didn't like it at all, because he felt it wasn't his 

government. He felt it was the Russians'. That was a thing that was always expressed to us. The 

commander of the Russian forces in Poland, I believe, as I recall, his name was Rokossovsky. 

They sent him there because he had been born in Poland and he spoke Polish, but he was a 

Russian. They looked at it this way. Another thing, the Polish government was very wise about 

this. They didn't object to people telling you this; just don't write it. So we heard this a great deal, 

and we had quite free access to all sorts of people that you could talk to, and they would always 

express this, even in very public places. It might be embarrassing to us, but they didn't mind, and 

the Polish authorities themselves didn't react unfavorably to this. It was another interesting time, 

because the man who was in charge of Poland at that time was not looked upon with favor by the 

Russians. 

 

Q: Who was this? 

 

ROMINE: This was Gomulka, and in 1956 before I had arrived, they had almost had a revolution 

there at the time of the invasion of Hungary. Gomulka at that time came to power and strongly 

and stoutly defended Polish interests and that sort of thing; so it was an interesting time there. 

 

Q: Who was your Ambassador? 

 

ROMINE: Our Ambassador was Jake Beam, who was first class, a very careful, cautious man, 

but who I felt developed very good relationships within the Polish government, particularly with 

the Foreign Minister, Rapacki. He saw him frequently. They socialized as much as one could, 

and he listened carefully to Rapacki's idea for denuclearizing Europe and that sort of thing. The 
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Poles were very proud of this. They thought that this showed a certain amount of independence 

from the Russians. 

 

Q: Were you or others involved in what might be termed intelligence on the Russians through 

warm relations with the Poles who in turn had greater access to the Soviets? 

 

ROMINE: I wasn't involved in this. Some of my colleagues were and did quite well with this. 

My contacts with the Poles were limited mainly to the permit side of things, but that was very 

interesting. The Poles were not beyond having a good sense of humor, and a way to get back at 

the Germans, whom they didn't care much for. Among other things they had a very special 

arrangement between the Polish Red Cross and the German Red Cross to return Germans living 

in western territories of Poland directly to Germany. They started a train at Stettin -- we had 

nothing to do with this -- and they would load up six cars of this train. They would be sealed, 

filled with these German refugees, and the train would take off and go non-stop across to East 

Germany and right into West Germany. One day in my office I got a call from the Federal 

Ministry of the Interior saying, "You mustn't ever let these gypsies into Germany." I didn't know 

what they were talking about. Well, what the Poles had done that day: instead of six cars, they 

put on a seventh one, and in this were gypsies. When the Germans came to unseal the cars, the 

gypsies came out and disappeared. So we had then to go to the Foreign Ministry about that, but 

the Ambassador, who was very careful about this, said, "You just write up on plain white paper 

the story, and take it over to the Poles and tell them that we thought they ought to know about 

this," and so we did, and the Poles immediately said, "Oh, this was a terrible mistake, and we'll 

take them all back," but it was too late. 

 

 

 

JULIAN M. NIEMCZYK  

Air Attaché  

Warsaw (1958-1960) 

 

Julian M. Niemczyk was born and raised in Oklahoma. He attended Oklahoma 

University and was subsequently inducted into the 45th division of the armed 

forces. He was then assigned to the Office of Strategic Services. He was then 

transferred to the CIA. It was here that he began his Foreign Service activities. 

Mr. Niemczykôs posts included Tokyo, Manila, and Prague. The interview was 

conducted by Charles Stuart Kennedy on December 16, 1991. 

 

Q: Then you moved from a friendly environment to... 

 

NIEMCZYK:  June, 1956, I returned again to Washington. I mentioned one of the assistant air 

attachés who had been so friendly to me and my wife as newcomers and outsiders, although I 

was an Air Force blue uniform type. He preceded me back to Washington and his assignment 

was in the Pentagon with the Air Attaché Branch. He tipped me off to a position opening in the 

Warsaw Pact area. I said, "Which one is it?" He said, "Well, it is Poland and with your name 

there should be no trouble for you to be selected." I applied and was accepted and selected. The 

Air Force made an incorrect assumption that I was fluent in Polish. Dad spoke five languages, 
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but mother was from Roanoke, assigned in Oklahoma I learned a few words of Comanche, but 

never would he speak Polish. I think in the '20s perhaps, I remember him and others saying that 

if you spoke a foreign language you were suspect. That was two or three of the reasons that he 

didn't speak the language. 

 

I was brought into the Air Force intelligence, into the attaché-designate training branch and 

started a three or six month schooling. About a three-month schooling in Washington and Wright 

Pat Airfield for technical and photography. Then I went to FSI (Foreign Service Institute of the 

State Department) where I had a 9-month intensive Polish language training course. I was the 

only student in the class, which was a comfort in sort of a way. It meant that it was a little more 

difficult because I was the only person to answer the questions. I asked if my wife could join me 

and they agreed. My wife had wanted the training but she hadn't been invited yet. It helped when 

she could join me at the blackboard, in the recitation, etc. This went on for nine months. It was a 

very good course. I did have two teachers over the nine-month period. When I finished I had a 

very good vocabulary. I could write it all right. My grammar was not very good, but I could put 

12 words together and get the idea across. My hearing was all right, but I was very slow to 

understand fully what was said. It came slowly. 

 

After the language course, we went on our way in February, 1958 to the Embassy in Warsaw. 

We had the good fortune of going on the SS United States. My other military colleagues either 

flew in a military transport, plane or something. I arrived at the Embassy and reported to 

Ambassador Jacob Beam, who was a very dear friend. One of the State Department's outstanding 

senior diplomats. You know I am sure, but I would just like to say that I served for him for two 

and a half years during the Gomulka days. He later was posted to Czechoslovakia and 

Czechoslovakia became sort of a stepping stone for career Foreign Service officers to go to 

Moscow. Jake Beam was the first, Malcolm Toon was the second and Jack Matlock was the third 

to get to Moscow via Czechoslovakia, the post that I ultimately was assigned to. 

 

Two and a half years in Warsaw during the Gomulka period and the shooting down of the U-2. 

Those two things gave us some pretty difficult dealings. 

 

Q: First, I wonder if you could explain how we in the Embassy saw the situation in Poland at the 

time you were there? Poland has obviously changed considerably in the last couple of years, but 

it was the center of the Warsaw Pact. How did we see both the people of Poland, the government 

and the military? 

 

NIEMCZYK:  Unlike my assignment as Ambassador to Czechoslovakia which we will talk about 

later, as a representative of the United States military armed forces, I was the Air Attaché, it was 

impossible. I had no opportunity to meet with the local civilian Polish population. It would have 

put them at risk if I had even attempted to do so...to have any contact with the military. Now they 

could meet our USIA people and some of our consular officers and some of our officers had the 

mission of making contacts with Polish civilians. I could not do that mainly because it would put 

them at risk. 

 

But here we would see the Soviets in charge of almost everything. The Doyen of the Attaché 

Corps was the Soviet Military Attaché. Clearly the Warsaw Pact Attachés had the upper hand in 
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whatever we were doing. Whether it was a seat in a row for a concert, a cultural event, or 

whether it was who was in the first position if we were out on a hunting trip, or a seating 

arrangement at an Attaché function. They, the Warsaw Pact and Soviet people had been their 

longer so were higher on the list of our diplomatic corps. I don't remember ever a Western 

attaché becoming the Doyen of this group. 

 

The poor people of Poland had a very difficult life then, as they have had the last 40-45 years. 

Warsaw, today, and I have been there earlier this year, but other friends have been posted in the 

last two to six years and tell me that life is considerably better over those who had a previous 

assignment 15 or 20 years ago. But it is a very, unfortunate, difficult, country for the people who 

must live there. They are proud people. They have a great history. They are in a geographical 

location, as you know, with no real boundaries...people from the East going west and people 

from the West going east, people from the South going northward. It has been centuries of a 

difficult life.  

 

I had two and a half years there. The U-2 incident when Eisenhower was President created quite 

a stir and difficult times. It caused Eisenhower to cancel a summit meeting, as I recollect. Here, 

again, we the Westerners, particularly we from the United States, were the culprits when Gary 

Powers was shot down and captured. That was a period that I remember vividly. We did not 

humble ourselves or stay out of the corridors, but it was made very difficult for us. 

 

Q: Here we were in the middle of a cold war and certainly it was not a comfortable time. What 

would an American military attaché be able to do in Poland? 

 

NIEMCZYK:  We had the good fortune of having a very close knit collegial arrangement with 

the Canadians and the British and to a lesser extent with the French and the Italians. Because we 

were short staffed, unlike Bonn, London, Paris and Rome, we had to work together. We were 

under surveillance all the time, except for when we could slip away or lose them on a trip. We 

would get together in our bubble rooms and talk about an upcoming trip...I with the Canadian, I 

with the British, my wife and I, any combination. 

 

We would plan on a Tuesday morning to leave the house and pick up our colleague at 6 in the 

morning. We would have one or two, or sometimes three days of food packed, starting out with 

ice which would melt away, but other food would last. Sometimes we would have a tent with us 

if it was in the summer. Poland is never good, even in the summer, for camping out, although the 

native Poles do it. We would get out of Warsaw. 

 

First we had tasks from our respective government departments...what they wanted us to check 

on. We tried to split the country into different sectors and hit them over a period of 12 months. 

We would drive by, for the most part, military installations that we knew was a tank outfit or an 

artillery outfit. We would drive by airfields where we knew the Polish Air Force was or the 

Soviet Air Force. We would go by what became missile locations and very sensitive. 

 

We were always concerned about being arrested or getting involved in something that would 

cause us being PNGed, expelled, persona non grata. We have had a number of instances when 

people who for one reason or another were expelled. I was sent over there for a purpose and I 
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didn't want to be expelled before my tour was up, so I abided pretty carefully with the 

regulations. But at the same time we took a few risks. 

 

I mentioned earlier on that we went out to Dayton to the Air Force Technical Institute where we 

had a two-week photography course. We would take photographs of radar aircraft, trying to get a 

number. Sometimes we would spend an hour miles beyond the end of an airfield on a training 

day, if we were lucky enough to hit a training day, noting that they had so many planes taking off 

every so many minutes, and the type of aircraft. Sometimes we would spend overnight when we 

learned through other sources that it was possible that a shipment of SAM-2s (Sam Two 

Missiles)... 

 

Q: These would be anti-aircraft surface to air missiles. 

 

NIEMCZYK:  ...were coming from the Soviet Union and transiting Poland into East Germany. 

This was just the beginning in the late '50s of supplying East Germany. We wanted to get 

something where we really had evidence that this was taking place. They would not do it by 

trucks on highways. They did it by rail and bypassed the major centers and cities. 

 

One night, myself and the sergeant in my office, with whom I traveled occasionally, took a tent 

and a bed roll and went into the woods near a rail line just about half a kilometer from the Oder-

Neisse River, which was the boundary between East Germany and Poland. We positioned 

ourselves well and pitched our tent about fifty yards from the elevated railroad track...we were 

down at a lower level, but in an area where we could get up and run quickly if we had to to get 

closer to the track. We arrived there late afternoon and had no surveillance this time, managing 

to lose them by maneuvering and driving in a variety of ways to get rid of not one but two 

surveillance automobiles. 

 

About 7 o'clock it got dark. We had our meal that we had brought and chatted and listened for 

trains. When one came by we would go out and look, but it was nothing of importance. 

Beginning at 11 o'clock we would take shifts of an hour or two where one of us would be awake 

and the other asleep. Lo and behold, about 1 o'clock on a moon lit night, we heard a train 

coming. Both of us awoke so we could verify the event. We went up and here was a 20 or 30 flat 

car train just loaded with SAM-2s with the trucks that would transport these things. The trucks, 

we learned by studying charts and graphs, were easily identifiable because you had the hood and 

the cab and behind the cab was this big cylinder gadget that hooked onto the trailer with the 

missile. We couldn't take photographs but we saw it and gave the count number, and identified 

them as such. 

 

We made one of the first reports of seeing these things transiting Poland into East Germany. We 

thought we had a coup and we did indeed. We got some accolades in the cables both from the 

Department of Defense and the Agency. 

 

Q: With this type of thing, how did you find, because you were later to be in a different position 

of being the ambassador, the work of the attachés fit into the work of the Embassy in those days? 

 

NIEMCZYK:  Well, looking back on it, 1958-60, even my recollection of the office in the 
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Philippines, the military was not brought into the Embassy operation as much as later on when I 

was the Defense Attaché in Prague and even today. 

 

Q: The country team aspect hadn't really been developed. 

 

NIEMCZYK:  The country team aspect hadn't been developed. The Ambassador would hold staff 

meetings and we were seldom to never included. Social events, Marine Birthday Ball, and other 

Embassy parties, we, of course, were in there. I would report to the Ambassador the trips, 

problems, personnel, etc., but it was a little distant at the time. But as you say, the country team 

had not been initiated at that time in Poland, so we just went on about our business with the other 

NATO attachés. My wife, however, did participate with the Embassy wives on occasions when 

Mrs. Beam needed them. Unlike today when you can't tell these wives, many of them are 

working at the Embassy, to do certain things as you did then. 

 

One of the highlights careerwise was the story I just related, identifying the SAM-2 missiles. But 

there were two other highlights where I did play an active, and what I consider, an important 

part, as an Embassy personnel. Mr. Nixon, as Vice President, visited Poland during the time I 

was there. The Ambassador, Jake Beam, had his wife at the airport, the DCM and his wife, and 

asked me and my wife to be at the airport, and I suppose there were others like the Admin 

Officer to take care of the baggage, etc. We went out and greeted Mr. Nixon when he came in. 

He and Ambassador Beam were together on official visits with the Communist hierarchy and the 

leaders. There was one important event that I was asked to participate in as was the Army 

Attaché, and that was the wreath laying ceremony at the Polish Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. 

On Nixon's team was Admiral Hyman Rickover, Milton Eisenhower, and somebody else. There 

was a lot of photographic coverage with this. Of course, the Army Attaché, Colonel McCutchen, 

who was killed in Vietnam and we see his wife frequently now...she has since remarried but she 

is down at the Marriott Retirement Home at Ft. Belvoir, which you may have read or heard 

about. Her husband and I carried the wreath, following the Vice President and his entourage and 

a lot of Polish officials and generals followed us. We carried the wreath up to the tomb, the 

flame...Have you ever been to Warsaw to see... 

 

Q: No, I haven't. 

 

NIEMCZYK:  The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier is an open air sort of thing that is twice the size 

of your room, perhaps, but before World War II it had large pillars that went up 10, 15 feet into 

the air. But they were shelled so there were just stubs then about 2, 3 feet and jagged. They have 

left that there for effect. Anyway, there was a lot of photographic coverage and I got four main 

photographs. One with Vice President Nixon greeting some women and children handing him 

some flowers and the two attachés were standing there. Then there was a shot taken from behind 

the flame with the wreath, the Vice President, the Polish general saluting with his two-finger 

salute, and Colonel McCutchen and I saluting and other people behind. Here we were with the 

Vice President in the center, the Army fellow to the right rear and I to the left rear. Later in the 

years I had these four photographs put together and framed, typed up what was happening and 

then photographed it. The picture with Nixon I managed to get him to sign. He wrote "With best 

wishes for a successful career in the future years." I will get to that story somewhat later. 
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Another experience where we were asked to take part in the Embassy, and this will be the last. I 

am trying to answer your question on relationships. A CODEL (Congressional Delegation) of 

about six or eight came into Warsaw for two nights and three days. There were two or three 

Senators and two or three Representatives. In those days, and from some of the reports I get from 

Prague and elsewhere, we are going back to those days of frugal, budgetary considerations...I 

had my own representation funds and my wife and I managed with them somehow. But the 

Ambassador also had representation funds, but he had to spread himself pretty thin, I suppose, 

with all the things he did, which I learned later in life an ambassador had to do. He asked the 

DCM and for some reason my wife and I...I don't know why he didn't ask the Army guy. I was a 

Lt. Colonel and the Army guy was a Bird Colonel. Maybe he was out of the country, I don't 

remember. But he asked the DCM and myself to split up this group. I guess his Residence there 

seated 14 people or something like that unless you went to a buffet and ate off your lap or a card 

table thing. He asked us if we would break up this group of six or eight, and all came with wives, 

and we did. And there was some planning on this split up. I said that I was from Oklahoma and I 

got Senator Mike Monroney, who is now deceased, but he was the Senator from Oklahoma. I got 

Congressman Ed Derwinski, who was Polish heritage from Illinois. And we had a Congressman 

and one of the military staff, a Bird Colonel, who I happened to know in the Air Force 

Intelligence. We had an Embassy person from the economic section, or somewhere, which made 

up a dinner party of 10 or 12. So we felt more a part of the Embassy and we appreciated that. It 

worked out very nicely. 

 

Those are three or four of the recollections. But I have to stress and emphasize the difficulty of 

working in a then Warsaw Pact country. You are under surveillance all the time. Your phone as 

well as your residence was bugged. It was very difficult circumstances. The males expected it, 

the spouses were subjected to it. It was a tough life. 

 

 

 

YALE RICHMOND  

Cultural Attaché, USIS 

Warsaw (1958-1961) 

 

Yale Richmond was born in Massachusetts in 1923. He received a bachelorôs 

degree in 1943 from Boston College, thereafter he joined the Army from 1943-

1946. He then receives a masterôs degree from Syracuse. His career included 

positions in Germany, Austria, Russia, Poland, and Laos. Mr. Richmond was 

interviewed in June 2003 by Charles Stuart Kennedy. 

 

Q: You were in Poland from when to when? 

 

RICHMOND: From the summer of ô58 to the fall of ô61. 

 

Q: What were you doing? 

 

RICHMOND: I was the CAO, the cultural officer, or later cultural attaché. I started the USIA 

program in Poland. We had had a USIA representative there, Ed Symans, who was a Polish-
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American born in the United States, spoke fluent Polish. He had studied at Warsaw University 

before the war. Then he joined the State Department and became a courier and a clerk. He was in 

Warsaw when the Germans invaded. He became a courier during the war and after the war they 

put him in Warsaw. The Poles had their peaceful revolution in 1956 and Poland opened up to the 

West. Symans was sent in to be the public affairs officer, but he didnôt know anything about 

USIA programs because he had never served in USIA. I started the Fulbright program. I started a 

program of U.S.-Polish student exchanges and American lecturers in Polish universities. I started 

a big book distribution program distributing books to Polish university libraries. I opened a 

USIA library in the American embassy that was open to Poles and it continued for many years. 

We had a film program going like we had in Germany. We beefed that up. I founded the 

International Visitor Program in Poland. All of that goes back to those early years under 

Gomulka when Poland was really wide open for almost anything you wanted to do as long as the 

Poles didnôt feel that the Soviets would object. The Soviet embassy was still very prominent 

there. 

 

Q: Who was our ambassador when you arrived? 

 

RICHMOND: Jake Beam. 

 

Q: He was one of the major figures in American diplomacy in that period. 

 

RICHMOND: I also served with him in Moscow years later. 

 

Q: How did you find him at that time? 

 

RICHMOND: Jake was a wonderful guy to work for. He was very relaxed and easy going. He let 

us do our own things as long as we didnôt violate policy. He didnôt keep looking over our 

shoulders to see what we were doing. He had great confidence in the staff and made you feel you 

were a part of the staff. Iôll give you one little incident of what we could do in Poland. A man 

named Warren Philips, the CEO or the chairman of the board of the Wall Street Journal, came 

through Poland and the ambassador gave a lunch for him and invited me and the political officer 

and the economic officer. We gave him a briefing on Poland. At the end of the briefing, this man 

from the Wall Street Journal said, ñMr. Ambassador, what can the Wall Street Journal do for 

you?ò The ambassador turned to me. He said to me, ñYale, what can the Wall Street Journal do 

for us?ò I got an idea. I said, ñSir, we have 18 higher economic schools throughout Poland in all 

the large cities. Could you give every one of them a 6 month subscription to the Wall Street 

Journal? Send it to the library of these schools and Iôll tell you what theyôre doing with it.ò He 

said, ñOkay.ò He sent 18 subscriptions for 6 months. I checked around the libraries and the Wall 

Street Journal was exhibited in the libraries on the racks next to Pravda and Izvestia and all the 

other communist newspapers. Thatôs the kind of thing we could do in Poland. 

 

Q: Was Poland still» Were you feeling the aftermath of what had happened in Hungary in ô56 

when they had the brief revolt and the Soviets sent troops in and all that? Were the Poles looking 

over their shoulders wondering whether the Soviets might come in? 

 

RICHMOND: Well, they always were. There were large Soviet troops in Poland. But Poland for 
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many years was under Russian domination, was part of Tsarist Russia. The Poles had a long 

history of rebellion against the Russians which were brutally suppressed. Thatôs very much a part 

of Polish history and every Pole is conscious of it. The Poles were smart enough ï smarter than 

the Hungarians, or more lucky ï they managed not to have an uprising against the Russians and 

to convince the Russians they were going to have their own Polish road to communism but 

remain within the Warsaw Pact. The Hungarians being Hungarians went further than that and 

thatôs what caused the Soviet invasion of Hungary. 

 

Q: How did you find your contacts in Poland in this period? 

 

RICHMOND: I could see anybody I wanted to. This was the amazing thing. All I had to do was 

call up somebody and say, ñCan I come over and talk with you,ò and sure, we could go anywhere 

we wanted. I once even called up the guy, Zenon Klishko, the party secretary for culture, and 

asked him if I could come and see him and he said, ñNo thanks,ò but heôs the only one who ever 

refused me a visit. 

 

Q: As the cultural affairs officer, did you see your opponent, the Soviet cultural affairs officer? 

 

RICHMOND: No, I had absolutely no contact with him. I did years later when I was stationed in 

Washington. I had a very good relationship with the Polish embassy. But in Warsaw we kept our 

own way, as did the Chinese. There we had the start of the U.S.-Chinese talks. 

 

Q: Had they built that huge Soviet-style Palace of Culture? 

 

RICHMOND: Yes, and itôs still there. 

 

Q: I saw it on TV yesterday showing Jaruzelski voting for Poland to join the European Union 

along with Lech Walesa. This was on French TV. 

 

RICHMOND: Itôs still there and itôs still a monument and it still bothers Poles very much, but 

theyôve gotten used to it. A terrible Stalin wedding cake style, they called it. 

 

Q: What sort of a role did that play? 

 

RICHMOND: The Soviet built Palace of Culture became a symbol of Soviet domination. Thatôs 

how the Poles saw it and thatôs exactly how the Russians intended it. Just as the churches usually 

built high steeples on tops of hills to remind people of who they were, the Soviets built this 

tremendously high Palace of Culture to remind Poles that they were part of the Soviet Bloc. 

 

Q: Was this something that you could point to and say, ñThatôs Soviet culture?ò 

 

RICHMOND: We did not have to remind the Poles of that. They were very much aware of it. 

Poland was a country where the U.S. could do no wrong. It was the most hospitable country 

toward American that I had ever been in. There were never any anti-American demonstrations in 

Poland. If there were, they were pro forma pushed by the communists. There was a tremendous 

immigration from Poland to the United States at the turn of the century and before that. Most 
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Poles have a relative somewhere in the United States. Really the United States could do no 

wrong. I was told that when Eisenhower was elected President in ô52, Poles were dancing in the 

streets thinking that General Eisenhower was going to come and liberate them from the Russians. 

 

Q: You were there during the election of Kennedy. How did that play? He was Catholic» 

 

RICHMOND: The Kennedys had also a romance with Poland. I was there when the 3 Kennedy 

sisters, 2 of them plus Lee Radziwill, they came to Poland on a visit. Then after I left Poland 

Bobby Kennedy came and gave a speech down in Krakow. This was partly political and partly 

because of the Radziwill connection. 

 

Q: I remembering interviewing someone who was there 10 years later who said that he felt that 

there were probably 3, maybe 4, convinced communists in Poland. Did you get the feeling that 

the Poles werenôt buying into the Soviet system? 

 

RICHMOND: True. When I was there after the war, there was no Polish communist party. They 

did not dare call it Polish communist party. They called it Polish United Workers Party. I was 

supposed to be a union between the Socialist Party of Poland, the major party in Poland of the 

workers and intellectuals, and the Communist Party. That persuaded a good many Poles who had 

fled Poland during the war and settled in England and fought with the RAF and the British army 

to join the new party. There was a Polish army in the west. There was a Polish squadron in the 

RAF. They had the largest number of kills (shootdowns) of any squadron. A lot of these people, 

mostly intellectuals, were persuaded to come back to Poland because they knew that the Socialist 

Party had been so much stronger than the Communist Party and would run things. These people 

were coopted into the system and they were trapped. They couldnôt get out. They couldnôt 

change things. The director of the Polish Institute of International Affairs, a big think tank of the 

government, was a Polish Jew who had served in England during the war. He came back. These 

people had to go on and be subservient to the Soviet Union. 

 

Q: Did you get any feeling at that time about the Polish role in the Holocaust? 

 

RICHMOND: I would not go so far as to call it a Polish role. The Holocaust took place in Poland 

and parts of western Ukraine which were part of Poland then. Thatôs where the majority of the 

Jews of Europe lived. Secondly, it was captured by the Germans and under German military rule. 

Thirdly, it was away from the West, away from the Western eyes that might know what was 

going on. The Holocaust took place in Poland, but the Polish people had really nothing to do 

with it. In fact, the Polish people themselves were victims of the Holocaust. When the Germans 

marched into Krakow, the intellectual and cultural center of Poland, the first people they 

imprisoned were not Jews but the Polish professors at the university. They were all sent to a 

concentration camp and later released. But the Polish intellectuals were the real targets, the first 

initial targets, of the German occupation. 

 

Q: How did you find the role of the intellectuals in Poland? 

 

RICHMOND: Much greater than here in the United States. Like most European countries, but 

especially in Poland, which had a large peasant population, the intellectuals were really almost 
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sacrosanct. Writers were greatly esteemed, as they were in Russia. Academics were esteemed. 

Every Pole wanted to go to a university. To give the communists credit, they expanded the 

university system and opened it up to everybody. Many Polish families of peasant and middle 

class origin were able to send people to university for the first time. Writers were especially 

prominent. In that part of the world where you have authoritarian government, the only way 

people could really express their views was through literature and fiction, and many of the Polish 

writers were actually writing political tracts, as they were in Russia also at the same time. 

 

Q: Did you get involved with the intellectual community? 

 

RICHMOND: Yes. We had some interesting visitors. We had Mary McCarthy and Saul Bellow 

for one month and at the same time. 

 

Q: Mary McCarthy was coming out of the Catholic tradition. Saul Bellow out of the Jewish 

tradition. 

 

RICHMOND: Mary McCarthy came out of a very liberal Catholic tradition. Bellow and 

McCarthy were both well known because their books had been translated into Polish. Poland had 

a large program for translating Western works. There was something called the Informational 

Media Guarantee Act which allowed the Poles and several other countries around the world to 

buy U.S. media products. The Poles were very proud of this. They could buy authors rights from 

the United States. They could buy American movies. They could buy books, pay in Polish zlotys, 

which accrued to the account of the U.S. government, and the United States would provide the 

dollars to the American writer, publisher, movie picture studio. So the Poles were showing in 

those years American movies everywhere. They were publishing American books in Polish 

translation. Saul Bellow and Mary McCarthy were published in Polish, although they werenôt 

published in Russian in the Soviet Union. We had Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. who came. After I left 

we had Erskine Caldwell and many others who came. That enabled us, setting up their programs, 

to tag along and meet people. Then I had this wonderful book presentation program. I could 

order almost any book I wanted from USIA in those years. I would get the New York Times 

Sunday Book Review sent to me by airmail. I would go through it and say, ñI want 5 of this, 2 of 

this, 10 of these.ò They would all come in the pouch, no questions asked. Once a month I would 

get in my car and dump all these books in the trunk, and go around to Polish universities or call 

on professors and ñBy the way, would you like this book?ò You can imagine the welcome I got. 

 

Q: Was English being seen as the second language? Was there a competition between English 

and Russian? 

 

RICHMOND: Russian was required in all schools and continued to be required, but English 

became the most popular foreign language after the Polish revolution of ô56. There were English 

departments in all the major universities. In fact, thereôs an interesting story which is almost an 

interview in itself. Iôll try to summarize it. The English department at the University of Warsaw 

was headed by an American when I arrived in the summer of ô58. Her name was Margaret 

Schlauch. She had been a professor of English literature at NYU for many years. She was a 

Barnard College graduate, Phi Beta Kappa, doctorôs degree from Columbia, and a world 

authority on Chaucer, Old English and Nordic Sagas, a woman of German-Irish extraction. Her 
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sister had married a prominent Polish physicist, Leopold Infeld, who had worked with Einstein at 

Princeton during the war. After the war, the Poles, who wanted to have a nuclear program, 

invited Infeld, back to Poland and put him in charge of the whole nuclear program in Poland. He 

came with his wife, Margaret Schlauchôs sister, and then when the McCarthy period came, 

Margaret Schlauch, who had been a communist and was proud of it, left the United States and 

fled to Warsaw, where they appointed her head of the English department at Warsaw University. 

She was considered a renegade by the American community there. The embassy had nothing to 

do with her. When I came, I said, ñThis is somebody we could do business with.ò I asked Jake 

Beam if I could call on her and propose programs. He said, ñSure.ò I called on Margaret 

Schlauch and she was delighted to meet somebody from the American embassy. I said, ñWhat 

can we do together to further American studies in Poland.ò She had a long list and the top of the 

list was an exchange of graduate students with the condition that one student every year be from 

her department. I bought that. The second was an exchange of university lecturers, every year, a 

lecturer in American literature in Poland and a lecturer in Polish literature in the United States. 

We both sought the agreements of our governments, which came immediately, and a year later, 

we had the first 4 students who came to the United States, one of whom was one of her students, 

who eventually got a doctorôs degree at Indiana University and became a professor of American 

literature at a Polish university. Today he is a professor of American literature at Warsaw 

University at their American studies center. In that same first year, we had an American 

professor in Krakow, not in Warsaw because the Poles were afraid the Russians would object, so 

they said, ñLetôs put him down in Krakow, where thereôs no Russian presence.ò But the second 

year, we had an American professor in Warsaw why by chance had been a student of Schlauch at 

NYU years ago. He was a black professor who later became president of Morehouse College in 

Atlanta. He came with his wife. Ever since, weôve had American professors there. At last count, 

I heard we had 18 American lecturers every year in Poland under the Fulbright program. It all 

started with this woman whom we called an American renegade, Margaret Schlauch. 

 

Q: One looks at Poland and itôs really a remarkable achievement. One cultural side is where you 

could really make ground. During the Cold War, itôs often forgotten how important the cultural 

exchanges were. It was somewhat under the political radar. 

 

RICHMOND: Well, thatôs the subject of my latest book, Cultural Exchange and the Cold War, in 

which I have a chapter on Poland. I call it ñThe Polish Connectionò because Poland had 

American academic exchanges. Right after the ô56 revolution, the Ford and Rockefeller 

Foundation came in and established big fellowship programs bringing Polish writers, artists, 

academics, scientists, medical doctors, to the United States and Western Europe for one or 2 

semesters of study and research, and this reestablished the historic connection between Poland 

and the West. Of course, there was nothing like this in the Soviet Union at the time. So Poland 

became Russiaôs traditional window on the West. Thereôs a statement in Polish history that 

Poland has always been Russiaôs window on the West. When Russians wanted to find out what 

was going on in their academic discipline, they could not so easily go to the United States, but 

they could go to Poland and talk to Poles who had been to America and Western Europe and 

knew what was going on, so Poland again became a great influence in the change that was 

occurring in the Soviet Union. 

 

Q: How about knowledge of political and the history of the United States, which has not been a 
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very strong point in Western Europe? Were the Poles getting a pretty good dosage of the 

development of the United States? 

 

RICHMOND: Yes, they were getting a good dosage. Eventually we had a first professor of 

American history, Wallace Farnham, who came a guest American professor at Warsaw 

University. In the mid-1950s we established with the cooperation of Indiana University ï I was 

involved in this at the State Department; I handled the Indiana end of it and my colleague in 

Warsaw, Len Baldyga, handled the Polish end of it ï a Center of American Studies at Warsaw 

University and a corresponding Center of Polish Studies at Indiana and we funded it with 

Fulbright lecturers on both sides. Thatôs still going, both of them, still there today. 

 

Q: How did you find the huge Polish-American community in the United States? I remember 

talking to the Polish council in Chicago back in the mid-ó70s. Chicago had the second largest 

number of Poles in the world. 

 

RICHMOND: Next to Warsaw. True. They moved to the suburbs lately, but theyôre still there. I 

have a daughter in Chicago who lives in one of these formerly Polish neighborhoods. You still 

see the Polish influence in this neighborhood. There are still organizations that have offices 

there. They were largely supportive of this program. In contrast to the other so-called ñcaptive 

nationsò in the United States ï the Czechs, the Hungarians, the Croats, the Romanians ï who 

were bitterly anti-communist and had this captive nations assembly, the Poles were a part of that, 

but the Poles welcomed the changes that came with Gomulka. While they did not approve of 

everything he did, the United States economic assistance and cultural programs had the broad 

support of the Polish-American community. 

 

Q: We did have these ties with Poland. For example, we were buying meat for our military 

forces in Poland. We had veterinary units in Poland. 

 

RICHMOND: Iôm not familiar with that. But Polish hams were a big item. They were canned. 

And Polish vodka, which by the way is much better than Stolichnaya. 

 

Q: Did the Catholic Church in Poland play any part in your cultural business? 

 

RICHMOND: Not directly. We stayed away from it. We did not want to get involved and they 

did not want us to get involved. That would not have been good for them. But there was a Club 

of the Catholic Intelligentsia, which had membership with all the prominent catholic laymen and 

professors and writers and they met regularly. They were a force in Poland. There was also a 

Catholic weekly, Tygodnik Powszechny, in Krakow, whose editor was a Catholic of Jewish 

origin, that was a prominent newspaper that continued through the whole communist period. It 

was widely read by all the intellectuals and by the Communist Party officials, too, as to what the 

Church was thinking on various issues. 

 

Q: Looking at what you were doing in Poland, you had your finger in an awful lot of pies, seeing 

an awful lot of what was developing in Poland. How were your ties to the political section? Were 

they using you to find out what was happening? 
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RICHMOND: Oh, yes, we were thoroughly integrated. There was no USIS post in Warsaw. The 

State Department rightly decided that the Soviets had once said they would not want any USIA 

post in the Bloc, so all of us in those years, USIA officers who were assigned to Warsaw and 

later Krakow and later Poznan, had to resign officially from USIA and then were appointed, 

given commissions in the State Department, and that was published in the State Department 

monthly magazine and a lot of my friends wrote me, ñYale, why did you resign?ò We had a 

cultural section in the embassy. We did not have a USIS post. We were involved in so many 

activities. We brought them into our activities. 

 

Q: Were there any difficult periods in international relations where Poland got involved between 

the U.S. and the Soviet Union? 

 

RICHMOND: No, only slightly during the Vietnam War when the Polish press had to support 

the Soviet position and oppose the Vietnam War and they had a couple of symbolic 

demonstrations in front of the embassy. Poland leaked like a sieve. Anything they planned, we 

knew about it right away. Through one source, we knew they were going to plan a ñspontaneousò 

demonstration in front of the embassy, so we battened down our hatches and shut all our shutters 

and waited to see what would happen. I noticed that a car from Polish television with a camera 

man pulled up across the street, so I went out and said in Polish, ñExcuse me, but what time does 

the spontaneous demonstration start?ò He told me the exact time? I went back in and we knew 

when it was going to start. It was just a pro forma demonstration. 

 

Q: You left there when? 

 

RICHMOND: Just after Thanksgiving in 1961 and went to Vienna. 
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Q: You had the choice between Serbian-Croatian training and Polish training, which I had about 

two years later, and I opted for the Yugoslav. Why Polish? 

 

POLANSKY: I don't think it was a profound analysis. I thought it was a more important country, 

more centrally located, larger. It was not based on any long term calculation about how it would 

potentially affect my career. 

 

Q: Mine was based on the much more profound thing. I figured that Poland was flat and 

Yugoslavia was mountainous and had a nice seacoast. 

 

POLANSKY: It may very well be that, even though the whole business of the relationship 

between Moscow and Tito had been going on, I suspect we were more influenced by the Poznan 

riots in 1956. 

 

Q: During your Polish training, did the expatriate Poles training you, give you a strong 

antipathy for the situation in Poland at that time. 

 

POLANSKY: Yes, that's true. One of the Polish linguists had a fairly prominent brother in 

Poland, so there was that kind of family division or rivalry. I think there was a certain amount of 

antipathy but there was also a certain amount of pride, in Poland, so there was that kind of 

contrast. We were still experimenting with different types of text books and syllabus. There 

wasn't an awful lot of bias on their part that would stick out. 

 

***  

 

Q: Your first assignment there was to Poznan; you served there from 1959 until 1962 as Deputy 

Principal Officer. What was the situation in Poznan during this period. 

 

POLANSKY: The situation was that the consulate had been opened before and then closed, and 

we went to open it again. 

 

Q: When had it been closed? 

 

POLANSKY: Maybe 1955 or 1956. We went with the idea of finding an office building and 

accommodations and setting up a consulate. Before we arrived, the Embassy had already found a 

Polish contractor who was going to do repair work on the building. We met him in Warsaw and 

then drove down with him and his wife, in several cars, to Poznan. I had the only accident I've 

ever had in my life in a car then. I was driving, what was then, the consulate's jeep. My wife had 

gone ahead in our car. I took a curve too fast; it was the fall and there were beet leaves on the 

road, and it had rained, and I found myself flipped over on the side. I wasn't injured. I turned off 

the ignition and the Pole with me suggested that we get out and see what we could do. He 

flagged down a truck. The driver inquired if we were injured and then he said that we should try 

and get the jeep upright before any police come along and cause problems. We were able to get 

the jeep up on its four wheels and it started. He said we ought to try the 30 miles to Poznan and 

he would follow us. I appreciated that and everything worked out all right. It was a different 

attitude and I found that interesting. The local attitude in Poznan towards the American consulate 
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was a very warm one. The official attitude--we had a terrible Party First Secretary by the name of 

Jan Schidlock--who was obviously out to make a career as a good strong Communist. He would 

have as little to do with us as possible. People in the academic and cultural world, within that 

atmosphere, still strong Communist control, were really quite warm and friendly and were 

delighted to see us. We were the first consulate there at that time. The Russians came later and 

then the British and French. We occupied a very favored position. We had a nice building; there 

was a fair amount of repair that had to be done on it. We lived in the basement of the building for 

awhile. We did our dishes in the bathtub in the bathroom. It was a nice atmosphere. We had a 

nice staff; everybody pulled together; it was one of our better experiences. 

 

Q: What was the general impression of the Poles at that time as a Soviet military ally? 

 

POLANSKY: I think we accepted that they were in the Soviet orbit. We had reestablished the 

consulate in 1959. After the Polish riots in 1956, the feeling was that the Russians were there, 

they had control, the Poles would do what they had to do. I never really got the feeling that they 

would do something in a whole hearted way if it came to that militarily. There were a lot of 

Soviet bases in western Poland that were off limits to us. I think there was a certain amount of 

necessary toleration on the part of the Poles with respect to the Soviet military. 

 

Q: What about working there in terms of the security problems? There are the security police 

who were working hard to compromise you to do things. Did that work very well? 

 

POLANSKY: We arrived in Poznan after some preliminary negotiations. The building had been 

given to us that would serve as the consulate as had the apartment for the Principal Officer, an 

apartment for the Secretary. Initially, we lived in the basement of the building. That worked out 

very well; it gave us a way to meet some Poles. We drove down from Warsaw, to Poznan, with 

the Polish contractor who had been given the job of renovating the building and we struck up a 

nice working relationship with him. He did his business and we moved into the consulate. We 

were aware of the likelihood that the Poles had the opportunity to do what they wanted with the 

building, whether the contractor was in cahoots with the secret police or not. 

 

Q: We are talking about listening devices and the like? 

 

POLANSKY: Yes. We must have had three or four visits by our own security people and they 

could not find anything. At one more visit, I think quite by chance, one of the SY people found a 

small hole behind a radiator in traditional fashion. They took the radiator out and began chipping 

away and lo and behold, there was a listening device. A hallowed out dowel went from the 

surface of the wall, back to this listening device. It was traced down through the basement, under 

the driveway, into the next yard, which was the school for Polish kids. All of this work was 

going on, tearing up the building, and none of the Polish employees asked a single question 

about what was going on. That was the only device that we found; there may have been others. 

We deactivated that and that obviously a clear warning that they had that capability and were 

using it. In that sense, we saw it, knew it was there. We tried to have a secure room where we 

could have our conversations and keep our classified materials. We assume, although we have no 

way of knowing, that that room was not penetrated. In terms of the apartments, we simply 
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warned people that they had to be careful about what they say. In terms of physical security, I 

don't think we had any feeling that we were under any kind of physical threat. 

 

Q: What about the use of provocateurs? There was the case of the General Service Officer who 

was caught in the classic "honey" trap. A Polish employee got him to divulge secrets. 

 

POLANSKY: There was that possibility. While I was there, we had a single secretary and a 

single USIA officer. I think we were aware of it, but as far as we could tell, there was no 

systematic, concerted effort, to compromise anyone at the consulate. We knew about the case in 

Warsaw. 

 

Q: What about your relations with our Embassy in Warsaw? How did they use Poznan, or did 

you do your own thing? 

 

POLANSKY: I think we had a certain sense of being pioneers being out in the western part of 

Poland and spent a fair amount of time getting around our district to engage in whatever kind of 

political, economic, and sociological reporting that we could do, which went to the Embassy and 

the Embassy sent it on to Washington. We took part, sporadically, in Embassy staff meeting. 

There was no real effort to have a coherent, coordinated reporting plan and to feel part of the 

Embassy. We didn't feel that we weren't but we did feel a sense of being on our own. 

 

Q: How about Jake Beam as Ambassador? What was your impression of him? 

 

POLANSKY: It was a junior officer-Ambassador sort of relationship. You stand in awe. I think 

both with him and with Walt Stoessel, there was a good, cordial relationship, but it was one of 

physical remove, and then there was the difference of age and rank. I had good relations with 

both of them. 

 

Q: How about on the consular side? Did you find your office was pretty heavily involved in 

immigration and social security? 

 

POLANSKY: We were fortunate in that we did not issue visas. All the visa work was done in 

Warsaw and we simply referred people to Warsaw for immigrant or visitor visas. We did some 

American protection work, but not a lot. In effect we were there for political and in part for 

economic and commercial reasons. There was an annual Poznan trade fair at which the U.S. 

government had a rather sizeable building which we used. Although we didn't conduct an awful 

lot of commercial activity, that plus the political reporting and representation, were really our 

main functions. The consular functions at that point, in the first years that we were there, were 

really secondary. 

 

Q: Were you there during the Berlin Wall crisis at the end of 1961? Did that have any impact? 

 

POLANSKY: That's a good question. I don't recall it having any major impact either in terms of 

our reporting or our sense of physical security. I don't recall it closing down the situation or our 

ability to get around western Poland. I think that before we had arrived, the ability for diplomats 

to drive, unhindered, through East Germany, to Berlin, that was no longer the case. We didn't 
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recognize East Germany, so we were told that we couldn't go through East Germany at that time. 

I really don't recall that the building of the Wall created an increased sense of foreboding or 

heightened tension. 
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Q: Is that the way the Polish program is handled today? 

 

CONOVER: Actually, the program that I do to Poland today is done somewhat differently. I do 

the program in the studio, in English, and with music, onto tape. The tape is given to Renata 

Lipinska ï thatôs her broadcast name. She edits the tape and makes a script, which transcribes 

that part of what I say that has been kept on the tape, and also puts what she is going to say in 

Polish onto the script, and it goes back and forth the next day. I am in the control room with the 

engineer, she is here in the studio, and we each have a copy of the script, and we go back and 

forth between me (and the music) on tape and her on microphone onto still another tape, and that 

is what is broadcast. Itôs just a slightly different way of doing it. 

 

Q: Back to the fifties. What were the early signs of success for the program, aside from Marie 

finding somebody who asked about you at an exhibit? 

 

CONOVER: Well, the early signs of success were letters from a number of different parts of the 

world, including the Soviet Union ï not as many as there were listeners because it wasnôt that 

easy for people to write to someone at the Voice of America in Washington from anywhere in 

the Soviet Union. Then there were also articles appearing in newspapers in other countries about 

the program. 

 

And I must say that when it was decided that I should go to meet my listeners in a number of 

different countries, I got my itinerary and announced on tape, on programs to be broadcast while 

I was traveling, where I was that day, where I would be the next day, and where Iôd be going the 

next day, and so forth. The most unforgettable experience of that first trip, in 1959, was my 

arrival at the airport in Warsaw, Poland. Looking out the window of the plane when we landed, I 

saw at the foot of the ramp some people with cameras, people with tape recorders, some little 

girls carrying flowers, and a big crowd behind the airport fence. I thought, Well, Iôd better wait 

till whoever thatôs for gets off, and I was the last person off the plane. And thatôs when the 
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cheering started from behind the fence. It was for me. They had heard me say on my program 

that that was when I was going to arrive. 

 

I was met at the ramp and handed the flowers, official Polish flowers, picture taken, tape 

recorder, Radio Warsaw welcoming you to Poland, etc., and a representative of the United States 

Information Agency, who was in the American embassy there, also met me. We came out of the 

terminal, all these people surrounding me, and a band started playing, 20 or 30 musicians. We 

got into the embassy car, driving into town, and people were bicycling and motorcycling 

alongside the car and waving at me inside, and I said to the USIA representative, ñWhat is going 

on here?ò He said, ñTonight and tomorrow night musicians are coming from all over Poland, at 

their own expense, to perform for you at the National Philharmonic Hall, to show you what 

theyôve learned from your broadcasts.ò 

 

This was incredible. I was introduced from the stage ï I was sitting in the front row with a bunch 

of people ï the place was absolutely packed ï introduced from the stage, and the applause went 

on so long I rose to acknowledge the applause but it went on even after Iôd sat down, so long that 

I finally had to get up on stage and say something myself. 

 

 

 

WILLIAM M. WOESSNER  

Consular Officer 

Warsaw (1960-1962) 

 

William Woessner was born in 1931 in Queens, New York. He attended Queens 

College. He later received a Fulbright Scholarship which took him to Glasgow 

University. He then returned to the United States and attended Northwestern 

University. He served in the Korean War and then entered the Foreign Service in 

1956. His career took him to Germany, Austria, and London. Mr. Woessner was 

interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1999. 

 

Q: You were there from 1960 to when? 

 

WOESSNER: 1962, a two year assignment. 

 

Q: Who was the ambassador? 

 

WOESSNER: Jake Beam, but not for the whole time. He left a year later and was succeeded by 

John Moors Cabot. Both men were exceptionally competent. 

 

Q: How did you see Poland when you arrived in 1960? 

 

WOESSNER: You were struck by how shabby things were. There is a smell to Eastern Europe 

and I encountered it there for the first time. Almost from the outset, I developed a very high 

regard for the Polish people. This amazing spirit, this vitality surrounded by deprivation that 

never seemed to get them down. Nor did they ever seem intimidated. There were always ways 
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around. They had a wicked sense of humor, which was a saving grace. We became very friendly 

with many Poles. During the first year, there was no problem having them to the house for 

parties, doing things with them, going to their homes. We were struck by the Polish sense of 

hospitality and I came to realize later that this was really a Slavic tradition. You cannot do 

anything for a Pole or give anything to a Pole without it being reciprocated in full measure and 

then some. That becomes hard when you know how little these people have. I remember at one 

point Bill Buellôs wife, Jeanne, and the Tituses, Ross and Marian, and Sheila and I went off 

traveling around Poland just to see some things. We were on our way to Krakow. We went 

through Czestojowa, which is where the great shrine is, the Black Madonna, where Mary 

appeared in the clouds and the Poles defeated the Swedish army and drove them back. 

This is still a place of great pilgrimage. The regime did everything possible to discourage 

pilgrims. The train service would be cut off and you would be harassed if you didnôt show up for 

work. Nonetheless, they came from all over Poland on foot, quite remarkable. Anyway, we went 

through Czestojowa and while the other four were off doing something, I wandered on my own 

and struck up a conversation. One thing led to another. It was a very nice lady. I played it dumb, 

saying, ñWhatôs going on here?ò She explained to me what an important feast day it was and that 

pilgrims were coming from all over. I said, ñThatôs fascinating. Weôre on our way to Krakow.ò 

She said, ñKrakow? Why would you go to Krakow?ò I said, ñWe have no plans to stay here and 

obviously this town is overfilled. There would be no accommodations.ò She thought a moment 

and said, ñWhy donôt you come home with me?ò She didnôt know me. I said, ñThatôs 

extraordinary, very hospitable, but in fact, Iôm not alone. Itôs not just my wife and I. Weôre 

actually five people.ò She thought about that a little while and said, ñThat doesnôt matter. You 

should all come home.ò With that, the others reappeared and I explained that we had all been 

invited to go home with her. We went along with some misgivings. I said, ñWhat will your 

husband say?ò She said, ñDonôt worry. Heôs just taking our son to camp right now and heôll be 

home this evening and it will be alright with him.ò Iôll make a long story short. Weôre all sitting 

around in the living room and by this time itôs dusk and this is in August, August 15. The 

husband comes home. We hear whispering at the door. I said, ñThis is where we get our exit 

ticket.ò This man, very tall, stood in the doorway, looked down at us in the small living room and 

said, ñWhere there are guests in the house, there also is God in the house.ò That was it. He broke 

out the vodka, we broke out the scotch, and she ran and got some tomatoes and onions and made 

a little meal for us. We got very jolly. This was really irresponsible of us. I finally said, ñLook, 

itôs so nice being with you and enjoying your hospitality, but itôs getting late and we really canôt 

stay here tonight. It would be too dangerous to you. Weôre not just American tourists. Weôre 

actually from the embassy in Warsaw.ò She said, ñThat makes no difference to us. Before 

Gomulka, I wouldnôt have dared speak to you in the street. Now, Iôm not afraid.ò Here husband 

said the same thing. So, that night in their small house, they cleared room for the five of us and 

in the evening we went up on the mountainside with the pilgrims with all those candles, the 

processions, the singing, hymns you never hear in the West. There are Polish hymns that are 

hauntingly beautiful. I am not Catholic, but like the rest of the pilgrims when that whole 

mountainside erupted in song, we just sank to our knees and cried. It was so powerful. It almost 

epitomizes what Poland was all about during the two years we were there. It made a lasting 

impression. Yet the other side of the picture was a persistent, virulent, anti-Semitism that defies 

all logic. Perfectly normal decent, warm human beings who would risk their lives for you, show 

great courage and bravery, still had this ugly quirk. They would say, ñEverybody knows the 

American Congress is controlled by Jews and the American media is controlled by them and the 
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Jews are running the communist regime here.ò Itôs true that there were some Jews in the 

communist apparatus, but the truth was, in Poland, there were very few Jews. They had been 

wiped out. That to me is something I never squared in my own mind with these people, whom I 

loved and admired in so many other ways, but I couldnôt get over that. 

 

Q: I talked to one man who was in the 1970s in Poland. He said that as far as he was concerned, 

there probably were two or three dedicated communists in the entire country and there wasnôt 

much real belief in communism. 

 

WOESSNER: Quite right. There was opportunism. There was no Walter Ulbricht in Poland. 

These people came to terms with a superior power and one they had lived with on their borders 

for 1,000 years. So, they made do. There was an inner resistance, a psychological resistance. Of 

course, the role of the Church during those years was incredible. The churches were filled to 

overflowing at every Mass ï and with young people, not just the elderly. There has been a lot 

written about this. The Church was a powerful political force. Now in the last 10 years, things 

look different. But in those years, to be Polish was to be Catholic, to be Catholic was to be 

Polish. It was indivisible. Of course, the Ukrainians and the White Russians had all gone. Stalin 

took the eastern half of Poland. The Jews had been exterminated and the Germans had been 

driven out of the west. So, what was left in the rump Polish state after Yalta was 98% ethnically 

Polish and catholic. 

 

Q: Did you find any reflection of cynicism about Marxist Leninism? I was serving at about the 

same time in Yugoslavia. There were courses in Marxist Leninist this and newspapers. They were 

just filled with gobbledygook of communist rhetoric. Was this going on then? 

 

WOESSNER: Of course, the government, the official organs, were going overtime on it, but 

absolutely nobody took any of this seriously. Cynicism is no word for it. It was just an 

understanding that the regime said one thing but nobody believed it. There was a naive faith in 

America. America was still the fabled land. You would drive out in the country in an embassy 

car or your own personal car and youôd get stopped. Peasants would gather around. ñAre you 

from America?ò ñYes, we are.ò ñYou must know my cousin. Heôs in Buffalo.ò This sort of thing. 

Any American space triumph or other success, the Poles were jubilant over it. The pro-American 

sympathy was just extraordinary. 

 

Q: In the Consular Section, you must have run across the fact that Chicago has more Poles in_ 

Chicago is the second largest Polish city in the world next to Warsaw. Were you running into 

reflections of the Polish-American_ 

 

WOESSNER: Overwhelming. The immigrant rolls had been reopened. That was part of the 

liberalization. We dusted off the old registration books from the early 1950s. People had been 

registered in 1951, 1952, and here you are in the 1960s and youôre processing them. There was a 

lot of validation that had to be done. Were the people who signed then really the same people? 

The waiting room was something to see, especially in the winter. The trains would come in from 

all over Poland during the night and by 6:00 am the crowd in front of the Consular Section was 

enormous. Usually, somebody would come down early and let them come in out of the cold. 

Then as they streamed into that huge waiting room, our clerks would go and man the desk. The 



 

87 

other thing that happened was, as the temperature rose, they wore those great big, hairy 

sheepskin coats and then the fleas started to pop out. So, you had fleas jumping all over the 

place. The memories that come back of that. And then interviewing these people. It was a chance 

to use my FSI Polish, but you quickly found out that that Polish and the Polish these peasants 

spoke were some distance apart. I enjoyed it. I enjoyed using the language. Again, you had a 

sense of helping people. 

 

Q: What about communist oriented organizations? I assume there was a Polish Communist 

Youth. 

 

WOESSNER: For those, it was just routine, pro forma membership. It was not a bar to 

immigration. But yes, there were a lot of sticky cases that came up, especially if there was 

something on file that somebody had denounced somebody. I tried to get at the root of that. I had 

more than one run-in with the Department in which there was security information that hadnôt 

been clarified in which a visa was denied. I would appeal it and marshal as much evidence as I 

could. That could take a disproportionate amount of time. There was a mindset back in 

Washington that ñWhen in doubt, keep them out.ò These things you had to deal with very 

seriously. I got a lot of satisfaction out of that, too. 

 

Q: Where were the denunciations coming from? 

 

WOESSNER: You didnôt know. The information was classified. You couldnôt confront the 

potential immigrant with the source. It required a lot of resourceful work, getting testimonials 

and evidence to the contrary ï how do you get evidence to the contrary if you donôt know what 

youôre_ 

 

Q: I would think youôd be running into more trouble when you started_ The normal peasant had 

no problem. But when youôre getting into what would be the professional class_ 

 

WOESSNER: Exactly. That is where the problem came. These were people who were in many 

other ways the most qualified and would make the best new citizens. There were Poles who went 

to the U.S. after I fought one of these battles back and forth with the Department and for years 

afterwards, I would get Christmas cards in which they would tell me what they were doing, how 

they had prospered, how their sons were now going to American colleges. Itôs storybook stuff. 

Just wonderful. So, people would often say, ñGod, youôre still doing consular work? Thatôs not 

career advancing.ò But it was personally very, very satisfying. 

 

Q: This is my field. 

 

WOESSNER: This was before the days of consular cones. So, there was a widespread sense that 

if you wanted to earn your ticket to doing political or economic work, then you had to do 

consular work. That often resulted in what you described before as cynicism. I was on the Board 

of Examiners when we had the consular cone introduced. It was much better. 

 

Q: Did you have problems with people who might have been tainted or were suspected of war 

crimes during WWII? 
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WOESSNER: I cannot remember a single case. I wonôt say there could not have been anybody, 

but, no, that was not a real issue at the consulate in Warsaw. For the non-immigrants, it would be 

bona fides. How do you establish that they really will come back? For the immigrants, it was 

more to whom were they going and would we be sure they wouldnôt become a public charge. 

Once again, those refugee organizations with which I had worked in Vienna were active in 

Poland, too. 

 

Q: Were you doing any political reporting on the side? 

 

WOESSNER: Very little. Jake Beam sent me up to Gdansk when the first shipment of PL-480 

grain arrived in a huge tanker. The military attaches swarmed all over me. I would be going to an 

area that was militarily out of bounds. They wanted me to observe things in the harbor and this, 

that, and the other thing. The harbor was sensitive and out of bounds. When I arrived, there was a 

launch flying an American flag waiting to take me on a tour of the harbor. There was a great to-

do made about the shipment. The grain was very important for Poland at that time. During my 

time there, a huge mountain of zlotys managed to pile up. They paid for the grain in local 

currency. So, that was one example. Another time I drove my parents to Auschwitz. Sheila was 

expecting our third child at the time and couldnôt travel. On the way back, we ran into Warsaw 

Pact maneuvers. This was in September. I remember saying to my father, ñI want you to jot 

down the license numbers.ò Tanks were going by. Everything was on the move. My father got so 

excited. His son, the spy. It was not really spying. We were going along and he was on his 

second pad of paper. I said, ñYou know, Dad, if we get stopped, youôll have to swallow this.ò I 

got back and turned this all over to the Army attaché and he said anytime I wanted to change 

careers, he could get me a job in military intelligence. (not likely) But those things were really 

few and far between. Al l the time we were doing things that had a political significance and 

those things would be reported. But we were seven of us in the Consular Section, including 

doing citizenship work. There were six in the reporting sections. We called ourselves the ñOuter 

Seven.ò At that time, the EC had the Inner Six and the Outer Seven. There was a certain amount 

of pride among the seven of us. 

 

Q: Who was your supervisor and what was his or her background? 

 

WOESSNER: The head of the Consular Section when I arrived was Francis T. Underhill, just a 

marvelous human being with a wonderful wife who was a great Foreign Service mother. I forget 

where Francis had been, but most of his career had been spent in Asia. He finished as 

ambassador to Malaysia. 

 

Q: He just died a month or two ago. 

 

WOESSNER: We remained very close friends. In fact, I was calling to arrange our next get-

together (They would come up and visit us every second year or we would go down and see 

them in North Carolina) and Francis had just died that morning. He was a great human being, 

one of the finest drafting officers I ever encountered. His ability with the English language_ in 

retirement down in North Carolina, among other things, he continued to write a column for a 

local newspaper. I have saved many of those columns. They were all done with wit and erudition 
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and good judgement and good instinct. John Davis succeeded him. John went on to make a great 

name for himself as ambassador to Poland. We have also remained very close. Itôs interesting the 

bonds you form in those early years in the Foreign Service. They can be really strong and lasting. 

 

It was a good section. Morale was very high. We felt that what we were doing was very 

important. It was fun. 

 

Q: You said that about halfway through this 1960-1962 period, the Gomulka period ended and 

the secret service started. 

 

WOESSNER: They began to crack down again. 

 

Q: How were we reading that and how did it affect the embassy work? 

 

WOESSNER: The most dramatic evidence of it was that your Polish friends started falling off. 

You would get a phone call the day of the dinner party ï ñWe canôt come.ò You were being 

tailed. The surveillance was a lot more intrusive and obvious. Wives were jostled in the markets. 

Art Olsen of ñThe New York Timesò had his home burglarized while he was away. Also, the 

tapping of your phones. Everything was more obvious. That contributed to a certain dampening. 

But the work went on. You did the best you could. The Poles remained more courageous than 

ever, the risks they would take in the face of this kind of intimidation. 

 

Q: Were you picking up the fortunes of the great Soviet-Polish friendship? 

 

WOESSNER: Oh, come on! The hatred and fear of the Soviets was the hatred and fear of the 

Russians which was hatred and fear that was 1,000 years old. This was tribal. This was so deep 

in the Polish soul. There was no fooling about it. Here was this poor country with no natural 

borders. To the east, they have the mighty Russian bear. To the west, they have the Germans. 

The fear inbred was equal, except that to the east it was tinged with a sense of superiority, ñWe 

the Poles are the superior people to these miserable Russians,ò and the west it was the almighty 

Teutons, their cultural superiority. 

 

Q: Were you picking up through the embassy through the Inner Six and other colleagues a 

feeling about whither Poland at this time? Was Poland looked upon as a solid member militarily 

of the Warsaw Pact? 

 

WOESSNER: We would read the analyses of the entire Warsaw Pact, how reliable they were. 

Every time the Pentagon did a Sandkastenspiel, this would be factored in. But the truth is, in 

terms of the whole structure of the Warsaw Pact, there wasnôt much that was changing and there 

wasnôt much leeway. Whether or not the Polish army would remain loyal .You could give 

various scenarios of circumstances. But in the end, that was not a make or break factor. It was 

one of these things that was of interest, but nobody really thought that the Polish army would 

make the difference. If the stakes were high, the Soviets would do it themselves. 

 

Q: Did you work with the case of Scarbeck? How did that affect you all? 
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WOESSNER: Scarbeck, we all knew him well. He was general services officer. His wife was 

German-born, a very nice lady. They seemed to be a devoted couple, so when the spy case broke, 

it was like a thunderclap. He had gone out to Frankfurt. The Polish secret police caught him in a 

compromising situation. She had been forced to work for them. 

 

Q: He had a girlfriend. 

 

WOESSNER: He had a girlfriend, yes. She didnôt work for the embassy, but she certainly 

worked for them. He was caught and they had incriminating evidence on him. The stuff he 

actually gave to them when we reviewed it all, in hindsight, was nothing that made any 

difference. Jake Beam at one point said ï I think it was his wrap-up of his years in Poland ï ñI 

wish this was something the Poles could read,ò never thinking that they would, thanks to 

Scarbeck. Then came the trial back here. The embassy was emptied out. The ambassador, the 

DCM, the whole Inner Six. There were two of us left at post one weekend. The other officer was 

Jack Scanlan, who also went on to a very long and illustrious career in Poland and elsewhere in 

Eastern Europe and Yugoslavia. Jack said, ñWeôll, youôre an 0-7 and Iôm an 0-6, so Iôm the 

charge.ò The case was stunning, but really had no impact on morale. 

 

Q: Was there concerns as you traveled around about the Polish secret police trying to 

compromise people? Did you have to travel in pairs? 

 

WOESSNER: We did travel in pairs. No effort was ever made that I knew of to compromise me. 

I went off with Jack Scanlan on a memorable trip to get out and see something. We arrived in 

Rzeszow in southeastern Poland. Jack was more experienced. He had already had a tour in the 

Soviet Union. I was appalled at what a wretched, shabby town this was. I remember going into 

this miserable hotel and commenting to Jack how awful everything was. He said, ñBill, you donôt 

know what youôre talking about. If you took a train in Moscow and loaded it up with ordinary 

Soviet citizens and it was a closed train and you drove them through the night and you opened 

the doors here in Rzeszow, theyôd all think they were in Paris.ò That may have been a slight 

exaggeration, but it showed that all things are relative. The Polish standard of living was higher 

than the Russian standard of living. But, no, other than phones being tapped, obvious 

surveillance, there was nothing more dangerous than that. Nobody got really roughed up. 

 

Q: You were a collegial group. Were there any intellectual activities going on, plays, 

newspapers, poetry that showed a sign of non-conformity? 

 

WOESSNER: Oh, yes. Almost all of it had an undercurrent that was very subtle. In any country 

in which there is censorship and suppression, creative people find ingenious ways and subtle 

ways to get the message through and the Poles were particularly good at that. That was true in 

books, poetry_ there was a very lively cultural life in Poland. Considering the Nazi slaughter and 

the Soviet slaughter of the elites in Poland, it was amazing there here in the ó60s so much of it 

was reviving. Movies, for instance. 

 

Q: In 1962, you had had your Austrian and Polish experience. What happened then? 

 

WOESSNER: The second half of the language and area studies kicked in and I was sent home to 
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Columbia University to the Eastern European Department. The idea was that I would do a paper 

under Brzezinski. That is what I had asked for. Unfortunately, that was the year that he took a 

sabbatical and wasnôt active at Columbia. But it was kind of fun being back at university, 

although when youôre married and have three kids and a commute from the suburbs, itôs all very 

different from being single, footloose, and fancy free. But I took it all seriously. I did an honors 

paper on Poland. It was on the role of the Church. But it really was in fulfillment of the fact that 

this was part of language AND area studies. It was a little bit crazy having it afterwards. The 

truth is, for all that investment in me as an Eastern European specialist, I never went back to 

Eastern Europe or the Soviet Union. My next assignment was Berlin and that changed 

everything. 

 

 

 

HENRY A. CAHILL  

General Service Officer 

Warsaw (1961-1962) 

 

Political Officer  

Warsaw (1963-1964) 

 

Henry A. Cahill was born and raised in Manhattan until the age of twelve when 

he and his parents moved to Boston. Cahill graduated from the Boston Latin 

School and returned to New York City to attend Manhattan College. Upon 

graduation, Cahill was accepted to Columbia University for an MA in 

comparative literature, but declined to enter the Army Language School in 

Monterey. He then took the Foreign Service Exam in 1956 and passed to begin 

his career in Foreign Service. He has also served in Oslo, Belgrade, Montevideo, 

Lagos, Colombo and Bombay. The interview was conducted by Charles Stuart 

Kennedy on July 29, 1993. 

 

CAHILL:  In April, 1961, my orders said political officer in Ottawa. Heartbreak. I wanted 

Eastern Europe, not Canada. 

 

Q: Yes, it isn't very exciting. 

 

CAHILL:  I talked to others from various embassies who had been there and they said, "Well, 

there are some good things about Ottawa - it's only three hours from Montreal." Then close to 

my departure communications officer Jimmy Kelly swept into my office shouting: "Harry, 

Harry, here's the cable. You're going to Warsaw!" I hugged and kissed him. 

 

There were three children now, Sylvia born in Oslo by the customary Norwegian natural 

childbirth method. Our ocean voyage home took ten days at sea because of storms. The kids 

made a colorful trio in their Norwegian sweaters and hats on landing in New York. UPI and AP 

photographed them, and news photos appeared all over America. For months we received 

clippings from people. 
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One evening as I walked from my motel in Virginia to the laundromat with one little son in tow, 

I saw the headline of an evening paper. It was in color. An American Embassy officer was a spy 

for the Reds in Warsaw. He had occupied the GSO slot I was going to. The report said he had 

been seduced by a gorgeous woman agent. I thought I might have been chosen as a replacement 

because I still had a crewcut and maybe looked innocent. 

 

Q: What was the spy's name? 

 

CAHILL:  Scarbeck. 

 

Q: Yes, Scarbeck. At least at that time he was the only Foreign Service officer who had done this. 

 

CAHILL:  I always felt he wasn't a real Foreign Service officer. He transferred in from a Defense 

Department civilian admin job in Germany. In those years we had many such transfers as "lateral 

entry" into admin and consular positions. The results were uneven. Taking command spots, some 

of these people were insecure and made life miserable for lower-ranking career FSOs. 

 

Q: Because these people, quite frankly, were of a different class. I am not talking about socially, 

I am talking about intellectually. 

 

CAHILL:  Their thinking process was often different. Their values too. 

 

Q: Like "What's in it for me?" Many of them had been in the military service and hung around. 

Essentially, you are not talking about retired master sergeants, you are talking about retired 

staff sergeants. 

 

CAHILL:  Or overweight ex-corporals. Scarbeck fitted this category. 

 

Q: He got involved with a Polish woman who was a set up and he gave out some papers. It 

wasn't that earth shaking, it is just that people remember it. 

 

CAHILL:  Yes, he first had an American wife, then a German wife. Then he formed a 

relationship with a Pole after coming to Poland. Emphasis on local cultural penetration. His 

Polish friend came to see me to claim luggage confiscated in Frankfurt. Poor Ursula was not an 

attractive person. The GSO staff smiled and shook their heads, saying "Boss, we never 

understood this either." Thus I started as GSO. 

 

Q: This was General Services Officer. 

 

CAHILL:  Yes, a job often looked down upon but one in which an officer could do much to raise 

the quality of life and could also observe the local scene. It proved to be a very creative job. The 

first half of my 3-year tour was in this position and the second half was as political officer. 

 

Our embassy chancery was in a 16th century inn, a temporary home till our new super modern 

and microphone-infested chancery was built a mile away. We were totally dependent on 

ourselves for supply and maintenance. The GSO crew was huge. We did everything from operate 
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a commissary to build houses to repair cars to upholster furniture. I saw we needed to take 

initiatives in several areas. For example, we were buying petrol from our British colleagues for 

our private and official cars. Its octane rating was very low, price very high. We should buy 

quality American gasoline. So I negotiated with ESSO refinery in Hamburg and the West and 

East German railways and soon we began to sell gas to the entire diplomatic community at 

bargain prices. Cars no longer hiccuped. The British realized their people were also gaining, but 

they still wondered about my Irish name. 

 

Our furniture was dreadful, used castoffs from the military occupation of Germany. It probably 

came with Scarbeck. New regulations said we could exchange old furniture for new, selling and 

then buying with the proceeds. So I negotiated with the Air Force which needed practice flying 

over Poland. They carried tons of old surplus furniture from German warehouses to Warsaw. We 

took possession and then sold the stuff to needy Poles and needy foreign diplomats. I used the 

large profits to buy the latest fashion rugs and furniture from Denmark. We staged a series of 

outdoor auctions, often in the snow and cold, with me yelling in Polish as auctioneer. People 

came from all over. They were jolly times. We sold off all the old, used military items. Our 

homes became bright and cheerful with beautiful Scandinavian furnishings at no cost to the 

Government. Morale soared. 

 

We expanded the Commissary and installed a large frozen food section. We cut prices and 

greatly increased inventory. To subsidize this the commissary started a "travel agency division". 

After buying old embassy cars at auction, we would rent them out to official and other visitors 

for trips to such places as Chopin's birthplace. I organized a 3-day ski trip to the Carpathian 

Mountains over Lincoln's Birthday weekend. Virtually the whole mission went. The British 

Embassy doctor who looked after the health of the diplomatic community also went. His name 

was Sheehan. Again the UK wondered about Irish influence. These are a few examples of GSO 

activity. 

 

The only occupational hazard was the "name day party". In Poland you don't celebrate your 

birthday but the day of the saint whose name you carry. You never get older that way. As the 

GSO/Admin staff was enormous, we seemed to be celebrating every other night. We would all 

gather in the carpentry shop as Michael or Stanislaw or Wladislaw or Kristina hosted a 

wonderful party. Vodka supplemented by industrial alcohol and smuggled tomatoes and pickles 

and dark bread and butter. And we would sing, sing, sing. Polish songs still ring through my 

head. First came the rousing, happy songs. Then late at night, soaked with vodka, came the 

tearful renditions of World War II songs like the "Red Mother of Monte Cassino". A number of 

my working comrades in Warsaw had fought there. 

 

The Poles had the greatest zestful spirit of any people I have known. They do not use the word 

for "tired". They use the word for "burned out". They go forward until they drop. They possess 

great talents. My admiration for them is very deep. 

 

Q: There is a large graveyard in Monte Cassino and a Polish memorial. Many are buried there. 

 

CAHILL:  And when one goes there it breaks your heart. One reads the ages on those crosses and 

sees how old the soldiers were. They were not boys. These were men with families who had 
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given so many years of their lives to war and combat and suffering. On each cross was a rosary 

and beneath the beads were the name and birth date. 

 

Q: Who was the ambassador at the time? 

 

CAHILL:  My fi rst ambassador was Jake Beam who was serious and able. Soon came John 

Moors Cabot of the Boston Cabots who was a hearty, patrician, colorful, old line veteran, a grand 

gentleman of the Foreign Service. He had a wonderful wife, Elizabeth, who was a loving, caring 

mother to all of us. A truly lovable lady. There was a sense of joy and camaraderie with them. 

We worked hard in difficult political times in the early 1960's, but there was fun. I remember the 

costume balls and Marine Balls in the old inn's lobby. One time the Ambassador came as Robin 

Hood, tall and dignified, striding in through the ancient front door. Snow fell from his Sherwood 

Forest boots. 

 

Contrasting with those events were the security precautions against riots. International issues like 

Cuba had the Polish commissars often brewing a new riot or attack on the chancery. Another key 

factor in making the mission a happy, productive place was Admin officer Pat Kelly, another 

great man of the Service. Gracious, giving, bright, with a colossal spirit. Pat and I had a favorite 

plan of defense. We mobilized all the mission's baseball bats and planned to smash each hostile 

skull as it came through the lobby entrance. We waited and waited but never got the opportunity. 

 

Q: Oh, yes, there would be demonstrations. What were your security problems at the time? You 

were in a hostile country. 

 

CAHILL:  The government was very hostile. A great bureaucracy of government workers 

depended on this state of hostility and suspicion. Politicians stayed in power by drawing on it. 

But the people liked us. I can remember that even Army officers we met on the road somewhere 

as we went through checkpoints would quietly say, "God bless the American Army, just tell 

them what we really think." I think the Poles genuinely loved the United States. They had 

cousins, uncles, children in America. Some countries do genuinely like us and the Poles did then. 

But the leader did not. 

 

Q: Who was this? 

 

CAHILL:  Gomulka. Poor old Gomulka with his ascetic, grim face. His men watched us closely. 

They cleverly slipped microphones into the hollow metal reinforcing bars of our new chancery as 

it was being built. Everything we said was recorded to our detriment. The whole place was 

effectively bugged. My chair in the political section sat on one busy microphone. This reflects 

poorly on our own security people as the construction operation was supposed to have been 

monitored carefully. 

 

When we moved in I reverted to political officer in a two-man section. One extremely good 

aspect of our East European posts was their small size. The host government limited personnel. 

Thus responsibility and scope of work were large and varied. 

 

My main areas were German-Polish relations and Church-State affairs. The former brought me 
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into contact with outstanding German officials. I must say that throughout my career the German 

Foreign Service has always shown top quality. Church-State affairs were important and exciting. 

Much of my time was spent gathering information. The regime did not like this. I ran a 

clandestine network that featured many people in strange places. The information flowed in. The 

secret police bounded after me. In one example, word came that the Organ School, the last 

musical school of the Church, was going to be raided and closed down. That was supposed to be 

top secret. The militia would do the task before anyone could defend or cry out, and then silence 

would descend. The info was relayed to Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty. Within hours the 

word came back over the public airwaves: "The Polish government is about to forcibly close the 

last music school of the Catholic Church in Poland. There will be no more organists trained, no 

more sacred music published." The authorities backed off and were furious. Our very good DCM 

Bud Sherer kept a running betting book giving odds on how soon I would be PNGed. 

 

Our children were patient about being exploited. I would say, "Kids, we're going on a picnic to 

explore Lublin today." They would have to get up early. Their sleepy little heads would nod as 

we bounced over the roads to some grim destination chosen because papa wanted to scout. But 

children lent a protective covering. 

 

I remember another trip with our Chinese expert Al Harding, one more great guy who made the 

post what it was. A black Mercedes with glowering crew was behind us as we exited a church 

near the Soviet border. We drove into a national park primeval forest which once served as 

Goering's hunting preserve, and the gatekeeper slammed the gates behind us. We had a permit, 

the others did not. We camped in the back of my station wagon. Late at night the tail returned 

searching the woods with flashlights. We stayed warm. They stood and froze in the cold autumn 

night. We waved at the wretched pair as we drove out the next morning. 

 

Q: But you were followed everywhere? 

 

CAHILL:  Yes. It became a game. Endless chases. Various ruses. Once I switched coats and cars 

with the Air Attaché. Quickly I learned how tightly he and his foreign military attaché pals 

worked. They would park in strategic points around the city. When they saw our attaché's car 

approaching they would pull out as I passed and block the road, nearly causing wrecks. 

 

Q: How did we see the Poles and the Party at that particular time? We are talking about the 

early ó60s. 

 

CAHILL:  Grim years -- 1962, 1963, 1964. We faced an impasse bilaterally. The Party slavishly 

followed the Soviet lead. Party membership was used to gain perks, not to help the people. 

Someone walking with an orange in a string bag would cause a food riot. All things were in short 

supply except political sloganeering. Greyness and more grayness and the smell of old cabbage 

were the hallmarks of Warsaw. This and mud. 

 

I think the average political hack hated us. The police bosses would have cut our throats. But I 

have serious doubts about the will of the armed forces. I had no collisions with them, even in the 

darkest times. In the Cuban crisis the rail line across Poland was a crucial supply link. It was the 

only East-West line to the ports which sent missiles and other materials to Cuba. We had to 
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monitor that line and the roads that led to Czechoslovakia and East Germany. The birth of our 

fourth child Irene in Frankfurt provided a good reason to follow the key road and rail bed 

westward. A very competent Marine and I headed west in an embassy station wagon carrying 

items for delivery in Frankfurt, our main support base. Hugging the railroad we scanned 

everything that moved. Late at night in Czechoslovakia near the West German border we saw 

masses of soldiers moving forward along the road heading west. We put on our full lights, eased 

the car around to see wide angle. Not assault troops. Many were holding hands with girls. A big 

dance had just ended and the soldiers were streaming back to camp. Soon thereafter we crossed 

the border at Waidhaus. The sleepy old German border guard yawned and shuffled to raise the 

fence across the road. The moment could not have been more peaceful. Not so in Nürnberg 

where I was later debriefed by the US Seventh Army. They were ready to fight. 

 

Q: Did you have any contact as political officer with the Communist Party of Poland? What 

were you seeing and reporting? 

 

CAHILL:  My ties with the government were limited. I avoided the Party. I wanted a low profile. 

My work was mainly focused on church matters and building an info-contact network. Beyond 

this I knew journalists and people from different professions who provided feedback on popular 

feelings. People connected with the church - lawyers, teachers, janitors as well as clergy - were 

amazing in their absolute faith that the Church would triumph. I saw it being beaten into the 

ground by ingenious means, but they were right. Many memories stand out. One event was the 

annual feast of St. Mary at the fortified monastery of Jasna Gora. Hundreds of thousands of Poles 

made the pilgrimage on foot. I was the only diplomat to enter those walls and mix with the 

bishops. Most of them seemed fearless, totally dedicated, men of granite. In 1963 I met the 

Bishop of Krakow and a young lawyer from South Africa named Anthony. Anthony became a 

close friend. In 1992, the same trio came together again in St. Peter's in Rome. Anthony, having 

given up his law practice to enter the seminary, was ordained by the former Krakow bishop who 

was now Pope. Impressive each week was the scene at virtually every Catholic church in Poland. 

Over-capacity congregations flowed out into the street and literally blocked the trolley tracks in 

cities. The people sang through the entire Mass. The Church provided the principal means to 

express resistance to a despised regime. 

 

In addition to church-state, our political reporting focused on the ebb and flow of leaders, human 

rights violations, trends in national feelings, cooperation with the USSR, building of 

relationships with other countries. Often the Poles acted as middlemen and stalking horses for 

the Soviets. Very important was the development of German relations, especially the finalization 

of the borders. The embassy was also the contact place where the United States conferred with 

the People's Republic of China. Bit by bit, we were working toward the US-Sino detente of 1972. 

 

Another responsibility for me was running a translation service with a British embassy partner. 

Each morning in an ancient house in the Old Town our Polish national staff would screen the 

press for key news, translate the articles, and publish a fairly fat compilation by early afternoon. 

This joint service provided most of the material for diplomatic community pondering and 

reporting. I would do the editing. I also supervised the travel office, the unit which issued visas 

for visits to West Germany. In a sense, I acted as FRG consul. 
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Q: Had Poland at that time become part of the Vietnam peace movement? There was India, 

Poland, and Canada, I think. 

 

CAHILL:  Our participation in Vietnam War officially began in 1964, just after I left Warsaw. 

Poland became more and more active in the peace movement from that point. 

 

Q: What was your viewpoint of the Soviet Union at this time? 

 

CAHILL:  The USSR was pressing hard on several fronts. Difficult years with pressure and 

crises. Problems in Africa, in Indochina, political infiltration pushed on every continent, Soviet 

space program leaping ahead - and then Cuba about to explode. At the same time, we felt the 

Soviets thought we were on the verge of attacking them. At the height of the Cuban 

confrontation we joked that we'd be very safe. The missiles would fly over us on way toward 

targets. Gallows humor. On personal matters, the Soviets allowed me to visit Moscow but not 

Leningrad. The Polish people's view of Russia was bitterly negative. This was the traditional 

enemy. Strangely enough there was respect for the Germans. Embassy employees with German 

blood were held in esteem by their peers, their good work attributed to their German genes. 

 

 

 

ELLEN M. JOHNSON  

Secretary, Consular Section and USIS 

Warsaw (1961-1963) 
 

Born and raised in New Jersey, Ellen Johnson entered the Foreign Service in 

1955. Her career included service in Japan, Poland, the U.K., Czechoslovakia, 

Yugoslavia, and Germany. She was interviewed on April 27, 1994 by Charles 

Stuart Kennedy. 

 

Q: Well, you served in Warsaw from 1961-63. What were you doing there? 

 

JOHNSON: The first year I worked in the consular section. Then one day the USIA secretary 

walked out and said she was never going to go back and work for the PAO, who was Pic Littell. 

The DCM felt that something had to be done and I was pulled out of consular and put into the 

USIA job where I was for the second year. 

 

Q: Before we get to USIA, what was the consular situation there? 

 

JOHNSON: We had a large consular staff for a communist country. I think there were five 

American officers, including the consul. The main reason for this was that the Polish government 

allowed older Poles who weren't working any longer to leave the country. There would be 3 or 4 

thousand a year leaving for the States, which was a large number for a communist country in 

those days. So it was a very busy section. Most of the consular officers were in the economic or 

political cones and after one year of consular work they usually rotated up into the economic or 

political sections. 
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Q: What were you doing? 

 

JOHNSON: I was doing strictly secretarial work and found it rather boring. Although I didn't 

want to go to USIA, the work was a great deal more interesting there. 

 

Q: What was life like in Warsaw in those days? 

 

JOHNSON: It was a restrictive life. 

 

Q: Who was ambassador there? 

 

JOHNSON: When I arrived, Jake Beam was ambassador. He was there four months and then 

John M. Cabot arrived. Both of them were very shy men. However, Mrs. Cabot was not shy. She 

would have wonderful parties and made up for her husband's shyness as far as the staff was 

concerned. The DCM was Albert [Bud] Sherer, who became a very close friend of mine and we 

met up at another post later on. 

 

One tended to make close friends in Warsaw because of the restrictive nature of the environment. 

There was very little you could do outside the embassy so we spent a lot of time entertaining 

each other. It was a lot of fun. For example, I found myself playing volleyball with the Marines 

one Saturday afternoon because they were short a player. I didn't add much to the game other 

than allowing them to play. 

 

Q: At the time there was great concern about intelligence in all communist countries. I would 

think an obvious target for intelligence would be both unmarried men and unmarried women in 

the American embassy. Were you under strict instructions? 

 

JOHNSON: We were told to be very careful in our contacts with the Poles and should consider 

every one a possible employee of the secret police. Of course, it worked both ways, the Poles 

could get into trouble if seen with an American or foreigner without specific permission. I had a 

young student coming once a week to my apartment to teach me French but he called one day 

and said that he would lose his job at the university library if he continued to come, and that was 

the last I saw of him. 

 

I also had a maid who lived on the top floor of the apartment building where I lived. She had a 

Canadian sister who would send her packages, or so she claimed, and often dressed better than I 

did. I don't know if she was in the employ of the secret police or not. However, I had to assume 

that she was and be careful of my conversation within her hearing. Once a bug was found in my 

telephone and I don't know if she put it there or not. 

 

The Marines had a tough time because they were constantly targets of the secret police through 

seductive advances by women who just happened to have an apartment across from the embassy 

and would parade around in the evenings and weekends. 

 

The attachés were always followed and played the game of trying to evade their perusers as often 

as possible while driving around the countryside. In fact we all were followed at times. In those 
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days the road traffic consisted mostly of Warszawas, a 1940 Ford appearing car, and horses and 

carts. So it was amusing that the secret police generally drove around in black Mercedes, making 

it easy to know when you were being followed. I can remember once leaving a party and seeing 

a Mercedes parked out front. There were two men in the front who were sound asleep. I decided 

to have some fun and tapped on the window and said, "I am going home now." They quickly 

straightened up in their seats, started their car and proceeded to follow me home. I thought 

maybe I had saved their jobs, or something. 

 

Another form of harassment was phone calls at all hours of the night. This would happened most 

often immediately on return from a trip. The phone would ring in the middle of the night and you 

would hear nothing on picking up the phone. This would go on three or four times a night for a 

couple of nights before it would stop for a while. If this happened here, one would just take the 

phone off the hook, but in Warsaw there was always the chance that the embassy needed you for 

something, or there was an emergency at home, etc. so you didn't dare not answer each ring. We 

were fairly certain there was a lady who lived across the street who watched our comings and 

goings and perhaps was told when to make the calls. 

 

We had a couple of people who couldn't live in this kind of closed environment where one had to 

assume you were under surveillance constantly, and therefore were transferred out. 

 

Q: Were there any cases of people being caught up in all this? 

 

JOHNSON: There was a famous one. 

 

Q: Oh, yes, it was a General Services officer. 

 

JOHNSON: Yes. The officer involved had left about five or six months before I arrived, 

however, a couple of people who had testified at the hearing, were still there and the whole affair 

was still a topic of conversation throughout the embassy and the diplomatic community. 

 

Q: He was caught passing on information through his girl friend. 

 

JOHNSON: Yes, she was an East German, I think. 

 

Q: I don't think she was a plant, but had been pressured by the Poles or something. 

 

JOHNSON: I am not clear on the details. But he was convicted. 

 

Q: Now, on to your USIA job, I have to ask what was the problem with the PAO? 

 

JOHNSON: Pic was a very demanding and energetic person. He couldn't understand why people 

didn't like to work through lunch hours. The secretary previous to the one who had walked out, 

was fluent in Polish and didn't mine clipping newspapers and fielding calls, etc. during her lunch 

hour. She also was able to contact Polish officials directly, without going through a national 

employee. Pic would use her as a fill in at small social sit-down functions, where she was 

undoubtedly a success with her language abilities. Well, her replacement, didn't speak Polish, 
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didn't want to work through her lunch hour, couldn't clip the newspapers or call the Foreign 

Office, or even fill in easily at small functions. Pic would get upset and annoyed with her and 

criticize her inability or willingness to do these things. So she walked out. 

 

The DCM knew what was going on and didn't feel the secretary should have a black mark 

against her and devised the plan to have us exchange jobs. Pic was told he had to behave or else, 

and he did for the most part. Although I must say I did have to go to a couple of those small 

functions and with only a few words of Polish and German, I did feel extremely uncomfortable. 

But, I didn't work through my lunch hour unless it was necessary. 

 

I didn't want to move to USIA, but in retrospect it did give me an insight into what USIA did. Of 

course, it was very limited as to what they could do there, although I was there at a period when 

things for artists were a little freer than it had been before and it was going to be by the time I 

left. 

 

Q: The Kennedy Administration was coming in. 

 

JOHNSON: That I think may have had something to do with it. Certainly the Poles were, as was 

the world, distressed at his assassination. There were long lines to sign the condolence book at 

the embassy and there was standing room only at a memorial service held at the cathedral. 

 

There were modern artists who would come to your parties; we sponsored a number of small 

exhibits; there were a few guest lecturer programs including Munro Leaf... 

 

Q: He illustrated a very famous book, "Ferdinand" which was about a bull that loved flowers. 

 

JOHNSON: Right. He also did the Watch Bird series which appeared in "Good Housekeeping." I 

had grown up with that series as a youngster...This is a good Watch Bird watching you or a bad 

Watch Bird watching you. That was fun. 

 

John Steinbeck also came out. So there was a small amount of exchange. The library was used to 

a certain extent. But it was hard to do too much and by the time I left the door had closed again. 

 

Q: Did you have a Polish staff? 

 

JOHNSON: Yes, but only a couple people. There was also a Pole in the consular section and a 

few in the administrative section. 

 

We didn't have the bubble room in those days so the Polish staff were not allowed above ground 

floor. 

 

Q: Bubble room was a room built for discussing classified information and supposedly was 

secure. We had one in Belgrade about that time. 

 

JOHNSON: You are right, we did have one. The China Talks were going on secretly in Warsaw 

at that time. I remember taking dictation after one of the meetings in a bubble room. But the 
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Polish staff still were not allowed above the ground floor. 

 

Q: How did you find the USIA officers? 

 

JOHNSON: There were two others besides my boss -- a press officer and a cultural officer. The 

press officer was very good but he was really a security risk because he kept papers piled all over 

his office and didn't pay too much attention to their classification. I believe he left under 

somewhat of a cloud in the end. 

 

I got to know John Scanlan, the cultural officer, very well. He had a temper to go with his red 

hair. He was really a very good officer, but had a habit of showing classified documents, Limited 

Official Use, to locals who were supposed to see nothing higher than Official Use Only. I caught 

him doing this once and told him he shouldn't do it and he told me I had no right to tell him what 

he could and couldn't do. I'm sure the entire embassy heard our raised voices. But we mended 

our fences and after that became the best of friends. 

 

Q: He became ambassador to the Soviet Union later on. 

 

JOHNSON: Yes, that is right. He was a junior officer at that time. 

 

One story before we leave Poland. There was a diplomatic riding club on the outskirts of 

Warsaw. One day I got to talking to the young lady in charge and she told me she had gone to the 

States to study advanced methods of raising pigs and was waiting for a job to open up at the 

university. As you know at that time the export of ham was a big foreign currency maker for 

Poland. I asked her where she had gone for the training and she said at Iowa State in Ames, 

Iowa. I asked her who her professor was and she said a Dr. Leslie Johnson. I told her Leslie 

Johnson was my uncle. It is indeed a small world! 

 

 

 

GIFFORD D. MALONE  

Consular/Economic Officer 

Warsaw (1961-1963) 
 

Gifford Malone was born in Richmond, Virginia and entered the Foreign Service 

in 1958. His career included overseas posts in Warsaw and Moscow. Malone's 

interview was conducted by Charles Stuart Kennedy on December 5, 1991. 

 

Q: Then you went to Warsaw rather than the Soviet Union where you served from 1961-63. How 

did this come about? 

 

MALONE: Well, I was very junior and I filled out what in those days was called the April Fool's 

sheet on which you would list your preferences for assignments. I put the Soviet Union first but 

you had to put down other places so I put Eastern Europe in general. Actually I considered 

myself quite lucky to come within the ball park and to go to Warsaw. 
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The way it happened was that in Warsaw, for a number of years, the Polish authorities had 

prevented immigration to the United States. There were 40,000 people on the waiting list at the 

Embassy. About this time, within some months of the time I went there, the Polish government 

had finally relented and said people could again immigrate to the United States. Well, this 

created an immediate need for visa officers. So I went out as an immigrant visa officer, an 

addition body in the visa line. I went there with hardly any warning. I said that I would like to get 

some Polish but they claimed there was no time for that. They felt since I had Russian I would 

pick it up very fast. I think they were overly optimistic. 

 

Q: Yes, because the differences between the two languages are considerable. 

 

MALONE: So I had to learn my Polish in Poland. The Consular Section was a good place to do 

that. 

 

Q: What was the spirit of the Embassy at that time? Kennedy had just become President. It 

looked like a new era was coming. 

 

MALONE: We had a sort of feeling that President Kennedy was very popular among the Polish 

people. First of all because he was an American President and Poland even in the worst days of 

Communism was a very pro-American country. I am not talking about the authorities, but 

everyone else. Kennedy was new, young and had a good image which carried through even 

there. I remember sitting in my little office in the consular office where we had a picture of 

President Kennedy on the wall and a visa applicant came in and she said, "You look like the 

President." Now this was intended to flatter me, of course. But it showed you that the Poles were 

very aware of Kennedy. 

 

Q: I was in Yugoslavia about the same time and sometimes I would have people come in and kiss 

the picture of the President which interfered with the flow of work. 

 

MALONE: I had one visa applicant...as you know from your own experience and you get all 

kinds and we process a tremendous number...the name of one woman, who I had seen waiting 

out in the lobby for a long time, finally came up and she came in for an interview. She said to 

me, "I talked to President Kennedy last night." I said, "Well, that is very interesting, how did you 

do that?" She said, "Oh, I have ways of doing it." I said, "Well, what did the President say to 

you?" She said, "He told me you were going to give me a visa today." Playing along I said, 

"Well, I haven't been in touch with the President today, but your name will have to go on the list 

along with everyone else." 

 

Q: Were you a visa officer the entire time? 

 

MALONE: No I wasn't. I was a visa officer for a year and a half. I had a two and half year 

assignment to Warsaw. One day they told me that they were going to move me to the Economic 

Section, that being a two person section. This was fine, but I said that I didn't know much about 

economics. I had taken a course with Prof. Bergsten on Soviet economics. By that time we had a 

new Ambassador. The previous Ambassador had been Jake Beam. The new Ambassador was 

John Cabot, who was definitely a man from the old school. I remember saying to him, "Well, 
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you know I am very pleased to be going into the Economic Section next week, but you know I 

don't know very much about economics." He said, "That is all right just give it the old college 

try." 

 

Q: This is how the old school treated economics anyway. 

 

MALONE: I think so. But I learned a lot very quickly because there were only two of us. John 

Davis, who was also about to move in, had been the chief of the Consular Section. I moved in by 

myself first and spent about two or three months solo trying to figure out what was going on and 

then John arrived. I learned a great deal about economics very quickly. 

 

Q: Back to the visa operation. What were the major problems working with Polish immigrants in 

Poland? 

 

MALONE: There was the usual problem of whether a person, which I didn't have to face but the 

nonimmigrant visa officers had to face, was bona fide nonimmigrant. If they got to me they were 

presumed to be a bona fide immigrant, but then you had to determine what their means of 

support in the United States would be. They all seemed to have cousins in the United States, 

which was mostly true because there is a tremendous number of people with Polish background 

living here. 

 

Another problem that you had to deal with was those who had been members of the Communist 

Party or Communist student groups or in certain occupations which would have excluded them 

under the law. I had to turn down a certain number. I am sure there were some that had been and 

did not reveal that and therefore got visas. 

 

In some cases it was pretty clear that the law was very unfair. I remember once I had an applicant 

who had been barred because he had had a position in the student organization at the university 

which really had nothing to do with politics at all. I had to go through a long procedure of 

writing an advisory opinion to send into the Visa Office in Washington explaining why I 

thought, notwithstanding what the law said, this person was clearly eligible. I succeeded in that 

case in getting him in. But those kinds of things were... 

 

Q: In the economics side, what were our interests? 

 

MALONE: Our function in the Economic Section was twofold, (1) to report to Washington on 

what was happening in the Polish economy and (2) to deal with commercial matters, such as they 

were. There were really very few of those. We would have an American businessman 

occasionally coming through who usually knew nothing about Poland at all but was looking for 

business opportunities. We would talk to them and refer them to the people we knew in the 

Ministry of Foreign Trade. Occasionally something would develop, but rarely. 

 

But otherwise we tried to keep track of Polish exports to the United States and the state of the 

Polish economy, etc. Poland was a very poor country then. There wasn't much encouraging one 

could report. 
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Q: For some reason the only thing I can think of is Polish ham. 

 

MALONE: Well, Polish hams were a major export to the United States, in fact hams were the 

largest export to the United States in those days. They produced a good ham and it was a canned 

ham and they were able to export them. There were no problems in getting them in. 

Unfortunately they no longer export Polish hams to the United States. 

 

Q: How about dealing with Polish authorities, particularly Ministry of Trade? Were you able to 

get over there? Were they forthcoming? 

 

MALONE: I thought at the time it was sort of a struggle, but I discovered when I later turned up 

in Moscow that the Poles were really much more forthcoming than the Russians. They were 

friendly, but very controlled. They didn't have much latitude. But I had the feeling, even then in 

those days in Poland, that most of the officials I were dealing with were favorably disposed to 

the United States, but, of course, the policy of their government was not. I didn't know as many 

officials then as I did when I went back to Poland in later years.  On the other hand, the 

controls on citizens as far as having anything to do with foreigners was concerned were 

reasonably tight. Again, I discovered later they were much looser than the case in the Soviet 

Union. People certainly thought twice before they came to your apartment for a meal, a drink, or 

something. Later I discovered that some people had gotten in trouble for doing that. 

 

Q: What was the attitude from the Embassy's point of view towards Poland as being a member of 

the Warsaw Pact and potentially an opponent to our NATO and all that? Did one see them as 

being a firm supporter of the Soviets or were their cracks? 

 

MALONE: There weren't really very many cracks evident at that time in the official position in 

the Polish government. It was perfectly evident that the population was pro-American. The 

rhetoric of the government was anti-American for the most part. The press, of course, was 

controlled. The Tribuna Ludu, the Party paper, never had anything nice to say about the United 

States. I think the attitude of the people in the Embassy, which has been consistent over the 

years, was that Poland is a country which basically is very pro-American. It is a terrible thing 

that has happened to them. They wouldn't be in this state if it weren't for the Soviet Union. 

 

Basically the policy at that time and later was to try to open things up and engage them if one 

could. Now at that time there was very little that could be done because of the attitude of the 

Polish government. That was the Gomulka period and it was not a period when they were 

making any effort to be friendly to the United States. 

 

Q: Just to give a feel to the thing, at receptions, etc. did you get a little pleasure out of saying 

that wasn't it wonderful, their firm admiration for the wonderful Russians and all this, for 

obviously the Poles didn't like the Russians? 

 

MALONE: And they didn't often talk about it. Even the top officials tended not to talk about the 

Russians. No, I didn't twit them about that very often, but it was perfectly clear that no Pole 

basically liked them. In those days they had all the trappings that you would expect in a country 

like that. There was a Polish-Soviet Friendship Society that occupied a big building, which I 
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visited a couple of times just to see what was going on and there was basically nothing going on. 

They had a huge Soviet Embassy. The Poles were constantly reminded of the Soviet Union by 

the great building that the Soviets had put up in the middle of Warsaw, which was known as the 

Palace of Culture. It was a huge, ugly building which I used to call Stalinesque in style because it 

was similar to some of the things you would see in Moscow. That was a visible reminder. There 

were a lot of political jokes in those days and a great many of them were about the Russians. 

 

Q: Do you remember any of them? 

 

MALONE: I remember one that was often told about the Palace of Culture. The Russians built 

the Palace as a gift from the Soviet people. Two Russians met who were working on the Palace 

of Culture. The first one says to the other, "Well, what's your name?" He says, "My name is 

Ivan." The other man says, "Well, that is interesting because my name is Ivan too. How do you 

write it?" So the other fellow very laboriously makes an X on a piece of paper and says, "How do 

you write yours?" The other man makes an X with a little squiggle beside it. The man says, "Oh, 

that is interesting, what does that mean?" He says, "That means engineer." That was a typical 

Polish joke about the Russians...barbarians, uneducated, etc. 

 

Q: Did you have the feeling that there were people in the Soviet Embassy that were pulling all 

the levers and calling all the major shots? 

 

MALONE: We just didn't know. You didn't see a lot of the Soviets around. I saw more of them 

in my second tour years later. We assumed that and we now know in fact that was the case. The 

Soviets kept to themselves publicly, but obviously they were in constant contact with the highest 

Polish officials. 

 

After the revolution in 1989, one of the things that came to light was all kinds of direct telephone 

lines from the Soviet Embassy to various high officials. We hadn't known that previously, but we 

assumed there was contact. 

 

Q: What was life like in Poland for an American? I am thinking both about the security 

problems, spy problems and just general life. 

 

MALONE: Let me touch on general life first. Poland was a very poor country then. We at the 

American Embassy tended to have better quarters than the average Pole might have. My family 

and I lived in a two-bedroom apartment in Warsaw, in an old pre-war building that had been 

reconstructed after the war. In terms of what you could buy in the way of food, it was pretty slim 

pickings. In the winter there were no vegetables except root vegetables, potatoes, beets, cabbage 

and that was about it. The State stores were stocked with food but again there was no assortment. 

There was a peasant market centrally located in Warsaw where we and most people we knew 

would shop for vegetables when they came in season. There was always more to be had there 

than in the State stores. But basically it was very poor. 

 

I remember one time my wife and I were down in one of the State stores and there was a huge 

line. She went up to see what was being sold and it turned out to be pineapples. So I got in line. 

As I got closer I asked her to go up to see what the price was. She gave me a zloty equivalent of 
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about $9.00. I said that was just too much to pay for a pineapple and got out of the line. But that 

gives you an idea of how things were run. Once in a while there would be some oranges 

imported from Israel. 

 

On the security side we faced what American Foreign Service people faced in any one of those 

Communist-controlled countries. There was pretty stringent security control. I would say a good 

deal less than in the Soviet Union, but nevertheless, you were aware that it was going on. I know 

that one person who came to my apartment was in trouble with the police for months, perhaps 

years, after that. We always recognized that there were these people keeping watch on us. 

 

Then you had that impression in terms of how the Poles lived. After all the press was controlled. 

They listened to Voice of America and Radio Free Europe...I suspect the majority listened. It 

wasn't jammed in Poland. You combine that with the fact that the ordinary citizens all hated the 

government, this was evident in the atmosphere even though people didn't come out and say that. 

One felt a certain constraint and a certain amount of tension. 

 

Occasionally there would be incidents. The Polish secret police were very active. For example, 

we were building a new Embassy at that time. The Embassy we were then occupying was a 

building that had been an old inn back in the 18th century in the old town. The old Embassy had 

been razed and a new modern structure was being built. We had a special marine guard 

detachment in addition to the regular one, whose job was to watch over all these Polish laborers. 

 

We had a technical security man from the Department as the building progressed whose job it 

was to watch this thing closely. I remember shortly before I left Warsaw sitting in the car with 

him one day, saying to him, "How do you know they are not putting microphones in there." He 

said, "You don't have to worry, we are watching it very closely." Well, he was wrong. When the 

building was finally finished, some years later they found it was riddled with microphones. So 

the secret police were very active. 

 

Q: There was quite a famous incident while you were on board wasn't there? 

 

MALONE: The Scarbeck case. Doc Scarbeck was the General Services Officer at the Embassy 

when I arrived. Of course we all knew him. We knew his wife who was a very nice lady. He had 

been very nice to us as brand new junior newcomers in helping us to get set up, etc. We didn't 

know, of course, any of this stuff that was going on. 

 

One day my wife and I were sitting in our kitchen having breakfast listening to the Voice of 

America. The announcer said, "An American Foreign Service officer had been arrested." I 

remember thinking to myself, "I wonder if that is anyone I know?" It was Scarbeck. It was the 

first time I ever saw my wife's jaw literally drop. We looked at each other. He had done a lot of 

foolish things and been entrapped in a rather classic way by the secret police. They claimed they 

would do terrible things to this woman with whom he had become involved if he didn't give 

them materials, so he did give them some stuff. 

 

Q: How did this, to have something like this in the family, particularly in the enclosed 

community, how did this affect...? 
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MALONE: Everyone was shocked. They were horrified that anyone would do a thing like this. 

Naturally there was a lot of sympathy for Scarbeck's wife. He had two little children. She was a 

German woman. I think we were all totally surprised. But at the same time it was a lesson that 

these people, the secret police, are active and doing things and what our own security people 

were telling us was true. Here was an example. 

 

Q: Did you ever have the feeling that you were targeted at any time? 

 

MALONE: I never did, no. And it would have been very foolish if they had targeted me, the 

most junior of all officers. Sometimes they would follow you. I can remember driving elsewhere 

in Poland and sometimes having a car follow me through a town or something like that. One of 

the give aways was that they all used Mercedes. They would sit out in a big square which was 

near this old Embassy all day long. What they were watching we wouldn't know. I had one 

colleague who took great delight in going out and standing in the middle of the square with a 

note pad and pencil taking down their tag numbers and then they would all speed off in different 

directions. There was a certain amount of amateurish quality to it. 

 

Q: You had two professional Ambassadors, Jake Beam and John Cabot. Obviously you were a 

very junior officer but what was your impression of how these two operated? 

 

MALONE: Jake Beam was a man who knew something about Eastern Europe having served in 

the Soviet Union and had a lot of background. John Cabot had spent much of his career in Latin 

America and before he arrived and Jake Beam had left, we wondered how a man with that kind 

of background could be very good in Poland. But actually he was very good. He was a very 

professional man. He was very good with the staff. He gave you a lot of encouragement. He 

didn't claim to know a lot about Poland and he relied on us to tell him about the country. 

 

Shortly after he arrived I had gone into the Economic Section so in that capacity I would sit in on 

the daily staff meetings with him. So I had a lot more chance to observe him close up than I did 

Jake Beam. But both of them were professional men and I think each was a very good 

ambassador. 
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Q: You went to Poznan, where you served from 1961 to '63. What were you doing? 

 

JENKINS: Well, I went to Poznan as the principal officer of the consulate there. 

 

Q: It is a consulate. 

 

JENKINS: It's a consulate. It had been formed in Poznan, I think, for two reasons. One was, it 

had been the center of the uprising that was put down in 1956, and it also is in the heart of the 

Polish western territories, which had been formerly German. It was a very good place to get a 

feel for the environment and the tendencies in that region. 

 

Q: What sort of a staff did you have? 

 

JENKINS: A modest staff, but a very good staff. I had an excellent secretary, Jackie Mathy. And 

I had a wonderful vice consul, Sol Polansky, who later became ambassador to Bulgaria. And 

Jerry Verner was the talented USIA vice consul. And then, as for as local employees, it was 

small, modest. But the first year, we didn't issue a single visa. I was surprised; I thought it would 

give us much better contact. Finally, we did get permission to issue visas. So it was a small local 

staff, too, of about three clerical, one being Pani Czartoryska, who was the wife of Adam 

Czartoryski, scion of the old Polish nobility. She's still an old friend. And then a driver and a 

janitor. And that was it. We had to get another person once we started issuing visas to help us. 

Small, but a very good staff. 

 

Q: So you weren't issuing visas for most of the time. How'd you operate? What were your sort of 

goals and what were you doing? 

 

JENKINS: I have to preface all this by saying that Americans are very popular with the Poles-- 

everybody has a cousin in Detroit or Chicago; so we did cultivate a lot of friends. And we 

traveled a lot, made contacts with the yacht club in Szczecin; and the editor of the newspaper 

there, who was a hunter and invited us to go hunting; and down in Wroclaw (Breslau) was mayor 

Ostapczuk, and a Politburo member, Wladislaw Matwin. We made very good connections with 

all these people and many in cultural fields in Poznan as well. 

 

Q: This was sort of a window of openness, wasn't it, this thing? 

 

JENKINS: That's right. 

 

Q: I mean, it began to shut down a little later. 

 

JENKINS: Yes. Well, you see, the openness came in the late fifties, and you could already feel it 

coming down, but there was still, especially in cultural and other fields, much more liberalism 

than we had detected, say, in East Germany. And, as I say, the Poles were so fond of Americans 

that... I'll give you one example. Sol Polansky was driving down to Wroclaw in his new 

Volkswagen which still had oval temporary German plates. It stopped running part way down to 

Wroclaw and the Poles started coming out of the fields to observe. Sol lifted up the back hood--

but he wasn't a mechanic. And they were all looking at him but not offering any help. They 
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spoke to him in German. And Sol kept answering in Polish. Finally one of them said, "You 

know, you're the first German I've ever met who can speak Polish." 

 

And he said, "I'm not German, I'm American." 

 

"You're an American! Well, come on in, my son is a mechanic, and have breakfast with us." 

 

This contrast, it was amazing. 

 

And so we had easy contacts. We had, of course, our Fourth of July party, we had a Halloween 

party, we had a Valentine party, and we always had scores of guests. It was terrific. 

 

And at the graduation in the universities...I never will forget the one in, I guess it was '62. We 

went first to the agricultural university. I was introduced, and they all got up and gave a standing 

ovation. Not for me personally, but because I was the American consul. So at the next university 

ceremony, they introduced the Soviet and American consuls simultaneously--there was modest 

applause. At the third (Technical) university graduation, they didn't mention that either one of us 

was there. 

 

And then, when the Eastman Orchestra from Rochester came to play at the symphony, I invited 

the mayor to go with me. We sat down on the second row. Well into the program the Eastman 

Orchestra started playing the "Stars and Stripes Forever." The Poles all got up and marched and 

paraded and danced up and down the aisles. Very embarrassing for the mayor and I was a little 

embarrassed, but I enjoyed it. 

 

But this was the atmosphere, explaining one's ability to associate and learn things from the 

people. 

 

Q: Well, tell me, I mean, you were there in '61. As I recall, just about '61, we had this, at that 

time, rather bad incident at our embassy, where a General Services officer had an affair with a 

Polish woman who was connected to the Polish secret police and all that, and ended up in jail. 

 

JENKINS: I had almost forgotten about that, but I remember now. It was just before our arrival 

in Poznan. 

 

Q: Well, I remember that because I was offered a job to go to Poland to be General Services 

officer. 

 

JENKINS: You should have gone. 

 

Q: Well, it was just after this happened, and I didn't feel like replacing, doing... But how about 

the feeling about the Polish secret police and all? Because you might have had these other 

relations, but there was this other side. 

 

JENKINS: It was always there. And if you were a balanced person, and I think we were and our 

team was, it was habitual to appreciate that the police were following you en route to Szczecin. 
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You always knew that phones and rooms were "bugged;" you always assumed this when you 

were talking on the phone or conversing with anyone. And you behaved accordingly. But there 

were some exceptions, you see, like the General Services officer. And, later, when I went to 

Warsaw, there were several other cases that had occurred. But we assumed that it would occur. 

 

I'll give you one example. A very good friend of mine was a Dr. Powiertowski, and he told me, 

"You know, every time we're together I have to report to the police. Now you know that, so if 

you don't want to associate with me, don't. But if you know that, then you might know how to 

behave." And we were both fishermen who enjoyed going fishing together; so we continued 

association. 

 

We usually knew who they were. I remember we found out some of the key people in the 

community were actually officers in the UB (Polish Security Service). After learning this, we 

continued our association with them. Knowing who they were and how they would behave was 

the important thing. But they were always there. 

 

It was your staff. For instance, Pan Josef was the consulate janitor. And one time there was a 

break-in in the consulate. He had a dual feeling; I mean, he really protected us a great deal. And 

he caught the intruder, who was turned over to the police. Well, it turned out that this guy was an 

UB operative, who was coming in to check and repair the nine mikes in the consulate. And we 

knew Pan Josef was also UB. But he didn't know the one he caught was UB, one of his own 

guys. And so the nine mikes were uncovered as a result. You just knew that they (the UB) were 

there all the time. 

 

Q: I mean, all of a sudden were dainty Polish women being dangled in front of you or your staff, 

or something like this? 

 

JENKINS: Yes. It happened before I got there, but there were some families, who we continued 

to associate with, who had young men as sons who were sort of cottoning up to our secretary. 

But, before I got there, the consulate learned who these people were, and so she was extremely 

careful and didn't associate except when we were all together. But in Warsaw this happened quite 

a bit. 

 

Q: Did you have much contact with, say, Polish officials around there? I mean, did you go talk 

to them, and did they talk about the situation? Or was it pretty much a pro forma contact? 

 

JENKINS: Locally, in Poznan itself, it was tough, because we had one of the hardest-line First 

Secretaries in Poland, and his name was Jan Szydlak. And there was no real communication with 

him. But if you got to any of the other towns, gradually a pretty good relationship developed. 

Because it was one of the jobs of those, let's say, in Szczecin, Wroclaw, or Jelenia Góra, places 

like that, to get us to accept the western territories as belonging to Poland. And so they would 

take us on tours and show us the "wonderful things" the Poles had done in this region. So you got 

quite close to a number of the Party and government officials. 

 

For instance, in Wroclaw, the old Breslau, the mayor was Ostapczuk. He was an extremely 

liberal guy, he wanted close relations, and he arranged a lot of tours. And one time when I went 
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down on a visit he said, "You know, someone wants to talk to you. You know Matwin, the Party 

First Secretary?" 

 

And I replied, "Yes, he's also on the Politburo." 

 

He said, "Yes, well, he wants to talk to you." 

 

And so I said, "(gulp) Okay, let's go." 

 

The car came, picked me up, and took me over to... Matwin, a fascinating person. He had 

graduated from Charles University in Prague. He was one of the very liberal element that had 

come in with Gomulka in '56. We talked for three hours. He had a desk, and he didn't sit at the 

desk, it was standup desk. And we talked about the situation in Poland and, you know, not once 

did he mention anything about Marx or Lenin, but he constantly cited Spinoza, the philosopher. 

And he was asking me how we liked Wroclaw and this beautiful western territory; but he wasn't 

grilling me on anything that had to do with American politics or military or anything like that. 

He was again promoting our interest in the western territories. 

 

But as things began to crack down, after I left Poznan and became Polish desk officer in the 

Department, both Owstapczuk and Matwin were removed by the hard-liners, and the tightening-

up process accelerated. Remember, 1961 was Berlin Wall. Poznan is closer to Berlin than it is to 

Warsaw; and there were ink marks all over the walls and broken windows of our consulate, 

which happened right after the Berlin Wall went up. So things were beginning to tighten up 

again while we were there. 

 

And then came the Cuban missile crisis, October '62. It happened, and of all things, we had as 

our cultural guest Monroe Leaf, who wrote Ferdinand the Bull. He was with us, he was our guest 

and staying with us, and we had a big program at the library for him. But the missile crisis 

intervened, and only three people showed up. So it was a pretty tense moment. 

 

Q: I'm interested in this, because I've had some interviews with people who were in Moscow at 

the same time, where there were crowds, and obviously the crowds were so-called demonstrating 

against the embassy, but mainly they were concerned and wanted to know what the hell was 

happening. You know, this was not a hostile crowd, these were very concerned people. What 

were you getting in Poland at that time? Because it looked like there might be a war. 

 

JENKINS: That's right, it was tense. And we got reflections from Warsaw, particularly, that they 

were very concerned there. But I didn't find that the local population or even most officials in our 

consular district were anti-American or anything like that. They were concerned. And I guess we 

were all concerned. 

 

We were pretty isolated in Poznan and were living in a three-story consulate building. My 

secretary had the top floor that looked out over the railroad. I said, "Jackie, you watch and if you 

see any trains heading west, with a lot of tanks and guns on them, we'll let the embassy know." 

And I guess it was Carol Brown then who was the vice consul, Sol had moved on. "Carol, why 

don't you take a car and make a swing down to the south and out to the west, and if you see any 
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real action, we can report it. Meanwhile, Laura and I are going up to Szczecin to the yacht club 

and tell our friends up there we'd like to take a little cruise." 

 

In Szczecin they said sure, come on. And we went up, and we went out in a sail boat. Of course, 

they didn't take us anywhere near the harbor, but they entertained us very nicely with all kinds of 

Polish ham and vodka. And then, of all things, here we were on a sailing cruise and it started 

snowing. Here we were, cruising around in the estuary in the snow, and didn't see a thing. But I 

guess not seeing anything was reassuring. So we came back. 

 

And then the aftermath was, I think, very interesting. We had already put out an invitation to our 

Halloween party. Usually, as I say, we had eighty or so people there--only six showed up. Five 

of them we knew were UB, the secret police. One was an innocent student, who as a result got 

into trouble, but not serious trouble. I later asked him, "Which one do you think it was that 

turned you in?" 

 

He said, "I think it was that one with the Napoleon hat." Guests wore costumes to the Halloween 

party 

 

We knew which one that was. 

 

So that was the first reaction: local citizens were afraid, but they weren't against us. 

 

But the real showdown came a few days later...because I'd already accepted the invitation to the 

November 7 reception of the Soviet consulate. Well, they didn't think I was going to come, but 

Laura and I went. And the Soviet hosts were very hesitant, but they had to let us in. So we went 

up into the reception hall, with all the local leaders and cultural types there. And every time a 

Pole came up to talk to us, one of the vice consuls would come and say, "Oh, I want to introduce 

you to this visiting Soviet guest," and we were isolated. Finally, however, Danuta Satanowski, 

who was a leading actress in town, wouldn't take this sort of thing, and she came over and started 

talking to us. She wouldn't go away with them. And then she called her husband, who was the 

director of the symphony orchestra, Satanowski, and he came over and talked to us. Then the 

university presidents and others came. Pretty soon we were right back in the middle of it. 

 

I'm using this event to illustrate that the Poles were concerned, but they were still very friendly 

and they were positive. 

 

Q: Well, it was a difficult time. Did you get any requests from Polish-Americans in the United 

States about Uncle So and So at this time? I would think that you would be doing a lot of family 

services for Polish- Americans. 

 

JENKINS: Well, as I say, the first half of the tour in Poznan, we didn't issue visas or do much 

regular consular work. We got into a little bit of that in the last half of the tour. But, no, I sensed 

this much more, later, when I was on the desk and also when I was in Warsaw. But in Poznan, in 

1961-62, we didn't have a feeling that we were running errands for Polish-Americans. But later, 

while I was Polish Desk Officer, 1966 was the millennium of the Polish state and the Polish 

church. And that was the main focus in the Polish-American community, because it represented 
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the unity of church and state. You had a lot more Polish-American goings-on at that time than 

you did back in '61 to '63. 
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Q: You arrived in Poland when? 

 

SCANLAN: In July of 1961. 

 

Q: You were in Poland from ô61 until when? 

 

SCANLAN: July ô65. It started as a 2 year assignment and was extended. 

 

Q: What was the situation when you arrived in 1961 in Poland? 

 

SCANLAN: At that time, Gomulka was the party leader. They had gone through that October 

ô56 period where Gomulka had stood up to Khrushchev in his famous meeting at Okanchi 

Airport. There was something of a thaw. Polish-Americans overestimated the extent of the thaw, 

but it was still for a communist society a relatively open society when I went there in mid-1961, 

but it was beginning to change. Gomulka was beginning to clamp down and beginning to assert 

his authority and reduce the latitude for public discussion of issues. 

 

Q: What was your position in the embassy? 

 

SCANLAN: I initially went in as a consular officer to do everything but visas. I did passports, 

citizenship, general welfare and protection, in the embassy. 

 

Q: Who was the ambassador? 

 

SCANLAN: Jake Beam. 

 

Q: He was a professional Foreign Service officer. 

 

SCANLAN: Jake was very professional. He was there only my first 4 months. 

 

Q: And then who took over? 
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SCANLAN: There was an interim period of a couple of months. The charge was a very fine 

professional, Albert Sherer, known to everybody as Bud Sherer. Then John Moors Cabot came in 

right around February of 1962. 

 

Q: Was he part of the Cabots and Lodges? 

 

SCANLAN: Yes, a very distinguished member of a distinguished Boston Brahmin family. He 

had had already about 4 posts, primarily Latin America, but his first chief of mission was 

minister to Finland back in the early ó50s and he was very fond of that memory and he had 

become a devotee of the sauna. Then he was also ambassador to Sweden. In South America, he 

had been ambassador to Colombia and Brazil. He had been Assistant Secretary for ARA. 

 

Q: How did he operate? Obviously, you were some distance removed, but it wasnôt that big an 

embassy. 

 

SCANLAN: I became less removed. I had been there something like 4 months when what we 

would call the CAO todayé In those days, USIA did not operate openly in Eastern Europe. 

They operated as press and culture sections of the embassy. As a result, they sometimes had 

State Department FSOs seconded to them because they would all be temporarily transferred as a 

USIA officer. So, Yale Richmond, a very experienced USIA officer and quite senior to me (he 

was a 3 and I was a 6), had a son who had been born in Poland. He had been there about 3 years 

and developed a very serious blood disease which couldnôt be treated there. Yale was transferred 

to Vienna. They had a support office in Vienna for all of Eastern Europe. USIA could not replace 

him immediately. It was a key job. At that point, one of our main points of contact with Polish 

people was the cultural officer, the cultural attaché. He was out all the time on the street meeting 

with cultural personalities, academics, what have you. The atmosphere for that was very open at 

that time and we had a rapidly expanding exchange program. They looked around the embassy at 

who could temporarily fill this job. I had come out of the FSI with 4/4 Polish. 

 

Q: That is as fluent as a non-native speaker can get. 

 

SCANLAN: When I left Poland 4 years later, I got a 4/4+. That is a higher degree of fluency. 

But 4/4 is a good level of fluency. You can operate quite effectively in almost any milieu. 

 

So, I had good Polish, plus the fact that I had done some work in Moscow in a USIA press and 

culture section there which was badly understaffed, so from time to time they coopted me. They 

worked it out with Sherer, the charge (Bean had left). It was supposed to be a temporary 

assignment of 6 months. But I wound up staying in that position for almost 3 years. Then my last 

6 months there, I was acting political section chief. So, I moved out of the consular section after 

4 months. Frankly, I had enjoyed the job in the consular section because I was doing all the 

general consular work, which took me out on the street. 

 

Q: What were some of the main things that you found yourself involved in? 

 

SCANLAN: I took all the applications for American citizenship. 
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Q: Which must have been quite a few. 

 

SCANLAN: There were a lot. Then you did the initial adjudication and sent them back to 

Washington for final adjudication. That was a quite interesting job because there were a lot of 

people who had under the complicated citizenship law a claim to American citizenship. Many of 

them were quite elderly people, frequently even illiterate, but they had heard about this program, 

so theyôd come in. It was painful to watch many of them sign their signatures with an X. But that 

was an active program. 

 

This was still a fairly liberal period in Poland. As I said, Gomulka was beginning to tighten up, 

but it was open. You had a lot of Polish-Americans coming back, including a lot of people who 

had left after the war or had been in Anders Army and hadnôt come back. 

 

Q: Anders Army being an army that fought with the allies. 

 

SCANLAN: Yes. Based primarily in Britain, but they participated very heavily in a lot of major 

battles in Italy and Normandy and what have you. This got interesting because on several 

occasions they would be harassed by the local authorities, even arrested and passports 

confiscated. Most of them were smart enough to make a beeline for the embassy as soon as they 

could. Since I was doing welfare and protection, this fell to me. There were some very 

interesting cases. You had a chance to represent them with the Polish authorities. On a couple of 

occasions, I issued people new passports. They would report back with a passport and a letter 

from the American vice consul saying that they enjoyed the full protection of the American 

government. And it worked. They would come back smiling and telling me that the local 

authorities had been very upset. But it worked. I can remember going to a court trail of an 

American, a Church of Christ sponsored Polish minister. He was accused of conducting an 

illegal church. That was a rather heavy court trial. But the judge was very fair. This guy had very 

affluent friends in Texas. You get involved in that. It was an interesting job. It was one of the 

more interesting jobs in the embassy. 

 

Q: Did you run across any American tourists, maybe non-Polish connected, who were 

wandering around and getting into trouble? 

 

SCANLAN: No, I donôt remember any specific cases of that kind. I remember many post-World 

War II Polish immigrants coming back and having various problems. We had death cases, too. 

 

Q: I was in Germany in the ó50s. We had German-Americans coming back and going to the local 

village where they came from and lording it over the people there. ñIn America, we do it this 

way, you stupid people.ò There was like a nouveau riche in a way. Did you have problems with 

this? 

 

SCANLAN: We never had any problems with it, but it was a quite frequent occurrence where a 

Pole would come back and heôd go to his village. In America, he might not be terribly affluent, 

but in terms of that village, he was the richest person they had ever seen. But I donôt recall 

friction there. I recall putting on banquets. And occasional death cases. These people would be in 

their ó70s or so and theyôd live it up and boom, weôd get a call from the village saying, ñWe have 
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a deceased American.ò That happened a few times. 

 

I think Poles would react different than Germans anyway. Poles always had the view that 

America was the great promised land. They had no antagonism toward America. We had never 

been on opposite sides in a war. The Polish people always felt, ñBoy, if I could only get to 

America, where the streets are paved with gold.ò You couldnôt say anythingé By and large, I 

found this throughout my term, except for high level communist officials who were giving the 

Party line, that you couldnôt criticize America to a Pole. They thought America could do no 

wrong. 

 

Q: How did you find dealing with the ministry of interior? Did you find them responsive? 

 

SCANLAN: Yes. At that time, by and large, the relationship was pretty good. I never felt that I 

had any problems gaining access to any official that I needed to see or gaining access to any 

premise that I needed to be on. It was relatively open then. But it did get a lot tougher late on. 

 

Q: Moving to the time when you were the cultural officer, what did you see as your task and how 

did you go about it? 

 

SCANLAN: We saw as our task keeping Polish intellectuals, academics, cultural figures, 

students in contact with their American counterparts, in contact with American society, keeping 

their spirits up. We had a very rapidly expanding program. Within certain reasonable limits, we 

could get pretty much the funding we needed. At that point, CU was in the State Department. We 

had 2 masters. We went to the Office of Cultural Affairs in the State Department for funding for 

exchange programs and cultural performing arts programs and things like that. We went to USIA 

for information programs. But USIA got involved on the cultural side with periodicals, 

contributing to performing arts exhibits. We had a lot going on there. We expanded from 2 

American professors of American literature in 2 Polish universities to 5 by the time I left. There 

were no undergraduate exchanges then, but graduate exchanges of students went from 6 when I 

started to about 40 in several different programs by the time I left. But there was an awful lot of 

ad hoc private sector exchange going on with students and professors, a tremendous amount of 

cultural contact, performing arts groups, an awful lot of activity, both planned program and 

targets of opportunity. We would see an opportunity to get somebody who was in Western 

Europe and bring them in. By and large, the Poles normally went along with it. We funded 

everything, of course. So, in a sense, it was to keep the Poles pointed towards America, the 

future. Later on, after Reagan made his famous speech, we can look back and say what we were 

doing was undermining the Evil Empire. 

 

Q: What was the role of the Polish intellectual in Poland? Intellectuals play different roles in 

each country. 

 

SCANLAN: Many of them - probably most of them - were trying to remain as independent of 

the Polish system as they could, which was a communist system. But a different communist 

system, from the Soviet system, probably the most open at that time of all of the Warsaw Pact 

countries. Polish intellectuals saw their role as keeping Polish culture, Polish intellectual pursuit, 

the Polish academic pursuit, alive during a difficult period. They looked back to the 19th century 
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when this had been done before in Poland. Poland was partitioned between Germany and the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire and Russia, 3 partitions at the end of the 18th century leading to the 

disappearance of Poland as a sovereign nation. But during that period, Polish intellectuals, Polish 

cultural figures, kept the Polish spirit and the Polish culture alive. You have people ï Chopin 

during that period. You had Sienkiewich, who became a Nobel laureate in literature. And many 

others. They looked historically to the 19th century and were trying to do pretty much the same 

thing in the 20th century, with some success. 

 

Q: Did we have the equivalent to ñAmerikaò in the Soviet Union? 

 

SCANLAN: We did. It was the second one. The first was the Russian one and the second one 

was the Polish one. In the case of Poland, it circulated very freely. In Russia, we always had 

problems. You had to distribute it through their distribution agency and they would return half of 

them and say they hadnôt sold. We never had that problem in Poland. They were extremely 

popular. Used copies of them would sell in the used bookstores. The American magazine in 

Poland was very effective. 

 

Q: As we worked in cultural affairs, did we see our goal as to talk about America or were we 

aiming at showing how lousy the Soviet system was? 

 

SCANLAN: We saw our role as presenting a positive picture of America, not a negative picture 

of the Soviet Union. That would have caused us problems with the local authorities. We didnôt 

demean the Soviets. 

 

One little anecdote on that subject. In October 1964 it was the 20th anniversary of the founding 

of the Polish Peopleôs Republic. During World War II when the Red Army liberated eastern 

Poland, in a city called Lublin, they found something called the Lublin Committee, which was 

the precursor to the Polish communist government. They had a 20th anniversary celebration. 

Khrushchev came to town. All of the communist Warsaw Pact leaders came. I can recall the 

crowds in front of our embassy. While they were waitingé There were police lines, but they 

werenôt stopping people from coming into our embassy, so a lot of them saw this as an 

opportunity and they came in asking for copies of ñAmerikaò magazine. Here was the Russian 

leader coming by. I got a couple of the local employees and we went down into our storage room 

and we did have a few hundred copies of back issues of ñAmerikaò and we brought those out. 

When they ran out, the guys came to me and said, ñWhat should we do?ò I suddenly remembered 

that we had over 2,000 copies of the special issue of ñLife Magazine,ò an issue relating to the 

greatness of America, which we hadnôt been able to distribute. We got them for practically 

nothing, 10 cents a copy or something. Then the Poles hadnôt permitted us to distribute them 

because shortly before that ñLifeò had done an interview with Gomulka that he had not liked. I 

said, ñGo get those óLifeô magazines.ò They brought up the 2,000 copies of ñLife Magazineò and 

we were out in front of the embassy distributing them. Here it was, the Poles voting for 

American magazines and American culture as Khrushchev is coming by. When the little parade 

came by, he was in a convertible. We had a very modern looking building. He was in the car 

with Gomulka and you could see him looking at our building and then turn back to Gomulka. 

Iôm sure he said, ñWhat building is thatò and Gomulka said, ñItôs the American embassy.ò You 
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see him looking back again sharply. I have that on an 8 millimeter film. We didnôt openly attack 

the Russians. All we did was support all cultural activities that helped the Poles stay in touch 

with America. 

 

We had a big English teaching program, too, not directly but in support of Polish English 

teaching. We brought in all the best linguists we could find and put on special programs and 

seminars. 

 

Q: The Poles also turned out some really first rate linguists, didnôt they? 

 

SCANLAN: Yes. 

 

Q: It seemed to be a specialty of theirs. 

 

SCANLAN: Linguists, mathematical logic was another specialty there. They had some 

wonderful scholars and they maintained the level of scholarship during that period. 

 

Q: What about your dealings with the Poles in your field as cultural attaché on what they were 

saying about the Russians? One does not think that this is a love relationship. 

 

SCANLAN: In their official capacity, many of them, including some of the academics and 

people who had official positions in some cultural organization, would be very careful in their 

official relations with you. But in private, they would let their hair down and tell you what they 

thought about the Russians and what they thought about communism. There was no dearth ever 

of anti-Russian jokes. The typical joke in Poland in those days was anti-Russian, not just anti-

communism. They belittled the Russians constantly. 

 

Q: Were you aware of what the Soviets were trying to do to counter this to make the Poles love 

the Soviet Union and communism? 

 

SCANLAN: They were there in a pro-consul relationship. They had a huge embassy. They had a 

cultural center there. The Poles didnôt pay that much attention to it. There was an obligatory year 

of Russian language training in high schools and colleges, but the Poles didnôt pay much 

attention to that. They went for English. The Soviets had their magazines just like we had ours. 

One had the impression that they were content to maintain their control at the official level, 

which they did. I can recall Russian diplomats telling me that the relationship was more party to 

party. I had conversations with Russian diplomats and would sayé I spent a lot of time at the 

ministry of foreign affairs, the ministry of culture, ministry of higher education working on 

details of programs, getting approval for them. I remember one specific occasion where I had a 

rather good conversation with a Russian diplomat. He said somewhat derisorily, ñOur 

relationship is party to party.ò We did not have that relationship. We rarely even had any contact 

with party officials. For the Russians, thatôs how they exercised their control, party to party and 

military to military. We had no relationship whatsoever with the military either. 

 

Q: How did we feel about Poland at that time as a Warsaw Pact ally? How dependable was it 

felt to be? 
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SCANLAN: Most of us believed that Poland would not be a dependable ally in any offensive 

action, that in an offensive action the Russians probably would have to just keep an eye on the 

Poles. In a defensive mode, it might be different. The outcome might be a little different. But 

even there we felt the Poles were probably the least reliable Warsaw Pact allies. They had the 

largest army because they were the largest country. And they had a strong military tradition. 

Particularly after ô56é Gomulka sent a lot of the Russians home. Up until ô56, most of the 

senior military control positions in Poland were either Russian officers or Russian Poles, 

including Marshall Rokossovsky, the famous one. 

 

Q: How did Ambassador Cabot relate with the Polish authorities? 

 

SCANLAN: Cabot was a very traditional diplomat, very correct. His experience had been 

entirely with the non-communist world up until then. His relationship with Polish authorities was 

very formal, very correct. He did develop a rather decent relationship with the foreign minister, 

Adam Rapatski, who spoke excellent French. Cabot didnôt speak Polish, but he spoke very good 

French. Rapatski was one of the few genuine intellectuals in the Polish government. He was pre-

war educated. He had been a socialist, not a communist, and when they coopted the entire 

Socialist Party in the late ó40s he was a respected figure, who incidentally later on in August 

1968 resigned when the Warsaw Pact forces invaded Czechoslovakia. He resigned on that issue. 

Rapatski under the circumstances was a relatively decent guy. Cabot developed a rather decent 

official relationship with him and with his deputy, Jozev, who was also a pre-war educated 

Wieniewicz socialist. He spoke very good English. His relationship was on that level plus the 

fact that both he and Mrs. Cabot were very interested in art and in music, so he enjoyed very 

much when we would have a performing arts group and played his role as ceremonial 

ambassador very well. He did not ever get down very deeply into the political intricacies and 

complexities of Polish political and social society because he just didnôt have the background for 

it. But he was very good to work for. He would solicit the views of staff. He would accept views. 

There were occasions when I thought he was a little skeptical about some of the programs that I 

thought we ought to get involved in, but he would always support you. I enjoyed working for 

him. He was a Boston Brahmin and at times could be very formal in the old school sense. But a 

very decent human bring. And Mrs. Cabot was delightful. 

 

Q: Were there any exchange programs of opera or jazz? 

 

SCANLAN: Yes, we got very much involved in jazz. The Poles had developed some pretty good 

jazz musicians and the people that we were dealing with in cultural exchanges did not want to 

acknowledge jazz as anything worthy of cultural attention. In the summer of 1962 there was a 

major jazz festival in Washington called the Washington Jazz Festival. I leaned very heavily on 

the people I dealt with particularly at the cultural section of the foreign ministry to agree to let us 

send a very good Polish jazz combo, 5 of them, to Washington for the festival. They reluctantly 

agreed. They were led by a very good fellow, Andziej Czoczowski. At any rate, they were good. 

They came here and some of the officers who had just left Warsaw and were back in the 

Department arranged for them to give a jazz concert in the courtyard of the State Department. 

They also were very successful at the jazz festival. After they became a hit, the very people I had 

been dealing with in the ministry of culture and the ministry of foreign affairs who kind of turned 
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their nose up said, ñYou see, we have such wonderful people.ò From that point on, we developed 

a very good relationship. There was a very good Polish jazz festival every year. They had a jazz 

magazine that was very good. We sent a lot of their people to the States. We brought people 

there. Ella Fitzgerald came under our auspices and put on a very successful concert at their huge 

congress hall. So, we developed a very good relationship and supported the development of 

Polish jazz. 

 

Q: In these programs, what was our ultimate objective? 

 

SCANLAN: It was defined very well by Ronald Reagan later on. We were undermining the 

Polish communist system by keeping creative Poles in touch with cultural developments in the 

United States, keeping them informed. This was the period when the Soviets were trying to keep 

information out of the Soviet Union and to some extent out of Eastern Europe. They were not 

that successful with regard to Eastern Europe. They spent more money jamming the Voice of 

America than we spent broadcasting. You can hear the jammers even in Poland. But Radio Free 

Europe got through even though the Poles had a jamming program, too. VOA did. We were 

getting information into Poland and through Poland into the Soviet Union. It was a very 

successful program in many ways. For instance, we sent so many Polish scholars of sociology to 

the U.S. in the late ó50s and early ó60s under a Ford Foundation program and under other 

programs that we helped develop a very good school of Polish sociology. They put out a 

quarterly publication on sociology which was excellent. I recall being told by some of these 

Polish sociologists that their Soviet colleagues told them that they had to learn to read Polish. 

They could get the Polish quarterlies. They couldnôt get the American quarterlies. We had the 

Cuban Missile Crisis while we were in Poland. Khrushchev was overthrown and ousted in the 

Soviet Union in October 1964 and replaced by tougher minded people, Brezhnev and Kosygin. 

We had the beginning of the Vietnam War in February of 1965 and that chilled the atmosphere 

even in Poland. This was not an easy period of relations. Poland was sort of a window. People 

have to remember that geographically Poland was the only East European Warsaw Pact country 

surrounded entirely by other communist Warsaw Pact countries. It had a seacoast, but otherwise 

its neighbors were all Warsaw Pact communist countries. This wasnôt true of any of the other 

Eastern European countries. And yet Poland was our principal window into the Warsaw Pact for 

cultural influence and information because of the nature of Polish society and because we had 

the wit to try and exploit that. 

 

Q: I would think that one of the greatest tasks that you might have been faced with was the death 

of President Kennedy. Were you there? 

 

SCANLAN: Yes. John Steinbeck was there at the time. He had been at that famous dinner at the 

White House with all the Nobel laureates where Kennedy said this was the greatest collection of 

wisdom at dinner since Thomas Jefferson dined alone. In any case, Steinbeck on that occasion 

was approached by Kennedy to go to Eastern Europe. He went to 3 countries, Yugoslavia also. I 

had been his escort in Poland most of the time including the day that Kennedy was shot. We 

went down to Lodz. He had been in western Poland, where he had been taken care of by our 

Poznan consulate staff. Then they delivered him to Lodz, the second largest city in Poland. There 

was a university there and he was going to speak to the American literature program students. 

We were there with him for that. They gave a dinner for him. Then we drove him back to 



 

121 

Warsaw. He was with his wife, Elaine, and we were in my car. My wife was there. He was kind 

of tired. He had been in Poland for a week and had had programs every day. He didnôt want to do 

anything that evening. We said, ñWould you like to come back to our house and have just a 

simple spaghetti dinner?ò He said, ñThat would be wonderful. Iôve had all this heavy Polish 

food.ò So we had a nice, quick spaghetti dinner at our house. Then I took him to his hotel. I 

dropped by the embassy then because I had been gone all day. It was about 8:00 PM. I walked 

into the embassy and went back to the press and culture section and saw the press officer, Phil 

Arnold, working with the ticker. He said, ñJack, President Kennedyôs been shot.ò We didnôt have 

rapid communications in those days. So, we were getting a report on VOA. I said, ñIôd better tell 

Steinbeck.ò I called the hotel and the maid on their floor had just told them but they had nothing 

further. So, I said, ñWell, Iôll come by and bring a portable radio.ò ñYes, please do that. Iôm very 

concerned.ò So, I dropped by my home first to tell my wife what was going on. While I was 

home briefly, the desk officer, the second or third guy on the Polish American desk in the foreign 

ministry, came to my door to express his condolences and his personal grief. This guy was a 

communist official from the foreign ministry, a very nice guy. Unfortunately, he died fairly 

young, Andzey Wojtowicz. He was later posted in Washington and was quite popular here as a 

Polish diplomat. That was the nature of the society. The Poles took this almost as a personal loss. 

So, I went back to the hotel. Steinbeck was in his pyjamas and bathrobe and Elaine was there, 

very upset by this. We didnôt know what had happened, who had shot him. It was a horrible 

feeling. We were cut off from the world, listening on VOA and static and what have you. We 

were getting the reports. Elaine was from Texas and was a personal friend of John Commely, 

who was also shot. They had been in Texas just before coming on this trip and had heard all of 

this violently anti-Kennedy stuff from some of the wealthy Texans. I think Steinbeck at that 

point was almost prepared to believe that this could have been a plot by some of these violently 

anti-Kennedy Texans. 

 

Q: When I first heard this, this was my reaction. 

 

SCANLAN:  That they were wildly fanatically conservative anti-Kennedy people. 

 

Q: Particularly in Dallas. 

 

SCANLAN: Yes. 

 

Anyway, he was very upset. Then he said, ñWell, please cancel all social events, but I will go 

forward with the official program. He would have wanted me to do this. I came at his request and 

I will finish that part.ò He had a meeting the following morning. He was to speak to university 

students. We expected an audience of well over 100 students of English. This was a major field. 

We kept listening to the radio until almost midnight and then as I left, he said, ñOn your way to 

pick me up for that meeting at the university, would you see if you could get me a black 

armband?ò Well, it wasnôt exactly a free society. But there were private shops. He was to be at 

the university at 10:00. The next morning, Iôm down on a street of private shops looking for a 

black tie for myself and a black armband for him. I found a little tailor shop and told the tailor 

who I was and what I wanted. He made a black armband for me very quickly. I took it back and 

gave it to John. He wore it and we both wore the black ties. He spoke to the students, a very 

hushed audience, at the university. There were more people there than I expected, almost 200. I 
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think they went way beyond the English faculty. That was the way we experienced Kennedyôs 

death. 

 

Q: In Belgrade, we were- 

 

SCANLAN: It was not only large but a very sympathetic audience. The Poles in general behaved 

in a very sympathetic manner. They had a memorial mass at the cathedral which the entire 

embassy staff attended. We had a picture display out in front of the embassy and they just came 

by the hundreds and put candles in front of the pictures. 

 

Q: It was a very emotional time. 

 

Why donôt we stop at this point? Before we leave the ó64/ô65 period, letôs talk about the 

crackdown, when things started getting tougher, and how that affected your work as a cultural 

attaché. Also for the time that you were in charge of the political section. 

 

SCANLAN: Okay. That didnôt starté It was an incremental tightening of the internal political 

situation in Poland. But the real crackdowné Iôm not sure Iôd call it a ñcrackdown.ò It didnôt 

take that form. Up until the end of the Gomulka era, it was a steady tightening. He who had been 

the hero of October ô56 by the time he was ousted by Gierek in December of ô71, he had few 

faithful followers and had lost all the credibility. 

 

Q: Next time, we will talk about the effects of the gradual process during the time you were there 

and also what you were getting from the country team and from your own views about Gomulka, 

and then about your time as political counselor, how the political section operated in this 

difficult environment. 

 

SCANLAN: The people who were fighting this tightening of the internal political situation were 

on the cultural side, the intellectuals. The writers union was one of the main battle groups during 

the mid-ó60s. 

 

Q: Also with the Catholic Church and its role in this at that time. And any reflections on Polish 

anti-Semitism that you saw. 

 

SCANLAN: Yes, we should talk about Bobby Kennedyôs visit in June of 1964 and the role of 

Cardinal Wyszynski, who played a major political role in Poland. 
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Q: I think the way we might proceed now is to begin with the places where you served overseas, 

other than the Soviet Union, beginning with Poland, and then after that we can make some more 

general observations on Eastern Europe. So starting with Poland and your great insights... 

 

LITTELL:  Well, I don't know about great insights, but I have always had a warm spot in my 

heart for Poland and the Poles dating from my time there, January to April, and June and July of 

'46 right after the war, when I was there with UNRRA, basically with relief supplies, horses, 

cattle, livestock and food for our allies who had suffered so much during the war. 

 

My interest in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe dates from that time. It was my first real 

encounter with Soviet troops and with the Soviet and East European situation. I learned some 

lessons personally, and also from Polish friends I met at the time, which opened my eyes a bit 

about our Russian allies, and also gave me an insight into Poland which was valuable during my 

service there later. I was Public Affairs Officer at the embassy from '61 to '65, and it was an 

interesting experience for me. It was really great to be in Poland after the Soviet Union. The 

Soviet Union was so tight and controlled during the time that I was there in the mid- '50s, and 

Poland, although a communist-dominated country, was noticeably more open. Contacts with the 

Poles were easy to come by, and I had some very good Polish friends, and still have Polish 

friends I'm in touch with. 

 

So far as the program there is concerned, we had an active, and fairly typical Public Affairs 

program. The negotiations with the communist authorities were sometimes difficult, but we did a 

lot. We had one program there which I considered to have been particularly effective; and this 

was what was called the Informational Media Guarantee Program. We had a lot of Polish 

currency at the time, which was derived from the sale of agricultural products, and for some of 

our programs we could draw on that. For the Informational Media Guarantee Program, which we 

negotiated the first year that I was there it was the other way around in that we supplied dollar 

currency -- hard currency -- in the amount of a million and a half dollars a year from our budget 

for the Poles to use to purchase American informational media and were reimbursed in PL 480 

zlotys. This program ran all the way from films, and books and magazine subscriptions, to 

performance rights on theatrical and operatic and musical works. It was particularly effective in 

bringing American books into Poland. The annual Warsaw Book Fair was a big event for us, and 

for American book publishers, because they had a guaranteed amount of hard currency which the 

Poles could apply to purchase of American books. It was very effective for that reason. The 

American book publishers representatives came in and it was a big annual event. Otherwise the 

Polish program was quite a standard exchange program. 

 

Q: Could I intervene here for a moment, based on my own involvement with the exchange 

program with Eastern Europe. I recall that a distinction might be made, and you can perhaps 

comment on this, that in regard to the Soviet Union we had a formal exchange agreement and we 

were very conscious of reciprocity, and trying to make sure that U.S. access to the Soviet Union 

was somewhat at least comparable with Soviet access to the United States. I recall from being 

involved with the student program that we didn't really care about reciprocity at all with Poland. 

We were glad to accept large numbers of Polish students from the beginning without any thought 

of reciprocity. We didn't have any very tight controls over them. It was very much like a program 
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that one might have had with western Europe, or some other part of the world, maybe not totally, 

but it was much closer to that than it was to the Soviet program. And, in fact, the only somewhat 

reciprocal formal exchange agreement we had, other than the Soviet Union, was with Romania. 

So we tended to do the same elsewhere, but it was probably more noticeable in regard to Poland 

than with other Eastern European countries as well. 

 

LITTELL:  Yes, I think this is very true. Of course, there are so many Polish-Americans, and the 

ties are so great and so many Poles have relatives in the United States, that a lot of young people 

were invited over by their relatives to go to school, or their visas were facilitated by relatives. 

We did not keep a close count at all. We had a sprinkling of American exchange students who 

were either Polish-Americans, or were particularly interested in Poland. And some of them have 

gone on and been leaders in academia in the United States in American universities in Polish 

studies. 

 

One particularly good program across the years too was the tie we had with the Iowa Writer's 

Program -- Paul Engle's program at the University of Iowa, which trained a lot of, not only 

Polish, but also other East European writers in writing techniques and furthered their careers. We 

had a number of distinguished graduates of that program. 

 

Q: What about large performing arts groups? Did we have those going to Poland as well? 

 

LITTELL:  We tended to depend on what went to the Soviet Union for the most part. If a group 

went to the Soviet Union, then we would try to get it to stop off in Poland, Romania, 

Czechoslovakia, what have you, on the way back. And we were generally successful in that. We 

had a number of performing arts groups, and we had a number of individual performers. We 

even had some who were there for some period of time at the Warsaw, or other, operas -- 

younger people mostly, who were just getting their training and moving ahead that way. 

 

We had quite active sports exchanges which, of course, we had with the Soviet Union under the 

agreement too. But in Poland basketball was particularly popular. An old wrestling teammate, 

and colleague of mine who was an outstanding American wrestler and wrestling coach, came 

over and stayed with us for some time, sponsored by the Polish Olympic Committee while I was 

there. So it was a much more ad hoc, and open, reciprocal type thing. As I said, I liked the Poles 

a lot and worked with them well. The people in the responsible positions were, of course, subject 

to Party control and so on, but there was not the generally negative foot-dragging attitude that 

you got from Soviet bureaucrats in the '50s. If they were permitted to do something, they'd do it 

and they'd do it well and enthusiastically. And, of course, the turnouts were great too for the 

programs there. 

 

 

 

WALTER B. SMITH, II  

Chief, Consular Section 

Warsaw (1963-1965) 
 

Walter B. Smith, II was born and raised in Rhode Island. His career in the 
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Foreign Service included assignments in Germany, Poland, USSR and Israel. 

Smith was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in the summer of 1993. 

 

Q: You were in Warsaw from when to when? 

 

SMITH: From 1963 to 1965. 

 

Q: What was the situation in Poland in that period? 

 

SMITH: The regime was gradually tightening up. It had raised a lot of expectations in its 

defiance of the Soviets in 1956. This was scarcely six or seven years later. It had not been able to 

establish any "wiggle space" for itself within the Soviet embrace. Of course, the leaders of the 

regime, while probably Polish nationalists, were communists first and foremost. It was never a 

popular regime in Poland. The economy was not doing well. That, in particular, made the regime 

nervous, and its response to the situation was to tighten up on internal security. Nevertheless, 

American diplomats who took the trouble to learn Polish and any other diplomats who knew 

Polish were not prevented from having contact [with the people]. I can not imagine even the 

most tight fisted Polish regime ever being able hermetically to seal off Polish-speaking diplomats 

[from the people], which the regime did with ease in Moscow. We were followed wherever we 

drove in Poland, but there were no "closed areas," except for obvious military camps. 

 

My first wife learned Polish. She had also learned Russian, at the time she went with me to 

Moscow in 1959. She had taken a "crash" course in Russian. She now learned Polish. We drove 

all over Poland and used our language. We had a German nurse -- we already had four very 

small children by the time we got to Warsaw. We had a wonderful German nurse, and that 

"liberated" my wife to participate in the more intellectually stimulating and more human 

dimensions of Foreign Service life. She was very good at it and she loved it. 

 

I was directly transferred in the summer of 1965 from Warsaw to Moscow. 

 

Q: Let's stay with Warsaw for a bit. In the first place, talking about the life there, it hadn't been 

too long -- three or four years -- since there had been a rather famous case of [the Polish 

intelligence service's] "turning" one of our General Services Officers. Did you find it a problem 

getting information from [the Polish people]? 

 

SMITH: I think that the Department was understandably nervous about the staff in Warsaw. The 

security people [in the Embassy] were a lot more numerous than they normally would have been. 

They talked to us regularly [about the security risks] but they did not establish the kind of rules 

which would have hampered our ability to have contacts in Warsaw. There were all kinds of 

rules about reporting unusual incidents to them, but there were no restrictions on language 

officers contacting Poles. Even consular officers were welcome to have social contacts with 

Poles. And we did -- all of us. That made all the difference in the world. As I started to say, I 

went from Warsaw to Moscow. In this one critical respect it was like going from day to night, in 

terms of being able to have contacts, although I did have a lot more contact in Moscow than 

people normally do, obviously because the KGB assigned some interesting young people to be 

my "friends." I was a Political Officer in Moscow, and so I was allowed to do this. I mean, these 
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Russians would come to our home, and we'd go to their homes. 

 

Q: What was the consular work like when you were in Poland? 

 

SMITH: It was really fabulous. Poland had still not stepped beyond about 1920 in terms of 

economic and social conditions, as compared with Western Europe. For example, there were 

whole villages in Poland where the people wore wooden shoes every day. There were large 

sections of Poland where the peasantry wore local costumes as their main form of dress. There 

were wonderful stories told by my colleagues in the Immigrant Visa Unit about peasants from 

the Province where so many Americans of Polish origin come from, Rzeszow in southeastern 

Poland, a lovely and charming area but economically very backward. These poor people would 

come, as often as not, by horse cart to Warsaw, 100 miles or so away. They had to be 

fingerprinted, for example, at the beginning of processing their immigrant visa applications. 

Several times these immigrant visa applicants were told to go and wash their hands, after they 

were fingerprinted, and they did not come back for an hour. When they came back, they were 

asked where they had been. Their answer was that they had gone down to the Warsaw River to 

wash their hands because they had not heard of and had never seen running water! This made the 

immigrant visa operation extremely interesting because it was an exposure to a different period 

of time. 

 

Q: Were there many pressures on you from the Chicago area, for example, or Congress, and all 

that? 

 

SMITH: There was an awful lot of Congressional correspondence. I felt that, as chief of the 

Consular Section, I should spend a fair amount of time going over Congressional 

correspondence, and I did. I found a provision in the Nationality Act relating to visas intended 

for communists living in the Free World who became disillusioned and could enter the United 

States on a special basis if they could demonstrate that for a minimum period of time they had 

not only ceased to be communists but had been active anti-communists. I figured out a way to 

use that provision of law to help Poles who, I was convinced, were anti-communists, to get 

special visa status to enter the United States from behind the Iron Curtain. This provision had 

never been used before. It was very satisfying to achieve that during my time there. 

 

Q: How about non-immigrant visas? Did you have to check these applications to make sure that 

the people were really non-immigrants? 

 

SMITH: One of our junior CIA officers, under Foreign Service "cover," was the non-immigrant 

visa officer throughout my time [in Warsaw] and did an extraordinarily thorough and careful job. 

I had no concerns about our making a serious error in that area. There was a lot of non-

immigrant activity. A common problem with non-immigrant visa applicants was that they were 

frequently very pretty young women with no visible means of support once they got to the 

United States. Obviously, they were going there, hoping to get married. We had to turn those 

young ladies down routinely, which was sad but necessary. There were interesting people 

applying for non-immigrant visas -- commercial travelers, and so forth, in addition to 

government officials, performing artists, and so on. There was a brisk trade. I did not spend 

nearly as much time following that operation as I did the immigrant visa and also the citizenship 
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operation. 

 

There must have been a quarter of a million American citizens residing in Poland, most of them 

elderly people receiving social security or U.S. Government annuity checks. Distributing those 

checks was critical for those people. We also had some inevitably tragic welfare cases among 

this large body of American citizens. 

 

Q: Who was the Ambassador and how did he run the operation? 

 

SMITH: The Ambassador was John Moors Cabot, a very old-fashioned Foreign Service officer 

who, to his surprise, was asked at just about the same time as I became chief of the Consular 

Section if he would negotiate a consular convention between the United States and Poland. He 

had, of course, done a good deal of negotiating. He was delighted to have something like that to 

do, but if he had ever been a consular officer, it was 30 years earlier. He relied on me, totally, for 

substantive advice. I went to all of the sessions with him and was his note taker, his interpreter, 

and his telegram drafter afterwards. That certainly kept my time occupied during my tour of duty 

in Warsaw. He and his wife were also old and close friends of my then wife's parents, and so 

they would invite us around, perhaps somewhat more often than they would normally have 

invited us, to be the junior officer "fill in" at their official dinners. This was a good education and 

preparation for the future, too. 

 

 

 

WALTER E. JENKINS, JR.  

Polish Desk Officer, Bureau of European Affairs 

Washington, DC (1964-1966) 
 

Walter E. Jenkins, Jr. was raised in Texas and New England. His career in the 

Foreign Service included posts in Germany, Taiwan and Poland. He was 

interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on February 20, 1991. 

 

Q: You went to the Naval War College for a year, and then you were Polish desk officer, '64 to 

'66. What were the main things that you did as the desk officer in this particular period of time? 

 

JENKINS: I think the two things that stand out most in my mind were: one, the latter half, '66, 

was, as I say, the millennium of the Polish church and state. And you had a lot of things going on 

with the Polish-American community in trying to promote the importance of this occasion and 

how important the church was in Poland, including the Rose Garden ceremonies and so forth. 

 

Q: Rose Garden at the White House. 

 

JENKINS: At the White House, yes. And helping edit their speeches. I was rather surprised, 

because the Polish- American speech writers were depicting Mary as God in Poland. I mean, she 

was referred to as God. I'm a Methodist, and I said, "Is that really true?" And so they edited it 

down a little bit -- Mother of God. 
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But this was the dominant thing. And it was also the period when we sent a congressional 

delegation to Poland that wanted to capitalize on the millennium atmosphere and dedicate a 

children's hospital down in Kraków. I went over with them as a guide, and observed that there 

was a great effort by the congressmen to express the feeling of the sympathy on the part of 

American public for the Polish people. The millennium was one of the dominant features of that 

period. 

 

The second dominant feature was the problem that began with the crack-down of the Soviets and 

the Americans on each other. The Soviets had put a lot of areas off limits for American travel in 

the Soviet Union, and we retaliated. And then we retaliated against the Poles, too, because they 

were compelled to follow the Soviet example. Certain areas in the U.S. were placed "off limits.". 

And so they set Lublin, where the Catholic university is, off limits. And this started a series of 

related problems, because our military attachés would get into trouble sometimes in these areas. 

And the Poles then started a series of PNG actions against the attachés. 

 

Q: PNG is to make them persona non grata. 

 

JENKINS: Yes. And so they would PNG one of ours, meaning their expulsion from Poland, and 

we'd PNG one of theirs. And this went on and on until they were down to only two attachés and 

we were down to four. There seemed to be no way to stop it. Even though I thought we should 

put this aside and get on with something else, it just kept happening. And the embassy at that 

time seemed to favor the PNG, "Let's be tough and get rid of them." 

 

So my two years were dominated mostly, I think, by the millennium, the problem of the closed 

areas and the PNGing of attachés. And I was sort of glad that I was selected to be DCM in 

Warsaw to get out of that atmosphere, hoping it would not be getting out of the frying pan into 

the fire. 

 

 

 

S. DOUGLAS MARTINS 

Chief Economic Officer 

Warsaw (1964-1967) 

 

S. Douglas Martin was born in New York in 1926. During 1945-1945 he served 

overseas in the US Army, upon returning he received his bachelorôs from St 

Johnôs University in 1949 and later received his law degree from Columbia 

University in 1952. His career included positions in Germany, Washington D. C., 

Yugoslavia, Poland, Laos, Austria, Turkey, Nigeria, and Cameroon. Mr. Martin 

was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in January 1999. 

 

Q: You were in Poland from ó64 until when? 

 

MARTIN: ó64 to ó67. 

 

Q: As chief of the economic section. 
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MARTIN: Chief of the Economic Section. 

 

Q: Who was the ambassador? 

 

MARTIN: The ambassador when I first got there was John Moors Cabot, and about halfway 

through it was John Gronouski. Two more different people could not exist in the world. One was 

a domestic politician and I donôt think he was ever interested in international affairs at all. 

 

Q: John A. Gronouski, from Chicago. 

 

MARTIN: No, Wisconsin. On the other hand, there was John Moors Cabot, who had been in the 

Foreign Service from the first Foreign Service class in 1924. He had a lot of experience in the 

Far East. He was a very interesting person in that wherever he had been he had tried to learn the 

language. He tried to get out and give speeches, and he had been very successful in Northern 

Europe. I think he had been in Sweden. I know he had been in Finland. He used to go around and 

give speeches and talk to people in university groups. Since our relations with Poland were pretty 

good, and we were encouraging the independence of the Eastern European countries, he wanted 

to do something like that. They really shut him down very early. Itôs not fair to say he was bitter, 

but they shut him down, and he didnôt retaliate 

 

The Poles needed wheat at one time. We gave them $500 million in wheat exports under the 

Title I of PL-480. Title I of PL-480 has to be repaid in dollars. They didnôt want to repay it. Title 

IV didnôt have to be repaid in dollars. I forget whether it was Title I or Title IV, but anyway, the 

provision was they would get $500 million worth of wheat, and we would use the money they 

would generate in zlotys on agreed projects within, I guess it was 10 years, or they had to repay 

in dollars. That date was hanging over the Poles, and they were nervous about it. They came up 

with something that Cabot considered very carefully, but he knew right away he didnôt want it. 

They wanted us to redo the entire Vistula River in a US Army Corps of Engineers project to 

make the Vistula navigable and potable and environmentally acceptable, all kinds of things that 

would be done to the Vistula River. It would have used up the whole $500 million in a project of 

seven or eight years and weôd have nothing to show for it politically. 

 

At that time the war was going on in Vietnam, and the Polish press was very anti-our position in 

Vietnam. So this really put a cloud over everything that Cabot was trying to do, - and I really 

admire Cabot for this - during one of the bombing campaigns... July 4
th
 was coming up - I guess 

it was July 4
th
, 1965. We were going to have a July 4

th
 party, and then we got an intelligence 

report, that the foreign ministry said that nobody was to come to the party. Rather than let them 

insult us by having a big party and nobody would show up, Cabot said, ñFor July 4
th
 this year, 

weôre not going to have a traditional big bash. Weôre going to have a vin dôhonneur, where only 

certain Polish officials - and half of them didnôt show - and the chiefs of mission of the 

diplomatic corps would be invited. They just served little canapés and champagne and toasted 

the United States and that was it. 

 

I really admired Cabot for not letting them insult us. He knew how to do things. He was a 

diplomat. He had been ambassador to about four different countries. One time, way back in 
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Shanghai there was some kind of a riot, and he went out in the middle of the riot. He was a brave 

person, courageous, smart, but also stubborn. One thing you had to be very careful about was if 

he ever made up his mind, it was very difficult to get him to unmake his mind. 

 

One time he had to, and it upset him a lot. That was when Churchill died. He wanted the 

embassy to go into mourning, because he reminded us all, Churchill was an honorary American 

citizen. Because he was an honorary American citizen, we had to honor him just as if he were an 

ex-President or something. Naturally everybody went along with this at the staff meeting when 

he said what we were going to do, but then some people talked to our British colleagues, and the 

British said, ñYou know, Winnie had a very long and happy active life. Heôs a figure of history 

now. Thereôs no need to feel all that sorry, to mourn, to regret his death. We donôt see any reason 

to go into 30-day mourning for him.ò It was some guy who was invited to a black-tie function, 

and Cabot had more or less said you canôt go because weôre mourning the death of this honorary 

American citizen. They told him, ñWell, the British say theyôre going, and they donôt understand 

why weôre taking this so hard. He said, ñYou know, I donôt know. I donôt know what things are 

coming to. What is this world coming to?ò 

 

Q: That was when he was Vice-President? 

 

MARTIN: Right, when he was Vice-President. Bobby Kennedy wanted to capitalize on the 

enthusiasm which he knew existed in Eastern Europe, when he was about to run for the United 

States Senate or maybe President. He made a trip to Warsaw, and Cabot was nervous about this, 

but he said, Iôm a great admirer of the Kennedy family, because weôre both from Massachusetts. 

 

On the first anniversary of Kennedyôs death I was in Warsaw. Some people wanted to have a 

mass, a one year anniversary service, and Cabot said no. He thought that was a bit much. I think 

his judgment was right. So we didnôt have it. But when Bobby Kennedy came over, he really got 

the Poles very upset, because it was obvious he didnôt care about the Polish Government. He was 

just out to get crowds, and in fact, he was haranguing a crowd outside. Hundreds of Poles would 

show up from nowhere and cheer Bobby Kennedy while he was talking to them. The Polish 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs got very upset. We had arranged things Kennedy and his wife liked 

to do. We were going to bring dolls and toys to an orphanage, and invite all the newspaper 

people for a good photo opportunity. I went on that one. They didnôt produce any kids. They 

didnôt produce a photo opportunity for Kennedy to give toys away. They were dying to shut him 

down a little bit. 

 

At a dinner, the minister of foreign affairs was very upset. Kennedy arrived about a half hour 

late. When he came in the deputy minister of foreign affairs took a chair, and said, ñHereôs a 

chair, Mr. Kennedy. Why donôt you stand on it and make a speech to us?ò Kennedy was a little 

taken aback by that. Then he went with Ambassador Cabot, and stood up on top of the car, and 

actually crushed the car in. It was one of these Lincolns, with pretty thin roofs. He was standing 

on it making a speech, and the roof crunched in, and Cabot was inside, hunched up. 

 

Q: Cantilever, yes. 

 

MARTIN: And Bobby Kennedy came, and Mrs. . . . Whatôs here name, the Polish? . She was 
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married to a polish guy. 

 

Q: Radziwill or something like that. 

 

MARTIN: Radziwill. Now Radziwill is one of the famous names in Poland. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

MARTIN: There are about 10 famous families that were the big people in Polish History - huge 

landowners and all that. Radziwill is one of them. 

 

Q: This was Jacqueline Kennedy ós sister who was married to one, known as Prince Radziwill. 

 

MARTIN: Whatever post I went to, if they needed an ecclesiastical attaché, as the joke goes, I 

was always it. I had to arrange that we should get a priest ready in case they wanted to go to 

confession. I talked to this Jesuit priest who was a friend of mine. He was all excited, I think, all 

ready to do whatever honors were to be done, but of course, they were not interested in that. 

 

They stayed at the Europejski hotel, which had a guest book. It was the oldest big great hotel in 

Warsaw, and they had a guest book, which they brought up for the Kennedys to sign. This guest 

book went back, like, 100 years or 200 years, a very important leather-bound book. All kinds of 

important people had been guests at the hotel and signed the guest book, like Pilsudski. The 

Kennedys packed it up and took it with them when they left. We had to get it back, of course, 

and we did. But it just showed you it was a chaotic experience with them. 

 

The biggest event while I was in Warsaw was when Gomulka had been in power for quite a long 

time, and the economy wasnôt doing very well. They were coming up on this time when they 

were going to have to pay us back dollars. It was the thousandth anniversary, the millennium, of 

Poland. In the meantime, Gronouski had arrived as ambassador. They were planning for this 

millennium because the date of the founding of the Polish state was also the date of the 

conversion of Poland to Catholicism. Itôs through the marriage of a Polish king to a Silesian 

princess. The state was going to have a huge celebration, and the Church was going to have a 

huge celebration -- competing celebrations. 

 

When Gronouski arrived, Cabot was hoping for another ambassadorship. He was hoping to go to 

Chile, but he didnôt get it. He went back to be the Department of State representative at the 

National War College, and then a year or so later he retired. He wanted to have 40 years in the 

Foreign Service, and I think he just about made it. When we came back, we had dinner at the 

National War College quarters over in Fort Myer with the Cabots. They were always very nice to 

us. 

 

When Gronouski arrived, his wife was afraid of flying, so they came over by ship. And there was 

a lot of stuff about him, because he had been a member of the cabinet, the postmaster general. He 

was pushed aside to make room for OôBrien. 

 

Q: Larry OôBrien? 
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MARTIN: Larry OôBrien, who was a political operator, and Johnson wanted him when he was 

going to run for President and to make sure he had a postmaster general who could help him 

politically. He didnôt have that much confidence in Gronouski. 

 

Gronouski had become ambassador almost by a fluke. There was another better candidate who 

was more Polish, but who didnôt have a Polish name, so Gronouski, who was really not 

conscious of being a Polish-American so much but had a very Polish name, he got the job. 

Kennedy picked him because it was good politically. Johnson sent Gronouski to be ambassador 

to Poland but also he wrote a letter. He tried to elevate the job by saying that he wanted to have 

Gronouskiôs opinion on a regional policy toward Eastern Europe. So he was making him kind of 

an ambassador for Eastern Europe, not just Poland. All the other ambassadors, Outerbridge 

Horsey, but also Elam OôShaughnessy in Hungary, all took a dim view of this. 

 

Gronouski had to come by surface. So he went by ship to Paris and by train to Vienna, and then 

we sent somebody to meet him there because we thought he might need help. He didnôt know 

any foreign language at all, never studied a foreign language, never even studied Latin. We sent 

an Agency guy out, a friend who spoke Polish fluently. He saw Gronouski was standing there, 

looking at this absolutely desolate Polish countryside - I mean, snow-covered ground and 

freezing cold and just desolate - and he looked at it for a little while, and not looking at the guy, 

just out loud, he said, ñLyndon, you son of a bitch! What have you done to me?ò 

 

He immediately started trying to learn some Polish, but if youôve never studied Polish and youôre 

50 years old, youôre not going to learn much. We had the presentation of credentials, and under 

the Polish system they have this military tradition and they have a military honor guard out there, 

theyôre at order arms, about going to present arms. The ambassador is supposed to say, ñI salute 

you,ò in Polish, ñI salute you Polish soldiers or something.ò It goes something like rzonierz 

ponoszczi. So when they went to present arms, he said, ñRzonierz . . . ñ and he froze. About 30 

seconds went by. He had been practicing it so long. And finally it came out, ñ. . . ponoszczi.ò 

And then the arms came down from order arms to present arms. He was returning their salute. 

 

He wanted to make a speech in Polish over Voice over America, and he did, but it was done with 

a tape recorder where he would memorize three words, and he would say those three words and 

then they shut the machine off. And then theyôd practice the next five words. Theyôd go through 

the five words. So he made a speech over Voice of America, abut it was a technological feat and 

an achievement of modern technology; it was not a speech in Polish by somebody who knew any 

Polish. 

 

He was trying to do things and also went to the other countries. I went with him, because he was 

an economist, and he thought economics was very important. On his trip to the other places, it 

was interesting to see the chiefs of mission in the other countries - Floyd Cola, Elam 

OôShaughnessy, and Outerbridge Horsey - and how they handled him. Outerbridge Horsey was 

very polite to him but wouldnôt go out at night. Gronouski was a night owl. He used to like to go 

to night clubs, and he would stay out till two or three in the morning. He always liked people on 

the staff to be with him. He also liked to think he was very attuned to the press. He was always 

trying to get a good press. 
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He was trying to make something out of our contacts in Warsaw with the Chinese, because at 

that time, we had talks every once in a while with the Chinese. When Cabot was there, all we 

would tell the press was ñWe met with the Chinese, spoke with them for one hour and two 

minutes, and weôll be reporting to Washingtonò - something like that, very non-committal. 

Gronouski came in, and he started saying, ñWell, we had a very productive talk. We gave a frank 

and fair exchange of views, and it was a good talk.ò The Chinese would deny it. Theyôd come 

out, ñIt was not a good talk. We told you what we thought, but it was not a good talk. Why you 

say good?ò Gronouski was a character. 

 

Another interesting aspect of the job there, the embassy, I think, did very well. Any Foreign 

Service officer who wanted could sit in on the talks as a scribe. There would be four people on 

each side. Thereôd be the ambassador, a counselor, a scribe and an interpreter. 

 

The guy who did it for us, Al Harding was the Chinese language officer. There was a guy who 

was political counselor in Stockholm who was a Chinese specialist who would come down for 

the talks. I volunteered one time. Nobody ever volunteered twice, because you had to write down 

everything. You had to get a verbatim account. A telegram had to go out that night with the 

verbatim account being sent in a couple of days later. 

 

I had bad luck. There was a new Chinese ambassador who was a hard-line kind of a guy. There 

would be an opening statement on each side and then thereôd be talk, points made on each side. It 

was formalized, and next somebody would propose when the next meeting should take place. 

Cabot went through his long opening statement, which was already written down, so that was an 

easy part. Then, they went through all these exchanges of views, and this hard-line Chinese 

ambassador, who had been talking in a rather hard way, didnôt seem to be very polite, said to 

Cabot, ñNow if thereôs nothing more to say, go ahead and propose a date for the next meeting.ò 

Cabot was supposed to propose a date for the next meeting, but he wasnôt going to take that. He 

said, ñAs a matter of fact, I do have something more to say. I have something important to tell 

you.ò And then he went right into a repeat of the opening statement, which went on and on and 

on. He dragged it out, and then the Chinese ambassador had got the sense of what was 

happening, and then at the end Cabot said, I propose the next meeting for such-and-such a date. 

He may even have said, ñUnless you have something to respond to that, I proposeò such and 

such. Cabot was a diplomat from way, way back, and he was always standing up for the United 

States on occasions like that in a diplomatic way. He was very careful to take into account 

another personôs feelings, but he was also very sensitive, and he would not let anybody put one 

over on the United States. Gronouski was completely different, and would get into trouble. I 

would imagine that people in Washington were saying, ñtake it easy.ò 

 

On these trips to Eastern Europe Outerbridge Horse was very good, because at that time there 

was the question of the Czech gold. We had a negotiation with all the Eastern European 

countries about the amount of money they owed us and how they were going to pay. We were 

getting 10, 11, 12 cents on the dollar from each country, and thatôs the way we were negotiating. 

But the Czechs wanted their gold back, because we were holding the Czech gold in Fort Knox. 

They initialed an agreement where they would get the gold back, and we would get 11 cents on 

the dollar. So this agreement, initialed on both sides, was sent to Washington and Prague, just at 
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that time the gold price was freed, and goes shooting up in value. 

 

The gold that we were going to give them that was originally worth say $10 million, was now 

worth $40 million. In Washington they were saying, ñHey, hey, everythingôs changed now.ò 

Weôre not going to give you back the gold until you renegotiate the agreement, because the 

equities have changed. Things are not as they were when we made the agreement. We would 

never had initialed the agreement we initialed. 

 

Outerbridge Horsey felt that this was a betrayal by the United States of an agreement that was 

negotiated, initialed, and approved on each side, and it was just a matter of formality of signing 

it. He was upset and told Gronouski about this, and then said, ñThis is where you can help us, 

with your position in Washington as a member of the Presidentôs Cabinet.ò He wanted him to 

intervene. Gronouski really couldnôt have had any influence on it, but he was flattered by 

Outerbridge Horsey, so he came away liking him. 

 

We had another incident with Outerbridge Horsey where he was in trouble. IBM was trying to 

move into Eastern Europe at that time. In Czechoslovakia, Watson, Jr. who was in Paris and the 

head of IBM in Europe, came with an IBM entourage and made an appointment to see 

Outerbridge Horsey, at 10 oôclock. Horsey was ready to meet them. At 10:30 thereôs no Watson, 

so Horsey left. He wasnôt there when they came. Horsey made a point of not being there because 

they were a half hour late, no excuse, nothing. They were very upset with him. I think they were 

trying to get him fired because he had insulted Watson. But Watson had insulted him, no 

apologies or anything. Thatôs the way Horsey was. He also stood, like Cabot, on his position as 

ambassador. 

 

Gronouski liked Outerbridge Horsey. In Hungary, with Elam OôShaughnessy, it was a different 

thing altogether because Cardinal Mindszenty was in the embassy in Hungary, and Elam 

OôShaughnessy was like his guardian. Gronouski wanted to see him. Since Gronouski already 

had this reputation for talking too much to the press, as soon as we arrived, the minute we had an 

appointment with Elam OôShaughnessy, with Herb Kaiser, the political counselor, and me, he 

said to Gronouski, ñI know you want to see the Cardinal, and Iôve arranged for that, but I can 

only arrange for you to see him if you agree to say nothing to the press. You have to agree to that 

because Iôm telling you that heôs under very tight wraps. Youôve got to be very, very careful of 

how we handle the Cardinal. Of course that was true. That was US policy; they wanted to keep 

him because the Cardinal would always try to use any occasion to put himself out in front and 

against the government. 

 

Gronouski was taken aback by that, and a little bit miffed. He was definitely miffed. Then 

OôShaughnessy - he was a friend of mine, I liked him because he used to be the DCM in 

Belgrade - said, ñHerb, you two canôt see the cardinal. Iôm sorry, but you canôt. Only the 

ambassador.ò So the ambassador saw him. The press were following Gronouski around at that 

time, because he was always good for something. They said, ñDid you see the cardinal?ò He 

said, ñI saw everybody I came to see.ò But he kept his agreement with OôShaughnessy. 

Washington, I heard later, was trying to get him fired for that. 

 

Our wives came along too, and then Mrs. Gronouski was afraid to fly back. She flew down, but 
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she was afraid to fly back. My wife went back with her on the train from Budapest to Warsaw. 

They were always friends. Mary Gronouski was a nice person. My wife and she got along 

extremely well, just as my wife had gotten along with Mrs. Cabot very well. 

 

Gronouski did talk to the press. He talked about bridge-building or something, but it worked out 

all right. 

 

I mentioned that in Poland it was the thousandth anniversary of the founding of the Polish state, 

and it was a competing thing between the state and the church. And I donôt know if youôve ever 

heard of Our Lady of Czestnowa or Czestochowa. 

 

Q: Is that the Black Madonna? 

 

MARTIN: Yes, itôs a black Madonna. It goes back God knows how long. Itôs very old, and itôs in 

a church and we couldnôt go there because it was in one of those restricted areas. We restricted 

the Poles from visiting certain places in the US; they restricted us. I had gone around with 

Zablocki in Poland. They let him go there, and he and I went in. They had a music box when 

they showed it. It was inside a safe. It must have been 100 years old. And when they open the 

safe, the thing creaks up, and then thereôs a hymn that was written just for that. Itôs very 

interesting because itôs the Black Madonna. Itôs covered with coal and you canôt really see much. 

But itôs in every church in Poland. 

 

Q: A picture of it. 

 

MARTIN: A picture of it in every church. They not only have that picture, which they wouldnôt 

transport around, but they had the first copy, which is special. That went around Poland to every 

diocese in Poland and at opening ceremonies Gomulka gave a speech, and naturally they brought 

in a whole crowd of people to listen to him, but Gomulka had a habit like a lot of Communists of 

droning on, droning and droning and droning on. As he was doing that, people started to walk 

out on him, and the press reported this, and it was really a big shame. 

 

Q: Doug, before we finish up this Polish portion, could you talk a bit about the Polish economy 

during the ó64-67 period as we were seeing it? 

 

MARTIN: The Polish economy seemed to be doing badly. Naturally, the Communist system 

doesnôt work well in running an economy. They couldnôt get people to work. And the factories 

were very inefficient. They tried to improve productivity. They were always announcing theyôd 

improved productivity this amount and that amount, but really, they were having a lot of trouble. 

Alcoholism was a huge problem. You would see people drunk going to work in the morning. In 

factories it was another big problem. The Poles, although they are very devout Catholics, have no 

compunction about stealing something if they can get their hands on it, especially if itôs in 

another village or if itôs in a factory run by the Communists. There was a saying that the Poles 

had, ñThey make-believe they pay us, and we make-believe we work.ò 

 

The Polish economy was really staggering along; it was not doing very well at all, and this 

probably was the cause for Gomulka being pushed out. That was just about when I was leaving. 



 

136 

The man who came in to replace him was named Gierek. Gierek was the leader in Silesia, which 

was one part of the economy that was doing well. The Polish coal mining industry was 

functioning, because they needed coal for the big steel factory that they had built down near 

Krakow. I visited a coal mine one time. I think some of the big support for the Communists came 

from coal miners before the war who were members of the union, and the unions had been taken 

over by Communists. The higher-paid workers in Poland were coal miners. They were always 

favored, and I think their production was high. So Gierek, who was the head of that area, became 

the prime minister of Poland. Gomulka fled. It was 1968. It was the time of the war between the 

Israelisé 

 

Q: Oh, yes. The Six-Day War between the Israelis and Nasserôs Egypt. 

 

MARTIN: Right. And nobody realized it. We knew there were many, many Jews in the 

government in Poland, but I donôt think we realized how many there were. There were jokes 

going around at that time because the population was very much in favor of the Israelis and very 

happy to see the Russians who supported Egypt taking a beating. There were jokes going around 

that somebody told the Russian leader, ñYouôve got to stop shipping arms to Egypt.ò Heôs 

surprised at that, and they say, ñvia Israel.ò Or Israel via Egypt. There was another joke then, 

ñAre you on the side of the minister or the vice-minister?ò because the vice-minister of foreign 

affairs, the vice-minister of foreign trade - a number of vice-ministers were Jewish. The ministers 

were not. Because everybody was in favor of Israel at that time, Gomulka was humiliated by 

that. Gierek came in, from that area of the coal miners where there was a lot of anti-Semitism. 

They started what amounted to a pogrom. The vice-minister of foreign trade, the head of the 

North American section, which included Canada and the US, of the Ministry of Foreign Trade; 

and the American Desk officer in the Ministry of Foreign Trade, were all Jewish. The vice-

minister was retired, and the other two emigrated. They were refugees. One of them went to 

Sweden; the other to England. On the one hand, people were very happy about what happened in 

the Six-Day War; but the reaction against the Jews was rather dramatic, really bad. 

 

Q: Well, anti-Semitism has always been quite strong in Poland. I had just left Yugoslavia at that 

time, and the Yugoslavs were also having fun because the leader of Israeli armed forces was of 

Yugoslav origin, and they took great pride in this, although Titoôs r®gime was supporting 

Nasser. 

 

MARTIN: The people in Eastern Europe were very much in favor of Israel, and the Communists 

were very embarrassed by the whole thing. 

 

But to finish up on the millennium, throughout the year, the government was trying to celebrate 

from the stateôs point of view, and the Church was celebrating from the Churchôs point of view, 

and it was a big victory for the Church over the state. It was very embarrassing for Gomulka, and 

that also contributed to his demise as prime minister. I attended a couple of ceremonies in 

Warsaw. These Communists would get in front of a procession, and they would block it. I saw 

them locking arms and holding people from going into the church. And the Church had these 

guys with blue berets on who were like their police, patrolling like ushers. The leader of the 

Church group was trying to shame them: ñDo you refuse to let this old lady go into church?ò The 

whole thing was, I think, in the end a big defeat for the state. The whole celebration turned out to 
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be a disaster. 

 

One of the worst disasters was when they stole a picture. They stole the number one image, and 

they only got it back three weeks later, in order to shut down a couple of other celebrations that 

had been planned. The devotion to Our Lady of Czestochowa in Poland, is unbelievable. In fact, 

we left Poland one day, and the next day was a Sunday. The Polish maid used to take my 

youngest daughter around. She was an old woman and used to take her to church all the time and 

was always telling her stories. When we got to church at St. Matthewôs Cathedral, my daughter 

was looking all around the church and said to my wife, ñGde matke boszke czestochowe?ò 

[Where is Our Lady of Czestochowa]? She couldnôt understand it. 

 

It was a big defeat, and suggested that eventually if there were a Polish pope, it would not really 

be all that much of a surprise. If there wasnôt going to be another Italian pope, it was very logical 

that there should be a Polish pope. In the church-state debate that was going on, the Communists 

were always criticizing the Polish church for being outmoded, too conservative, and behind the 

times. That resonated in Western Europe, and maybe in the United States too. It was an effective 

propaganda ploy, but within Poland, everybody loved Cardinal Wyszynski, and there was some 

fallout of the persecution, but not much. 
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Q: After this trip, what was in the cards for you? 

 

EVANS: Well, I looked forward to a more stable situation because the trip was not all that easy. 

And for four months I hardly knew my wife, as it were. The honeymoon wasnôt a real 

honeymoon, it was a working honeymoon, and there were a lot of stresses. But, we found a 

beautiful house to rent opposite the three sisters, rocks in the Potomac, in North Arlington. At 

that time, it was completely woods. I was assigned to the German desk, and I think I had some 

sort of another course at FSI (Foreign Service Institute), prior to going to the German desk. I 

thought, ñThis was good,ò and my wife enrolled in her masterôs program at American University 



 

138 

to get her art masterôs degree. We looked forward to having a nice spring, summer, and year, and 

maybe, several years in Washington. We had an absolutely lovely house with the grand piano. It 

was just a fluke that we got it from the woman who went off to Europe and wanted someone to 

feed her cat. 

 

I had not even reported to the German Affairs Office, when I got a telephone call. The telephone 

caller said, ñWould you like to go to Warsaw?ò I said, ñWould I like to go to Warsaw?ò 

Absolutely, this was beyond my dreams. The reason was that a U.S. diplomat named Irwin 

Scarbeck had been arrested for espionage. He was later to be sentenced to 10 years at Ft. 

Leavenworth, the first U.S. diplomat to be sentenced for espionage. They needed an extra body 

in Warsaw. He was a GSO, General Services Officer, I would not go into his job, but I would go 

into the Consular Section and somebody in the Consular Section would be moved to the GSO 

position. I said, ñWhen do you want me?ò They said, in about six weeks. Well, at this time, I 

knew Russian, and Serbo-Croatian, but no Polish. So, they gave me six weeks of Polish training. 

 

My wife was very unhappy about going to Poland. She was looking forward to getting her 

masterôs, to keeping house and settling down, and to leading a more normal life. I had hoped that 

the lure of Polish artists would be sufficient to help, and in fact, she did eventually get very 

involved in the Polish art scene. But, initially she was very unhappy, and also, we had just 

discovered that she was pregnant with our first child. 

 

I also went through, intensive security briefings, because the Scarbeck thing had shaken up not 

only Warsaw Embassy but the whole Foreign Service. This was big stuff. Scarbeck had been 

trapped by a Polish girl, a Polish blonde. So, I studied Polish and prepared to go out there in six 

weeks. I was also told that, I was the first junior officer to be sent to an Iron Curtain post, 

without having first served in another foreign post. This was a great honor, as it were. I was 

given these intensive security briefings, where pictures of Polish blondes were flashed on the 

screen and I was shown maps of the area. 

 

Q: I guess they were all concerned about honey traps, I think was the term. 

 

EVANS: That was right. They were concerned all right, and I was taken aback by the intensity, 

almost ferociousness, of this security briefing. As I say, Polish blondes were seen as the enemy, 

quite clearly. I was shown pictures of typical Polish blondes they wanted you to avoid and told 

stories of entrapment scenarios that had happened. Of course, they told about the Scarbeck case: 

how he was married and the hold over him was that if he didnôt give the blonde NATO (North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization) secrets, she would be sent to a prison camp to be a prison 

prostitute. To avoid that, as he thought he was doing, and to help her, he did steal classified 

NATO documents, copy them, and then give them to her for her bosses. Eventually he was 

caught. So, that was one way. 

 

But, one story, in particular, seemed relevant later. That was a story about a Warsaw elevator and 

an American diplomat. An Americana diplomat gets into an elevator in Warsaw. On the next 

floor, a beautiful Polish girl gets in the elevator in a trench coat. They go up another two stories 

and the elevator stops. There seems to be a problem with the elevator. Two people look at each 

other, bang for help, call for help, and in due course, they hear people coming to open the trap 
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door at the top of the elevator. The diplomat thinks, ñAh, help is here. All is well.ò As the trap 

door opens on the top of the elevator car, the blonde suddenly throws her coat off and is standing 

there stark naked and hurls herself on the diplomat. Whereupon the ñtechniciansò who were 

coming to save them, turn out not to be technicians, but photographers, and are snapping 

pictures. So, the moral of that story is, never get into an elevator with a Polish blonde. I used that 

later to write a story that appeared in a national magazine, with an enticing cartoon of a Polish 

blonde in a furry coat, with a scared diplomat. That was one story. 

 

There was another story against the background of Big Red, because that was what we were 

dealing with, Big Red, and Big Red extended from all of Asia and Eurasia and Soviet Union, 

right down into Eastern Europe. Big Red was what we had to be mindful of, and be careful of. 

The other story was real. I wonôt reveal his name. An American diplomat and his wife were 

going to a party in Moscow, I think, and the babysitter, at the last minute, called in and said she 

was sick, which turned out not to be the case. As a result, the wife had to stay home with the 

children. He went to the party alone. There was a lot of drinking. When he didnôt show up, his 

wife was concerned. Letôs say it was Friday night, Saturday morning, when his wife woke up, 

and he hadnôt come home. So a hue and cry was raised. Finally the embassy security people 

tracked down where this party had been, in some Russian apartment. They burst in and found 

bottles and glasses and filth all over the place, from obviously a huge party. But no one was there 

except the American diplomat, stripped naked, except for his underwear, which had been taken 

off and put over his head. He had been given some sort of ñmickeyò in his drinks. He 

subsequently left Moscow and pursued a career in another geographic area. Such, were the 

stories. But the underlying message was, avoid Polish blondes at all costs. 

 

I learned the language quite well, as a matter of fact, in six weeks, and we took a ship over, I 

think it was ñThe America.ò In Warsaw we were met by Doug Martin. He is a good friend, and 

headed the Economic Section. Although I was going into the Consular Section, he was the one 

who was responsible for getting us settled. So, for me, it was very exciting. For my wife, it was 

not an appealing assignment. 

 

Q: You were in Warsaw from when to when? 

 

EVANS: I was there for three years, early summer of 1964 until the summer of 1967. That was 

my first post abroad. 

 

Q: How would you describe the political situation in Poland at that time, in 1964, when you 

arrived? 

 

EVANS: Well, initially, it was fairly relaxed. Gomulka was still head of the Communist Party 

and there was no doubt that they were part of the Warsaw Pact and the Soviet Bloc. But, it was 

also very clear that these people, unlike the Soviets themselves, with the possible exception of 

Gomulka and a very few people around him, didnôt really believe in Communism. Most people 

who joined the party had done so for understandably opportunistic reasons. Surprisingly, the 

cultural world was very open to us and other members of the Embassy. We were able to develop 

true friendships with people in the cultural world: artists, musicians, actors, writers. Naturally we 

were told, and I fully believed, that many of these people were probably reporting on us, as of 
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course, we were meant to report on them. After every occasion, you were suppose to scurry back 

and write notes about them: their characteristics, their apparent financial or monetary or drinking 

problems or wife swapping problems. So, they were doing the same thing. But, nevertheless, it 

was very open and we were able to entertain a lot of Poles at our house. 

 

There were two levels: one was the official Communist political world, which was 

confrontational, hostile, and there were difficulties, there was spying, the military attachés were 

followed very closely, for example. That was a big concern. There were innumerable instances 

of entrapment and the famous Polish blondes, were in fact, working very hard. 

 

Our first apartment was under the Marine house, across the street from the Embassy in Warsaw. 

That was a hang out, in the courtyard, for Polish blondes, who tried to entice their way into the 

Marine house. I remember one night, coming back from a reception, this figure stepped out of 

the shadows. It was a female in a trench coat. Something, the moon, or the light, whatever it was, 

hit on her metal teeth. I was so horrified at that, I think I practically let out a shriek and ran for 

the entrance way to get home. One of the young ladies was successful. She did get up to the 

Marine house. The Marine in question said he woke up, and there she was, sitting on the end of 

his bed. He said, ñMy God. Here I was, just in my skivvies, and she said she had problems. 

Could he help her?ò But before they did that, she said, ñMaybe it would be better if they slept 

together a little.ò He openly admitted all this. I donôt know whether anything happened or not, 

but I think he eventually was moved on. 

 

Q: What did consular work consist of at this time? 

 

EVANS: I was initially assigned to the Visa Office of the Consular Section because Poland, at 

that time, under the then operative immigration system, had the fourth largest quota. Quotas at 

that time were based on the percentage of the U.S. population, so that Ireland, Germany, 

England, and Poland, I believe, had the four largest quotas. That meant there was a very heavy 

load of immigration visas, both NIVs (Non Immigrant Visas) but particularly IVS (Immigrant 

Visas) to be processed. We had a chief, a deputy chief of the Consular Section, one non-

immigrant visa officer, and three immigrant visa officers. So, it was a big operation, for a post of 

that size. I was thrown in with two other colleagues to be one of the three interviewing 

immigrant visa officers. We did have the interesting, occasionally heart rendering task, of 

interviewing, and often being the first line and the last line of rejection of Poles, generally for 

criminal reasons, occasionally for political reasons. However, you could waive membership in 

the party or the youth organizations. 

 

Q: Not so much the party, but the general groupings, or mass organizations, as opposed to the 

Communist party itself. 

 

EVANS: I think you are right to make that distinction. There was a Peasantôs Party; there was a 

National Front, as you say, there was Communist Youth Movement; there was a womenôs youth 

organization. If we could be convinced that their membership had been involuntary, that was the 

key to determination. If the membership was involuntary, i.e., done for reasons not of belief, but 

for practical, pragmatic reasons, for force, then we could recommend a waiver. But, the 

recommendation had to go to the INS (Immigration and Naturalization Service), in Frankfurt, as 
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I recall. There were a lot of criminal problems. These were very heart rending because if it was a 

misdemeanor of six months or less, that could be waived, virtually on the spot. But if they were 

given a sentence of more than six months, or certainly a year, on some felony charge, it was very 

difficult to waive. Indeed, many economic crimes, were in fact, political. Stealing of a piece of 

wood was common. There were heart rending stories of peasants who had allegedly, probably 

did, steal a bit of food, or a piece of wood, or something, from a so-called ñstate area,ò to feed or 

keep their family warm. But this was on their record. There were some other activities, like 

prostitution, and of course, there was the health problem too. That was pretty clean-cut. The big 

concern was tuberculosis. 

 

So, they were long days, hard work, grueling work, all in Polish, without interpreters. But all 

three of us knew Polish well enough to conduct the interviews in Polish. We processed, I 

suppose, each of us, 20 people a day. There was a huge bullpen of Polish employees who worked 

frantically, trying to keep order in these mobs of people who lined up in front of the Embassy 

every day. So, I did that for my first year. Then I was promoted to Deputy Chief of the Consular 

Section in my second year. The chief was not actually a consular officer. He was the officer who 

was the Chinese speaking officer because Warsaw had the distinction of being the place where 

we conducted our relations with Communist China. That was very interesting. The officer who 

was the China officer was there. He was parked in the Consular Section and he was made the 

Chief of the Consular Section and I was made the Deputy Chief. I was told that I would really be 

running the place, because the Chinese speaker had other things to do. He was also very 

enamored with model trains, and gimmicks, and was not really interested in running the shop. 

So, it was a great opportunity for me, and helped me to get two very quick promotions. I went 

out there as a FSO-7, and I left as a FSO-05. 

 

Q: How about protection and welfare, was there much of a problem with, particularly, the Polish 

Americans, but just plain tourists coming back and then running into trouble? How responsive 

were the police, and all, that sort of thing? 

 

EVANS: Yes, there were problems. There were problems in getting Social Security and welfare 

checks, the occasional harassment of Polish Americans who were deemed to have been kind of 

revolutionary types and enemies of the state. We would have to intervene on their behalf. There 

was no major case that came up, but there were low-level things. We constantly sent letters to the 

Foreign Ministry, and had occasional meetings, to try to straighten things out. 

 

Q: But, you didnôt have the case that we had when I was in Yugoslavia, at the same time, 

particularly of Croatians coming back, Croatian-Americans, and with pamphlets, and trying to 

stir up the pot, trying to organize opposition? Of course, they were picked up immediately. 

 

EVANS: You are right on that. No, I donôt remember anything of that nature. People that came 

back, Polish-Americans, wanted to come back, I think, for sentimental reasons, to see their 

families. Some of them, of course, wanted to retire and get their American paychecks; which 

went a long way in Poland. But, I do not remember, even during the three years that I was at the 

Embassy and two years in the Consular Section, any cases of that nature. The only real problem 

we had was a Polish American woman. She was sort of mad, and for some reason wanted to 

come in and talk with this Chinese specialist, who, of course, the year I was there, was the 
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Protection Officer. She continued to follow him when he was the Chief of the Consular Section. 

She came in to report that she was being followed and was receiving radio signals from China, 

that Polish dogs were farting at her, and she wanted the Embassy to do something about this. 

 

The real problems were not so much American citizens getting involved in difficulties outside 

the Embassy, as attacking Embassy officers. One disgruntled Polish-American, for example, 

picked up a flagpole in the office and attacked the Consular Officer. We had many bizarre, 

humorous cases too. The best one being when I was in my third year there. I had moved up to the 

Economic Section. I received a call from the Visa Section, where I still would help out. A 

woman had come into the non-immigrant Visa Officerôs office, who did not know Polish very 

well, and started to undress. Well, he initially thought this was some sort of provocation. It 

turned out that the poor woman thought he was the doctor. He called from the office in a great 

panic, that this woman was undressing and he couldnôt tell her not to. I rushed down and we 

saved the situation. The poor woman was greatly embarrassed. 

 

Q: You probably had, what, two Ambassadors while you were there? 

 

EVANS: Thatôs right. We had a very fine Ambassador of the old school, John Morris Cabot, 

who, among other things, introduced me to the art of the sauna. He had picked up the habit of the 

sauna in his previous post in Finland, and had a sauna installed in the basement of the Embassy. 

In fact, when I got there, the Chief of the Consular Section, who was Walter Smith, a very 

colorful figure, to say the least, a good chief, in that he taught me a lot, shortly after I had come 

on board, said, ñYou havenôt met the Ambassador yet?ò and I said, ñNo, I havenôt.ò Things were 

quite structured in those days. Tuesday night, and every Tuesday and Thursday, the Ambassador 

would have a sauna, and invite maybe three or four junior and mid-level officers to have the 

sauna with him, after which they would retire to a paneled room and drink beer. He would drink 

whiskey, and generally, the other officers would drink beer. So, Smith said, ñYouôve been 

invited to, as a new officer, have a sauna with the Ambassador.ò I said, ñWell, I havenôt met him 

yet.ò He said, ñWell, you are going to meet him.ò So, I showed up and we disrobed and went into 

the sauna. I thought, ñMy God, I donôt believe this, Iôm meeting the Ambassador stark naked, 

and, the Ambassador is stark naked too.ò But, that is the way it was. It struck me as a very 

humorous. It was an Eastern European way to meet having met the Ambassador. John M, Cabot 

had a wonderful wife who really kept things going. Ambassador Cabot was on his last foreign 

posting. He may have had one additional posting, but he clearly was at the end of his career. I 

occasionally went with him to the Chinese talks, as well as the officer concerned, which was 

quite interesting. 

 

The second Ambassador, who replaced Ambassador Cabot, after I was there, I guess, two years, 

maybe a year and a half, was Ambassador John Gronouski, the former Postmaster General of the 

United States, and a politically active Polish-American who, for his efforts on behalf of President 

Johnson, was given the Ambassadorship of Poland. He was an extremely colorful figure. He 

brought over with him a bright yellow, Buick convertible and a rather ravishing wife, who 

looked something like Elizabeth Taylor, and acted not unlike her. She would drive this yellow 

Buick convertible, around town and one time, a Pole saw this. He didnôt know, of course, that 

she was the Ambassadorôs wife, but saw a good thing, and decided he would hop in the car. She 

didnôt know Polish. But, the story went, she said, ñOkay, buster, you want a ride, Iôll give you a 
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ride,ò and took off at great speed, screeched into the American Embassy compound whereupon 

the poor Pole, leaped out of the car as she was driving through the gates, ran off, never to be seen 

again. Gronouski was a very unorthodox individual, and that was my first exposure to a political 

ambassador. 

 

Q: I realize you were down in the pecking order, but from what you were seeing yourself, and 

from the other officers, what was your impression of how he operated, and effectiveness during 

this time? 

 

EVANS: Gronouski? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

EVANS: Gronouski was pretty much of a clown. Since I had moved up to be the number two in 

the Economic Section, I spent a good deal of time with him, because he had a program of making 

economic visits to every province in Poland, and I escorted him with our wives. So, the four of 

us traveled a great deal. I probably spent as much time with him as the senior officers did, and 

what I saw, was not particularly flattering. I got a very strong impression that appointing people 

for political reasons, who are not particularly competent, was a great mistake. It was also a great 

mistake to send out ethnic Americans to countries where they had their family origin, because 

the countries involved didnôt want that. They wanted a ñrealò American, they didnôt want a 

Polish-American, or a Finnish-American, or whatever it was, that we invariably thought they 

would like. Of course, he didnôt know the language. He could say a few words here and there. 

But he never made any sustained effort. Then, too, he was constantly having problems with his 

wife. She would disappear occasionally and an all-points search would be put out. It turned out, 

that one time, she had flown back to the United States, without his knowing. They fought a lot. 

They were a very tempestuous couple. But, I think they stayed together. He had very coarse 

manners, which the Poles did not appreciate. The Poles told us that they would have preferred 

someone elegant, a ñrealò American, someone who had good manners, table manners, and social 

manners. This was sort of insulting to send someone of this type out there. I am not saying he 

was a fool. He wasnôt. He went on to become a Professor at the Lyndon Baines May Johnson 

School at the University of Texas. He taught a course there and was a Dean, mostly, I think, for 

his political work. But, he was effective in one way, in that he was dynamic. He got around. He 

shook things up. It wasnôt as if he was a total disaster, from my point of view. But what was 

disappointing was his lack of refinement, and sort of normal, social behavior. He had a very 

erratic style, a lot of yelling. I remember being up on the top floor of the Embassy, and the door 

often being shut, with great yelling going on, mostly when his wife either came in to carry out a 

fight, or disappeared, in which case, there was a great deal of flailing around. 

 

Q: Well, you left there in 1967 and wither? 

 

EVANS: I would like to mention one thing before I left. It was related to the security issue. We 

at that time, we were living in a situation where security was a paramount concern. Initially we 

had a security officer who was quite normal. Unfortunately, the Embassy then got a security 

officer who was psychotic. He used to prowl the Embassy at night with two large black, sort of 

killer dogs. I donôt know what they were, but they would scare the hell out of anybody who 
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might be working late. He had a wife who he was honestly very ashamed of. She was very large 

and fat. The subject of my wife was brought up at a meeting run by the DCM under the first 

security officer who said that the appropriate committee was concerned about my wife studying, 

or going to the studio of a Polish artist. Somebody piped up, trying to take my side and, said, 

ñFor Heavenôs sake, she is pregnant.ò My wife, at that time, was quite pregnant. The security 

officer leaned over and said, ñYes, but she wonôt always be.ò There was that type of mentality. 

 

This second security officer called me one day, and said, ñYou are uniquely qualified to help me 

on a project, because you speak Russian as well as Polish. Can you come up to my office?ò Well, 

his office, consisted of, a then, hi-tech place in the Embassy, full of tapes and other machinery. 

Meanwhile, he had brought Sea Bees and they were rebuilding the Embassy, and putting in wires 

and carrying cables. The whole Embassy had been taken over by these Sea Bees that were doing 

security work. He said, ñI need you to listen to this tape, because I have been taping an 

entrapment.ò I then realized that our own security officer was taping the Polish security taping, 

which meant, that he could tape us, and probably was, because he had taped into the Polish 

security tapes taping. So, he could monitor any of us, who were being monitored by the Poles. 

Periodically, our security people would come through our apartment and tear apart the wall and 

try to find microphones. I think they finally did find a couple in the wall. There was a lot of this 

going on. Anyway, what I was asked to do, was to listen to this tape, and decide whether the 

young lady in question was a Pole speaking with a Russian accent, or a Russian speaking with a 

Polish accent. So, I sat down. He said, ñWell,ò rubbing his hands with great glee, obviously 

relishing the thought of listening to this again, and showing off to me, he said, ñListen to this.ò 

He started the tape, and it began with noise of somebody in an apartment, and then a knock at the 

door, discussion, a manôs voice, a womanôs voice, door shut, more scuffling and noise, and 

eventually, unmistakable signs of people preparing to get into a bed. Then, the unmistakable 

noise of bed springs heaving and screeching, and the unmistakable sounds of people making 

love. All the time, I was trying to determine whether this girl was, in fact, a Pole with a Russian 

accent, or a Russian with a Polish accent. Apparently, that was very important for this effort. The 

man, being trapped, it turned out, was an Italian military attaché. Well, I mentioned this, because 

I thought it was extremely interesting that we had this capability, and very disturbing, given the 

nature of this character, that this sort of thing was going on, and that he could be taping us too. 

 

He was responsible for a very sad story. We had a young officer there who was Lithuanian-

American, unmarried, never had been married, a dedicated Economic Officer. For whatever 

reason, the system decided they didnôt really want this officer in the Foreign Service. They 

finally accused him of sexual impropriety because he had gone to a party attended by some 

Scandinavian secretaries, and he was drummed out of the service. We were all very sorry about 

this. This officer was a very fine person who died two or three months ago of prostate cancer. As 

I read his obituary, I could think of no person who gave more to his community, his church, then 

he did. Ironically, the security officer, this psychopath, who had drummed him out of the Foreign 

Service, shortly thereafter, was himself caught in flagrante, at a Swedish secretaryôs party, 

dancing around in his underpants, totally drunk and out of his mind. He was married, and that 

was the last straw. He was swiftly removed from the Embassy and ended up in the U.S. Postal 

Service, inspecting letter bombs, as I recall. There were many other very amusing, and in some 

cases, very disturbing security stories from that period, but this will give you some idea. 
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by Charles Stuart Kennedy and Robert Pasturing in 1998. 

 

Q: Where did you go? 

 

FISCHER: Went to Warsaw. 

 

Q: From when to when? 

 

FISCHER: From 19964 to 1968. In retrospect, I know itôs always hard to say what your favorite 

posting was, but Warsaw - both my wife and I feel was the best post we ever had. Partly because 

of our age, partly because of the people who were in the Embassy, partly because of the 

experience in communism, Eastern Europe, etc. 

 

Q: It was fun, this is where the action was. Could you describe Poland when you got there? What 

was the situation as you saw it between the United States and Poland. 

 

FISCHER: Poland in 1956 was the first of the East European countries to revolt against the 

oppressive Stalinist rule. So it was very much the darling child of American policy in Eastern 

Europe. The country to which we had long loaned enormous amounts of wheat in the fifties they 

had borrowed heavily in the 480 program. It was a country with fifteen million immigrants in the 

United States so it had an enormous political clout. 

 

Q: Chicago, next to Warsaw, was the largest Polish city in the world. 

 

FISCHER: Right. I think what made Poland so fascinating for me was that it was not a 

communist country. It was a Communist country in name only by the fact that the government 

was ruled by the Communist party. But they were so antithetical to everything that Communism 

stood for, it was just a fabulous time in which everyone tried to screw the system. This didnôt 

include only students and others who were opposed to it. Members of the Party itself. I can 

remember the editor of Politika, the major Communist party newspaper, in my house one night, 

railing against the system that had been imposed on them by the Soviets. How nonsensical it 

was. You had a much freer sense of expression than any other Communist country at the time. 

The editor, by the way, was Mieczyslaw Rakowski who was married to a famous Polish violinist. 



 

146 

Rakowski broke with the system and became Prime Minister of Poland in a post-communist 

government. 

 

Q: When you were there in 1964, what was your job? 

 

FISCHER: Again it was a rotational job. I spent a year in the visa section, no half a year. Then I 

spent a half year in the American citizenship Protection Section and then I went to USIA. There 

was not a USIA officially in the country, but we had USIA officers in a section called the Press 

and Culture Section. There had always been a political officer in that section of the Embassy to 

deal with dissidents, students, writers, intellectuals, that sort of thing. That was my job for three 

years. 

 

Q: Letôs go to the visa time. Here was a huge Communist country with a huge population in the 

United States and plenty of backwards and forwards. What was the immigration situation? 

 

FISCHER: The communist regime in Poland was unique in Eastern Europe in allowing relatively 

free emigration. Very few restrictions. There must have been some of restrictions if you were 

working in high-tech or science and technology. But the people emigrating from Poland to the 

United States were essentially peasants. Al l from two very narrowly defined geographic regions. 

I remember we had a quota of fifty immigrant visa interviews a day. There must have been six of 

us in that Section. So it was a big workload. Lots and lots of people. It was an eye opener for me. 

I donôt think as a diplomat and certainly not in the sixties we could have become so conscious 

what peasant life was like in Poland. These were extraordinarily poor people. Extraordinarily 

uneducated. The way in which most of these people flew to Chicago, SAS had an arrangement 

whereby SAS would fly directly from Warsaw to Copenhagen and then there was a three hour 

layover. Then there would be a direct flight to Chicago. SAS had a guy who did nothing but 

stand there and make sure that these people were able to make the transit. At the end of the hour 

when they landed in Copenhagen, most of them thought they were in Chicago. Literally. Theyôd 

all start to run out of the airport. I must say that when I visited the region these peasants came 

from - the foothills of the Tatra mountains along the border with Czechoslovakia, it was so 

beautiful that I wondered how they could ever adjust to Chicago, Milwaukee or Cleveland. 

 

Q: Did you have any problems with Communist affiliations or were these people not that type 

 

FISCHER: No. You did in the non-immigrant section sure but not in the immigrant. These were 

all essentially peasants. We had an enormous problem with people who were convicted of crimes 

of moral turpitude because one of the areas which is the center of Polish immigration to America 

is Zakopane. Zakopane is a mountainous area. People who live in that mountain region, itôs a bit 

like rural Arkansas in the 1950s. It was a Hatfield McCoy situation. At the wedding ceremonies 

that take place in this particular region, it is considered sport to fight. I remember I had a guy one 

day who had been arrested for attempted murder, which he denied. "Look," I said, "get us the 

court papers." I had the court papers in front of me. I said, tell me the circumstances. He said, 

come on, I was at a wedding, we all had too much vodka. I didnôt try to kill him. I picked up a 

stone and I threw it at him. "How big was the stone?" I asked him. "You know," he said, "just a 

little stone you find by the side of the road, no big deal, all those stones that say one kilometer, 

two kilometers, etc." In the end, the issue hung on whether the weapon would have become a 
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lethal weapon in the United States. I figured a fifty pound rock would be considered a lethal 

weapon! 

 

Q: How about on the Protection side. What were the issues there? 

 

FISCHER: Well we had a very interesting case. Two interesting cases. Most of the Americans 

living in Poland were retired Polish Americans whoôd come back to Poland to live on their social 

security, rail road pension or whatever. And indeed, Poland had made an effort to attract these 

people because they built houses for them which they sold for the grand sum of twenty five 

thousand dollars. They were very nice little houses. As a matte of fact, the Embassy ended up 

buying a couple of them. But we must have had on any given day, maybe eight or ten thousand 

Americans who received social security checks. Most famous of which was a guy who lived near 

Krakow. He was the beneficiary of three pensions, social security, railroad and one other one. He 

never personally came to pick up his checks. He had one of his two nineteen year old mistresses 

come to the Embassy. One day I became so intrigued with this I said I have to go visit this guy. 

So I went down to this little Polish village where he lived. Indeed he was living in a little Polish 

village where he had built a house. And he was living with these two absolutely fabulous girls. 

My first question was, "why are you living in Poland?" He looked at these two girls and said, "So 

at my age, what would you do?" I had to agree that he had a point. 

 

We had another case. We had an American student who was arrested from Poland for attempting 

to cross the border illegally from Russia. He was innocent, but so be it. We worked out with the 

Prime Minister that we could get the guy sprung if we pony up a substantial bail. Now bail was 

unknown in Communist countries. This was indeed a straight cash for body swap. He was being 

held in a little rural jail in southeastern Poland in a town called Rzeszow. I went down with a 

buddy of mine, the other Vice Consul, who was in fact a CIA officer under very deep cover, and 

we had the money which we were going to hand over to this jailer to get this kid out. We arrived 

at that jail. There is the kid, the jailer, and a third party, from the Central Bank to receive the 

money. So my friend from the agency popped open the suitcase and took out a package of 

100,000 zlotys, brand new crisp bills, plopped them on the table. The guy form the Central Bank 

picked up a wad of it and said somewhat threateningly, "Where did you get this money?" We 

said we got it from the Embassy cashier. The guy from the Bank picks up the telephone and calls 

the Central Bank in Warsaw. He asked, "How much of ZQ note do we have in circulation?" It 

turns out 110,000 zlotys of this particular note was in circulation of which we had 100,000 in 

brand new crisp bills. He accepted the money and we got the kid out. Got him on an airplane and 

sent him back to the United States. Later I asked my colleague where the hell he had gotten the 

money. He said weôve been printing this stuff in Switzerland for years and years. I guess this was 

some strange Agency operation to test whether or not it could pass counterfeit zlotys in Poland. 

 

And indeed we were paid out of the American Embassy. We exchanged our money at the CIA 

office, legally. We were told by the Ambassador and everyone else that the reason we were 

doing this was that this was PL480 money, left over surplus money from sales of grain to Poland 

in the late ó50s. In order to recirculate this money, we would be allowed to exchange our U.S. 

dollars at a favorable rate of exchange, less than the black market, but still two or three time the 

official rate. The legal exchange rate in those was twenty-five zlotys to the dollar. What we 

didnôt know and what you didnôt find out until the day you left Poland, was that every dollar that 
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you had exchanged, fifty cents was set aside in an escrow account and returned to you because 

the exchange rate we were using was in fact eight times the legal exchange rate. And rather than 

have ostentatious spending, they gave us two or three times the exchange rate which was very 

generous. But everyone had a check when you left. I left the Embassy in Warsaw in 1968 after 

four years and I was handed by the administrative officer a letter that said do not open until you 

get out of Poland. I opened a letter and inside was a check for I think $8,000.00 dollars. Which 

was wonderful. It was the down payment on our first house. To this day I don't know if we were 

using agency funny money, although we were always paid in new bills. Maybe this was an 

operation to weaken the Polish currency, although I don't know ho you can make something 

which is worthless anyway, somehow less valuable. 

 

The other thing we discovered in Poland, we could take these zlotys which were in essence 

worthless pieces of paper and go to Wagons-Lit Cook. Wagon-Lits, which was in those days the 

largest travel agency in Europe, had a travel office in Warsaw. And we discovered we could take 

this funny money we had purchased and buy vouchers good in dollars overseas. This meant that 

we were able to travel for 50% or less of actual cost. My wife and I took one very famous 

vacation. We spent three weeks in Greece with a child and with a nanny we brought with us in 

the most luxurious hotels we could find on the island of Rhodes, and came back to Warsaw with 

more money then when weôd left. That goose, that was truly a wonderful goose, that laid the 

golden egg, was killed by a political officer who went to Copenhagen with $10,000 of these 

funny vouchers. He stayed at the Hotel Angleterre, the best hotel in Copenhagen. The first 

question he asked the Concierge was, "Iôm having some silver delivered from George Jensen. 

Can you pay this out of my hotel bill if I leave you this deposit?" So he managed to buy ten 

thousand dollars worth of George Jensen silver for abut twenty five hundred dollars. The 

inspectors came in and found out about it and that was the end of that arrangement. 

 

Q: Weôll move to the USIA or cultural side in a minute, but during the whole time you were there 

was there a concern about security because we had a famous case of espionage in the Embassy, 

Irwin Scarbeck, some years before. Could you talk about life there as an officer on the security 

side? 

 

FISCHER: This was no joke. I mean in my four years in Warsaw, twelve officers in the 

Embassy, not all Officers, but twelve people from the Embassy were either caught in or 

suspected of being entrapped by the intelligence service and were sent home early. 

 

Q: These are almost all sex ones or fake papers being passed? 

 

FISCHER: Yes, mostly sex but there were lots of ways to get in trouble. Poland was really quite 

deceiving. On the one hand, there was a society, the most open society in Eastern Europe so you 

could have access to local inhabitants you couldnôt have had in places like Czechoslovakia. 

Many of them were attractive, wonderful, Polish women or gorgeous Polish men. There was 

always an effort (and we were always aware of efforts) to recruit us. I used to ride the bus, public 

transportation in Poland, largely because it was a great way to keep up my Polish and find out 

what people were talking about. I lived at the end station of a line and in 1965 a guy, two guys 

riding ahead of me on the bus, the stop before the end station, we were the only three people 

riding the bus. One of them got up, came back and sat down next to me and said, "Fischer, we 
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would like to talk to you. Itôs simple, we donôt want much we just want an Embassy telephone 

book or whatever, ten thousand cash right here and now and weôd like to work out an 

arrangement. You seem like somebody we can do business with." So those recruitment efforts 

went on all the time and some were successful. Particularly among Marine guards. We had an 

Embassy bar in a restaurant in the Embassy which was the watering hole for all the diplomatic 

corps, for the NATO diplomatic corps, with two very attractive waitresses. They were Polish and 

the turnover was high, because invariably theyôd be found in bed with one of the Marine guards. 

So it was a real and present danger. 

 

I was followed, not initially in my first year when I was working in the Consular section, but 

when I was transferred to political work with students and dissidents, my wife and I were both 

followed twenty four hours a day by an entire team of Polish security officers. We got to know 

them personally very well. It was odd because my wife had discovered by sheer accident that we 

could overhear our surveillance team's radio on our American FM radio in our car. I remember 

going up to see the CIA chief, my God I just discovered, you know, we can hear the frequencies. 

He said, weôve known for years, keep your mouth shut, donôt tell anybody. And, make damn 

sure when you park your car, move your radio dial. Donôt have it up there because as soon as 

they see that theyôll know weôre listening. So for three years we listened essentially to all our 

secret police contacts. My wife who had very short black hair was very upset when she 

discovered her code name used by the secret police was ñthe crowò. She would get in the car in 

the car in the morning and say, the crow is leaving the nest. There were some pretty hairy times. 

 

Q: In the Soviet Union they would try to put you on knock out drugs and youôd wake up and 

youôd have had pictures taken and all that sort of thing. Was this a problem? 

 

FISCHER: No nothing at all violent in that sense. No, it was simply that they would throw at you 

or put you in situations which were potentially embarrassing. Photographed constantly. My 

favorite anecdote about this is that my wife gave birth to our first child in Houston, Texas. And 

of course, in those days, and itôs still true, you canôt fly on an airplane in your last six weeks of 

pregnancy. So she went home two months early. So sitting in our little house I said, this is going 

to be great because the phone is going to be ringing as soon as you leave here. When wives left 

the post, you were barraged with offers by prostitutes, all of whom worked for or reported to the 

secret police. So I put her on the plane and I sat in that house for the next four weeks. Not a 

phone call, not a peep. Nobody tried to go near me. So I flew back to Houston for the birth and 

then we came back to Warsaw with the baby. We arrived on a Friday. That Sunday afternoon 

about five oôclock, (we lived in a little house that had an electric gate that you could operate 

from inside the house) at five oôclock the doorbell rang, and I went to look out who it was. And 

here are two girls not bad looking, in micro-mini skirts, black lace stockings, high heels and they 

said, "David weôre back!" At which point my wife came to the door. They said "Oh, David weôre 

so sorry, we thought she was still in Texas." 

 

So I buzzed the buzzer. This is too good, I gotta see whatôs going on. We invited them into the 

backyard. I couldnôt of course talk in the house because there were bugs. So we took them in the 

backyard and gave them a drink. And I said, "Whatôs the story?" They explained they were two 

girls from the acting school in Warsaw who had been paid fifty bucks to come down here and 

pretend they knew me. They had memorized the blue print of my house so they knew where 



 

150 

everything was. The idea was simply to see how my wife would react. It was typical for that type 

of operation. My wife laughed, thank god! 

 

Q: Letôs talk about the time you were doing the dissidents/cultural thing. Can you first talk in 

general what was our cultural stance in Poland during this 1964 time? 

 

FISCHER: The hunger for American culture in communist Poland was something to behold. The 

intellectuals were steeped in reading American literature, the classics like Hemingway and 

Faulkner. These were "legitimate" American authors, legitimated by the regime. 

 

Q: Jack London. 

 

FISCHER: Jack London, yes, but it went well beyond that because there was an extremely 

sophisticated intelligencia who was very aware of what was going on in New York. That was 

certainly true of the artists' circles, as well. Many of them exhibited in Paris, exhibited in New 

York. So they all had a deep appreciation and knowledge of western art. We conquered Poland 

probably more through culture than in any other way. The U.S. government sometime in the 

early 1960s decided to invest a lot of money in English teaching which was the wisest thing we 

ever did. Because learning English as a second language became almost synonymous with 

someone who could rise in the system, antithetical to the communist system. The Voice of 

America had a disc jockey called Willis Conover who played jazz from 10 at night until 1 in the 

morning. Everyone - and I mean everyone who counted - listened to that program. In the 

Embassy we all had movie projectors in our houses, at least those of us in the Political Section 

and Press and Cultural Section. Every Friday night weôd show an American movie. We could get 

in that room, members of the Politburo for example. It was extraordinary. Poland was the only 

country in the world in Eastern Europe where we had real relationships with very, very high-

ranking communist officials. And they would come because the loved Scotch-whiskey and they 

loved to see ñWestside Storyò. And for me, it was wonderfully exciting time in Poland because I 

had access to people in music, film, literature who were internationally well known. 

 

Q: Well the film business was sort of starting to pick up there wasnôt it? During that time you 

had ñKnife in the Waterò directed by Roman Polansky. 

 

FISCHER: I gave Roman Polansky a leader grant to come to America from which he never came 

back. But Polish film was internationally acclaimed, and as a cultural attaché I had access to all 

sorts of people in the industry. There were lots of good directors: Andrzej Wajda, Roman 

Polansky and others who went on to become stars in Paris, if not Hollywood. And there were 

certainly a lot of great looking actresses! 

 

Q: Was there much in the cultural exchange who were Americans, Polish-Americans because 

these were coming out of a relatively poor area and one does not think of the Poles in the United 

States as getting too far in the upper society? 

 

FISCHER: I think the Polish intelligentsia, like many European intelligentsia, looked down upon 

their immigrant brethren in the United States. There were Polish plays and movies and jokes 

about the language, 19
th
 century archaic Polish which was spoken in Chicago. They had no 
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relationship and no interest in those people. One of the more ingenious ways that the Polish 

government decided to get back at us because we were making so many inroads, was to harness 

the "Polish" jokes that were popular in America in the ó60s. The American Embassy in Warsaw 

was on a major boulevard. Outside we had a huge display window that was changed every week 

by the USIA with photographs of exhibitions. It was extraordinarily popular. It was not unusual 

to see two or three hundred people at any given time standing outside those display cases. One 

morning I came to the Embassy and there was a vacant lot across the street from the Embassy. 

The Polish government had put up a billboard that was about 90 feet long and 40 feet high facing 

the Embassy. The title of it in Polish, "this is what they really think of us" and listed on that 

billboard for all the see was every Polish joke I had ever heard in my life. It was enormously 

effective anti-American propaganda. 

 

Q: You might explain in the context of somebody that would be reading this at a later point, what 

a Polish joke meant during this era. 

 

FISCHER: Well of course it was denigrating Polish-Americans as dumb and stupid. How many 

Poles does it take to screw in a light bulb? Three: one to hold the lightbulb and two to rotate the 

ladder. 

 

Q: You said you were looking at the dissident groups. How would you define those? 

 

FISCHER: A couple of groups were targeted. One was African students because again in those 

days, there were an enormous number of Africans who were third world students who were sent 

to Eastern Europe on scholarships. My job was to get a number of them to defect if you will, to 

change sides. We offered them scholarships in American universities, the bright ones. The 

American Embassy became a respite for them, a place where they could come and speak freely, 

and what not. There was an enormous amount of racism in Poland directly against black, African 

students. That was certainly a group we dealt with. 

 

The others however, the Polish intellectuals - we weren't trying to recruit them for information. It 

was simply to give them a window to the west. The Poles, now we are doing this in 1998 when 

Poland is about to become a member of NATO, but Polandôs national psyche has always 

struggled with who they are as a nation. Are they Western Europe because theyôre Roman 

Catholic? Are they part of middle Europe because of their relationship with Germany? Are they 

Eastern Europe because their language is Slavic? And the intelligentsia very much wanted to be 

part of Western Europe. So by providing them access to western materials ranging from books in 

the universities to American movies, it was a way to win friends and influence people. 

 

We had a wonderful program called the IMG program which, in essence, used the money 

generated by the sale of American wheat to purchase American books, movies and other 

materials. So in 1965 and 1966 when there was one American movie shown in all of the Soviet 

Union for the last twenty years, the top six movies in Warsaw every week were American 

movies. We had made it possible for them to buy that material at local currency. 

 

You had an unusual arrangement in Poland. Any citizen could go to a bookstore and order an 

American book if he had a voucher. And we made those vouchers available to every intellectual, 
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every university student, every professor we could. 

 

Odd as it may seem in a communist state, American programs were shown on Polish televisions 

through this arrangement. Dr. Kildare, a soap opera about an American doctor, was the most 

popular program in Poland. 

 

In 1968, there was a major upheaval in the Communist Party, a lot of student riots going on, and 

only at that point did the students become really politically active, and we assisted them in every 

step of the way. We made sure they had access to mimeograph equipment, albeit on a very 

covert basis. We met with them and made sure their manifestos and messages were played back 

to Poland over Radio Free Europe. Then that became a very political struggle. In June 1 968 all 

the student leaders were arrested. But itôs interesting because the leaders of that 1968 student 

movement, subsequently became the leaders of Solidarity and went on to become leaders in a 

non-communist Poland. 

 

Q: Well, 1968 was the year of the Czech invasion, Gaulle was essentially overthrown because of 

students, there were major student upheavals in Western Germany, and of course we were going 

through our own times. This is the time when students were on the rise. 

 

FISCHER: Thatôs right. But in Poland it arose because of a struggle within the Communist Party. 

The students saw this as an opportunity to effect some major change. And of course they had 

been encouraged by what they had seen in France, but this was even before the French student 

riots. But youôre right, there was a kind of universal sense of change embodied by a younger 

generation. But, it became a struggle within the Communist Party. It was the last kind of wave of 

anti-Semitic pogrom which took place. Jews were beaten in the street and all sorts of terrible 

things happened. The American Embassy was very much a part of the process because we were 

reaching out and had contacts to all these groups, be they Jews who felt under threat or the 

students who were trying to riot. 

 

Q: You mention students getting the mimeograph machine. Thatôs sort of a provocative act. How 

did they get the machine? 

 

FISCHER: I donôt know how we got it to them but we did. So I guess it was on loan to the 

English department at the University of Warsaw. 

 

Q: Were you able, prior to the 68 period, was there much contact with the students or were they 

pretty much non-political? 

 

FISCHER: No, we had lots of contacts with the students. Again, because we were the flame to 

which the moths were attracted. We had invested very heavily in English languages departments 

in Warsaw and in universities throughout Poland. There were three major universities where we 

had in essence created English philology departments, and the students in those faculties were 

studying English language, studying U.S. literature almost as a way to rebel against the regime. 

 

Q: My wife has a masterôs in linguistics and the Polish linguistics area was really quite well 

developed. What were the Russian efforts? 
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FISCHER: They ruled through military occupation and the communist party. But I can 

remember standing in front of the American Embassy when Khrushchev made a visit to Poland, 

probably in 1967. The Poles had of course gotten out their work brigades and they had all these 

people lined them up along the street to hail his arrival. A lot of us were curious and gathered in 

front of the American Embassy. As the car went by, Kruschev was going through the multitudes, 

throngs of Poles lined up, nobody said a word. You could have heard a pin drop. Nobody 

applauded; they just sat on their hands. Until they came by the American Embassy. Just 

naturally, all of us American applauded and I remember Kruschev turning to his host, President 

Wladyslaw Gomulka. And of course you couldnôt hear it but I knew what he was saying: "Who 

are those people?" 

 

I tell you a funny anecdote it didnôt involve me but it involved my predecessor in this job. 

 

Q: Who was that? 

 

FISCHER: Jack Scanlan who later went on to become Ambassador to Yugoslavia. Jack got a call 

one night at two or three oôclock in the morning from a friend of his who was a very high 

ranking Polish Communist Party official, who said "Scanlan, get down to my apartment." Jack 

was willing to get up in the middle of the night and went down to this guy's apartment. He met 

him at the entry way to his apartment. "Look, upstairs," he said, "I have three or four high 

members of the communist Central Committee. Put on this jacket and these dirty boots and when 

you come in, I am going to introduce you as a good friend of mine - the new Russian cultural 

attaché. You can play it any way you want it." 

 

Jack spoke fluent Russian, fluent Polish and he could speak Polish with a pretty good Russian 

accent. So Jack went up and found a pretty good party going on. Jackôs in these muddy boots 

which he proceeds to put on the coffee table and rants and raves for two hours about the Poles 

and how dumb they are, ignorant and everyone is seething, fuming and thereôs nothing they can 

do because heôs a Russian. At the end of about two hours of constant abuse, the host said, heôs 

not a Russian cultural attach®, heôs the American Cultural Attach®. And of course that brought 

the house down. Those were the kinds of things that went on all the time, even among members 

of the Central Committee. 

 

Q: What was our feeling about the role of intellectuals in Poland, intellectuals particularly in 

France of course, but also in Germany are very important in the political thing where the United 

States, itôs almost as though we donôt have an intellectual class. 

 

FISCHER: No, no we donôt. 

 

Q: How did the Polish intellectual class fit into the power system in Poland? 

 

FISCHER: Well they didnôt. I mean most of them were anti-Communists. The Polish Writers 

Union, for example, which in other Communist countries was always a rubber stamp of the 

government, the Writerôs Union in Poland was relatively independent and proudly so. And so, 

they were the last bastion, if you will, an important voice for anti-communism. There was a 
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Catholic newspaper. A very powerful Catholic newspaper that was of course self-censored. 

These institutions rarely attacked the government, but they managed to keep the ideas of 

democracy, freedom and capitalism alive in Poland, I donôt think any of us had any illusions that 

these guys were going to take over power from what was a Russian militarily backed 

government. But we certainly had our vested interest in keeping the fires of dissent burning. 

 

Q: Was the feeling that Poland was taking the course it was taking only because of the Soviet 

army there? 

 

FISCHER: Oh yes. The joke at the time in which Wladyslaw Gomulka who was the head of the 

Communist Party was ostensibly escorting a state visitor, Queen of Belgium, to mass. She's 

surprised not only that the head of the communist party decided to attend mass with her but heôs 

going through all the service, genuflecting and all. She turned to him, Mr. President, Iôm 

astounded you are appear to be a practicing Catholic. He said you donôt understand Poland. 

"When it comes to communism, all of us are practitioners and none, believers. When it comes to 

the Catholic Church, none are practitioners, but all are believers." 

 

Q: What was the role of the church during this time? When I say church obviously itôs the role of 

the Catholic church. 

 

FISCHER: Critical. Again in the 1968 student uprising the Church played a very important role. 

The Cardinal was Cardinal Wyszynski, an extraordinarily conservative Catholic who represented 

Polish nationalism from the 19th century. That was not a universally held belief. I can tell you 

about a young priest who was my political contact in Krakow, who subsequently became the 

Pope. Representing the Church, Church hierarchy, he stood up against the state on numerous 

issues, for example, religious education in schools. In the 1968 student uprising, Wyszynski went 

around the country giving a series of sermons on Sundays which were very provocative and 

about as open a criticism as you can have. There were, however, younger priests in the system 

who were considered to be modernist and that was title they took. Bishop Wojtyla was a kind of 

bridge between the younger clergy and the aged leadership, whose views he followed. The once 

and future Pope translated a number of Shakespeare plays into a modern translations in Poland. 

That's initially how we came to know him by supplying him books from the Embassy library. 

But he became a contact of mine so when I would go to Krakow, and I would go at least once a 

month, I would always made sure that on Friday evenings I would end up with Bishop Wojtyla. 

He liked scotch and that alone was usually enough to get an invitation. It was a very interesting 

job. 

 

Q: What was his outlook? 

 

FISCHER: Wojtyla was a nationalist. He allied himself with the conservative wing of the 

Church. But he had enormous popularity among younger priests and students. But in Poland, the 

Cardinal was not called Primate for nothing. The Cardinal ruled the Church with an iron fist. 

 

Q: Were you there during the ultimate events August 1968, the Czech invasion? 

 

FISCHER: No I wasnôt. I was declared persona non grate in late April 1968 as the result of a 
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failed secret police action to entrap me. I was at the Lodz film school meeting with faculty and 

students on a Friday evening showing the latest American film. The Lodz film school, for those 

that donôt know it, is located in a small provincial capital about a hundred miles outside of 

Warsaw. Itôs a great film school from which many of the great Polish directors came. We had 

extensive contacts with that film school. This is early April 1968. One of the difficulties the 

students had who were rioting in different universities was their inability to communicate with 

one another. You couldnôt talk on the telephone, there was no way to pass information back and 

forth. If you recall, we had the ability to monitor secret police radios in our cars, and I was lucky 

enough to overhear plans to intercept me when I left the school to drive back to Warsaw. From 

what I overheard I was to have had in my car a student who would be carrying anti-government 

pamphlets. I was to be stopped in a traffic check and the student and pamphlets would be 

uncovered, thereby linking the Embassy directly to the student protesters. And because I could 

hear the description of what was going on over the surveillance radio, after I had shown the 

movie, a very attractive, young student, a girl came up to me, and she said are you driving back 

Warsaw tonight? I said yes. She said I just missed the last train, can you give me a ride to 

Warsaw? I said, no Iôm sorry I canôt. So when I left Lodz, I came around a bend in the road, 

there was the road block. A policeman opens up my car, looking first of all for the student, who I 

was supposed to be with and the pamphlets. They let me go after an hour of interrogation. The 

next morning the Ambassador was called into the Foreign Ministry and told that it was time for 

Fischer to conclude his tour of duty. That must have been the first week in May. 

 

Q: You mentioned trying to help the students and all. How was the student uprising viewed at the 

beginning by the Embassy? 

 

FISCHER: We certainly did not provoke the riots nor promote them. But we encouraged them, 

either directly with contacts with the leadership or through broadcasts from Radio Free Europe 

out of Munich. We knew all the leaders. They were young kids who had come to our houses with 

some regularity and asked what should we do? "Should we barricade the university? We know 

theyôre going to bring in truckloads of armed militia, the para-militaries of the Communist Party. 

Should we attack them directly, should we give in." It was a very open kind of a dialogue with us 

as individuals. We werenôt under instruction. On the one hand we certainly didn't want these kids 

hurt, but on the other hand, anything which weakened the government was seen in our interest, I 

guess. 

 

Q: Who was out Ambassador? Did you have several while you were there? 

 

FISCHER: Yes, the first I served under was John Moors Cabot, a grand old man of the Foreign 

Service. Cabot had served as Ambassador in more countries - 12, I believe - than any other 

Ambassador in American history. He was followed by John Gronouski who was a political 

appointee. He had been Post Master General under Kennedy for about a week before the 

President was assassinated. Gronouskiôs major interest at the time was to facilitate a 

rapprochement Between Germany and Poland which of course was premature. He certainly was 

not in a position to do so, but like many political appointees he had dreams of grandeur and 

tended to exaggerate the role of the Ambassador. Still, he was correct in his analysis which came 

to pass a decade later when Willi Brandt became Chancellor of Germany. 
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Q: What was your impression of Gronouski? 

 

FISCHER: I really liked Gronouski. He was handicapped because he couldn't speak Polish é 

not a word é which always surprised Poles who figured with a name like Gronouski he's gotta 

speak Polish! 

 

Q: He was actually a university professor wasnôt he? 

 

FISCHER: Yes. He was an economist, University of Wisconsin. Very interesting guy. 

 

Q: Anything else you remember about Poland? 

 

FISCHER: Warsaw was an interesting assignment because it was where we met the Chinese 

government, despite the lack of diplomatic relations. From the mid-1950s we held a series of 

meetings with the Peoples' Republic of China, usually once every four to six months. By 1964 

those meetings took on some urgency because of the war in Vietnam. We were trying to keep 

China out of the war and in 1967 and 1968 hoped the Chinese would be willing to facilitate face 

to face negotiations between the U.S. and North Vietnam. Despite several tentative feelers, the 

Vietnamese never showed up, although the Chinese had gone to considerable efforts in 

Christmas 1967 to arrange such a meeting in Warsaw. 

 

The talks were really kind of funny. I served as a note taker at several sessions, despite the fact 

that I spoke not a word of Chinese. My role was to write longhand verbatim reports on meetings 

which often went on for 4 hours or more. Lord knows why we went through this charade, since 

we taped the meetings by tapping a Russian or Polish bug which had been placed in the meeting 

rooms. But the meetings were stilted minuets, carefully scripted to allow each side to vent 

without the slightest possibility of real dialogue or give and take. 

 

The record of the meetings have long since been published - with one exception that never made 

it into the official record. In 1965 John Cabot, every inch the Boston Brahmin he was served as 

Ambassador. The Chinese Ambassador was Wang, himself an aristocrat, a wonderful man who 

was later killed in the cultural revolution. The meetings were without an agenda which allowed 

each side to raise whatever it wanted. The Chinese in those days were spouting the line that since 

they had a billion people, nuclear weapons posed no danger to them. 

 

Cabot listened to this diatribe once day and finally lost his temper. "Mr. Ambassador," he began. 

"As you may know I was forced to leave Shanghai in 1949 as the last American diplomat on the 

mainland, as communist hordes swept through the streets and over the gates. My departure was 

somewhat hasty, and I had to leave behind many of my personal possessions. Among those were 

my wife's diaphragm, and all I can say is that if you people found it It hasn't done you a damn bit 

of good!" Ambassador Wang spoke fluent English and fell off his chair laughing before the 

translator could complete the translation! 

 

But Iôll tell you another funny anecdote. In 1965 I arrived at this fabulous palace which was the 

Radziejowice Palace where the talks took place in Warsaw. It was a crystal clear day, the snow 

had just fallen. I had a new Chinese counterpart whom I had never met. He was standing in front 
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of a window, and I went up and shook hands. I said to him in English, "Isn't this a beautiful 

scene?" And he turned to me and answered, "Yes it is but not as beautiful as it is in Beijing 

where the glorious sun of Chairman Mao Tse Deng shines upon the Chinese people twenty four 

hours a day." That was the end of that conversation. Years later in 1979 I went to Tanzania as 

Charge. We didnôt have full diplomatic relations then, I guess we did have relations with the 

Chinese, because we were certainly talking to them. The Chinese Ambassador called me up and 

invited me to lunch. I went to his residence for lunch. I walked in and he looked at me and he 

said, It is a beautiful day, but not as beautiful as it is in Beijing where the glorious sun of and he 

began to laugh. It was my counter part from Warsaw and he said. "I look back often on that 

conversation. By god, how stupid it was." We came a long way in the intervening years. 

 

Poland was also interesting because Germany had no diplomatic relations with Poland in those 

days. The American Embassy was the protecting power for West German interests. We had an 

office in Warsaw which was called the German Permit Office which was staffed by two 

Americans and about eight Poles. Our job was to register the 650,000 ethnic Germans who were 

living in Poland in those days. The Poles allowed 20-50,000 of them to emigrate to Germany 

every year, despite the loud protest of the East German government. I ran that office for about 

four months. It was for me fascinating to be able to travel through what had been East Prussia, 

Silesia and Pomerania to talk to these remnants of population that either chosen to remain behind 

or had gotten stuck there after World War II. They were a very interesting group. 

 

The chief Polish local employee in the Embassy was a German by the name of Fred Zakwie. 

Fred, whose real name was something like Zakiewicz, had been a U-boat commander in World 

War II fighting the U.S. in the North Atlantic. He had come from Breslau, a city that passed to 

the Poles in 1945. Fred returned to Breslau in 1946 and found himself trapped. So he ended up 

working for the American Embassy who was more than happy to hire him for his Germanic 

efficiency. Fred was married to a Pole and had Polish citizenship. Of course, he also worked for 

the Polish secret police. What a wacky place! A former German U-boat commander spying on 

the Americans on behalf of communist Poland. 

 

 

 

ROBERT C. HANEY  

Public Affairs Officer, USIS 

Warsaw (1965-1968) 

 

Robert Haney was born in Iowa in 1921. After attending from the University of 

Iowa in 1943, he fought in World War II in the U.S. Army. After the end of the 

War, he worked in France with the Paris Herald. He later graduated from the 

University of Iowa with a Bachelorôs in French. Since joining the Foreign Service 

in 1951, his career has included positions in Paris, Washington, Belgrade, Mali, 

Saigon and Warsaw. Mr. Haney was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on 

September 21, 2001. 

 

Q: You were in Poland from '65 until when? 
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HANEY: '68. 

 

Q: You were basically the PAO. 

 

HANEY: It was the equivalent of PAO. 

 

Q: You were the head of USIA's operations there. Who was the ambassador? 

 

HANEY: John Gronouski. I can't remember who the departing ambassador was, but the 

incoming ambassador shortly after we got there was Big John. 

 

Q: Somebody was telling me that they accompanied Gronouski... 

 

HANEY: I know the story. 

 

Q: Do you want to tell the story? 

 

HANEY: In 1965, John Gronouski, a former university professor and Midwestern Democratic 

politician, had been removed as U.S. Postmaster-General to open that slot for a more prominent 

Democrat, Larry O'Brien. Lyndon Johnson called Gronouski in, put his arm around his shoulders 

and said, "John, I want you to be my ambassador to Poland. But the job as I see it is really bigger 

than that. I would like you to keep an eye on those other countries out there, too." Gronouski 

knew what was happening. He was being moved out to make room for another Democrat whose 

political connections were more extensive and whose name recognition was greater. 

(Gronouski's successor, Larry O'Brien, had been Special Assistant to the President for 

Congressional Relations beginning with the Kennedy administration in 1961; following his stint 

as postmaster-general, he became Chairman of the Democratic National Committee.) 

 

Gronouski in essence saluted, said, "Yes, Sir, Mr. President," and began to consider what the 

new job might encompass, in the way of perks as well as duties. He and his family set off for 

Warsaw in the late fall of 1965. They stopped in Paris for some shopping. Then on to Rome for 

an audience with the Pope. Next Vienna, where they acquired loden coats for the Baltic. Winter 

descended on Northern Europe a little early in 1965, so Big John left his family in Vienna until 

he got settled in, and he took the train to Warsaw through Czechoslovakia. 

 

A young officer from the Consular Section of the Warsaw embassy had been sent to Vienna to 

escort the ambassador to his first post. The escort officer was of Polish origin and fluent in the 

language. (Despite his name, Gronouski scarcely knew a word of it.) Gronouski and his escort 

stayed up late as the train wended its way north through an early snowfall. 

 

The next morning, the escort officer went to awaken Gronouski an hour or so out of Warsaw. He 

knocked on the door of the compartment a couple of times before he got a muffled answer from 

inside. Big John came to the door to admit his escort. Then he rolled up the shade on the big 

window in his sleeping compartment. Outside, it was overcast, and the ground was covered with 

snow. In the foreground some small black lumps hopped about - those were crows. Farther back 

were the hulking black shapes of evergreens. There was no horizon; the dirty snow in the 
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foreground merged seamlessly with the dirty gray of the sky. 

 

After taking in this bleak scene for a few seconds, Gronouski turned away from the window and 

said, "Lyndon, you sonuvabitch, what have you done to me?" 

 

Q: Gronouski was Polish. 

 

HANEY: Half-Polish, I believe. Although he had extensive connections with Polish 

communities in the Midwest, he had little knowledge of the language. 

 

Q: When you got there in 1965, what was the situation in Poland vis-à-vis the other countries, 

the economy and the political situation? 

 

HANEY: The economy was not doing very well. The Solidarno__ (Solidarity) movement did not 

yet exist. The population was restless, but it was kept well under control. The head of the Party 

was W_adys_aw Gomu_ka. He kept a very tight reign on everything. He probably was a stiffer, 

more severe leader than the Soviet leadership at that time. In '67, the "Six-Day War" erupted in 

the Middle East. Gomu_ka had been so opposed to the Israelis and so supportive of the Arab 

position that he was out in front of the Soviet Union in that regard. The Arab forces were 

defeated in six days, and Israel emerged from this trial still in charge of its own people and its 

own territory, having achieved a victory that most Arabs will remember for a long time. The 

dramatic result of the war resonated among Poles because they, too, saw themselves historically 

as a courageous people surrounded by foes whose defeat was achieved in the end by heroism on 

the battlefield. This abstract identification of common causes was embarrassing for Gomu_ka, 

who had so publicly and firmly supported the Arab side. He then took steps to see to it that some 

of the Jews who were in the government were either dismissed or downgraded. Mary and I knew 

a number of Poles active in Polish cultural life. But they just disappeared from the screen for 

some time. Apparently they considered that it was not prudent in that climate to be seen with an 

American. 

 

Gomouka was really quite harsh with his people and didn't read the signs correctly. The only 

spontaneous public demonstration of joy, pleasure, or excitement that we saw while we were in 

Poland was when Charles de Gaulle visited Warsaw. He rode in an open car through the streets, 

and thousands of Poles came out to cheer him. It was a spontaneous demonstration, not 

something organized by the government. Poles had a warm spot in their hearts for the French, 

perhaps stemming from the days when many Poles had worked in the mines around Lille. 

 

Although overt manifestations of it were rare, Americans in the embassy were all under fairly 

tight surveillance. Our quarters were bugged. Telephones were monitored all the time. Well, 

maybe I shouldn't say "all the time." The first August that we spent in our comfortable house in a 

pleasant part of town, the telephone suddenly stopped working. We knew it was bugged, but at 

least it had always worked. I asked the embassy Administrative Section to call the Warsaw 

equivalent of the telephone company to send someone out to our house to correct the problem. 

The Poles sent a crew of two technicians, who checked the lone telephone set. Next they checked 

the lines inside the house. Finally, they took a look outside, and then we saw them conferring. 
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At last, they came up and knocked on the front door. I opened the door and went outside with 

them. Without saying a word, one of the men pointed to wires that led from the attic of our house 

to the attic of the house next door. Our house had no direct connection with the telephone lines 

that ran from pole to pole along the street. August was the annual vacation period in Poland. The 

guys who were monitoring us from the attic next door just closed everything down when they 

took the month off. Service was restored on September 1. 

 

You would often hear all kinds of weird noises when you picked up the phone. Sometimes, there 

would just be heavy breathing on the other end. One night our daughter, Karen, then nine years 

old, answered a call. She put down the receiver and ran in, breathless, to tell us, "Hurry, come to 

the phone; Gomu_ka's on the line." When I took the phone, there was nobody there. 

 

What happened was that the person calling had realized that he had dialed the wrong number 

when a child answered in English. "Pomy_ka," he said, Polish for "wrong number." If you don't 

speak much Polish, the confusion is understandable. 

 

It's amazing how quickly Foreign Service children repeatedly adapt to a whole new set of 

circumstances in their lives. Every two years or so, the scene changes drastically: different 

country, different city, different house, different neighbors, different language, different friends, 

different school. Without being instructed, they seem to insert themselves into the new scene 

more rapidly than the parents can imagine. Mary and I recall how, one night in Belgrade, we 

discovered that our daughter included President Tito in prayers that she said out loud before 

falling asleep. 

 

Continuity of the children's education could not be assured in the Foreign Service. In the year 

and a half between the spring of 1964 and the late fall of 1965, our children attended schools in 

Bamako, San Francisco, Saigon, Baguio, Washington, DC, and Warsaw - six schools spread 

around the globe. They ranged from a one-room school in Bamako with one or two pupils per 

grade, to the National Cathedral School for Girls in Washington, DC. In 1969, we took our elder 

son, Christopher, to Andover in Massachusetts to register him for the equivalent of high school. 

As we said goodbye after our interview with the house master, Christopher asked, incredulous, 

"You mean I'm going to be here four whole years?" 

 

Q: Did the police try to set up traps or provocations in Poland? In the Soviet Union, they were 

doing this fairly frequently 

 

HANEY: I never heard of such activity. Occasionally you would notice that you were being 

tailed by the traditional black Mercedes. But that was simply to remind you that Big Brother was 

watching. We were under covert surveillance, but that's obviously not the kind you notice. Once 

a week, embassy families would go to the embassy theater to see an old American feature film 

that the Armed Forces circulated to their attachés abroad. One film included a tense scene 

between a man and a woman standing in the street. Finally, the man says, "Let's go inside where 

we can talk." It broke up the house. 

 

Q: What sorts of things were you able to do during this time? 
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HANEY: The most effective work was through personal contacts. From time to time we would 

show a film in our residences for invited Poles. We were not allowed to circulate the USIA 

magazine, America, which was distributed in the Soviet Union. We were reined in much more 

closely than in Yugoslavia. 

 

Q: You were saying the artistic world sort of dried up for you. 

 

HANEY: It did immediately after the Six-Day War. We continued to go to the theater in 

Warsaw. An interesting aspect of life in Poland is that historically and traditionally, the culture - 

particularly literature and the theater - is a sidelong means of expressing what you cannot express 

directly. A popular play called "Tango" was being shown in the main theater in Warsaw while 

we were there. It's the story of a stranger who inserts himself into a household and gradually 

takes over. It ends with a scene in which the new master cranks up an old-fashioned phonograph, 

puts on a record and obliges the former head of the family to tango with him. The interloper did 

not have to carry a flag with the hammer and sickle to make the point for a Polish audience. 

Poles had learned over the years to make their point indirectly. 

 

The not-so-hidden agenda was more characteristic of cultural life in Warsaw than in the newly 

acquired western part of the country that had been added when the frontiers, both east and west, 

were shifted to the west after World War II. Poles who had lived in the eastern Polish city of 

Lwów before the war were displaced to western Poland around Wroc_aw (the former German 

Breslau). This transplanting of a population had social and cultural consequences. The median 

age of the new population in the '60s was in the teens. The outlook was more modern, more 

progressive, less bound by a depressing memory of past injustice or foreign occupation. Poles 

called that part of the country the Dziki Zachód, the "Wild West." Poland at that time represented 

a remarkable congruity: The population was about 90% or more Polish, Polish-speaking, and 

Catholic. That was a rarity in today's world. I hope someone has done a social and cultural study 

of that phenomenon. 

 

Q: Did the Polish-American community play much of a role in our relations in those days? The 

second largest city of Polish people in the world was Chicago. 

 

HANEY: Many Americans of Polish origin came to visit. And more Poles knew more about 

some aspects of American life than did the inhabitants of any other country where we served, 

including France. As you point out, a Polish population is the predominant minority in several of 

our large cities. There is, consequently, a richer, deeper connection than we have with most of 

the countries of the world. But with a government like Gomu_ka's, no matter how much 

goodwill you have among ordinary people, there are tight limits on what you can do in the way 

of information and cultural programs. 

 

Q: Had you been able to make any real contacts with the people there? 

 

HANEY: Aside from necessary contacts with officials in a communist government, we were 

most closely associated with people in the cultural sphere. Forget about the press; they hewed the 

line. Mary put together and had printed up and distributed to Western embassies a weekly 

rundown of cultural events in Warsaw - theater, concerts, exhibits. As I mentioned, our cultural 
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contacts withdrew for a while after the Six-Day War. 

 

Q: How did Gronouski use you and the USIA? 

 

HANEY: He didn't give us much direction. I never really felt that he had an agenda or precise 

objectives. 

 

Q: Did he get around, or was he pretty much under wraps? 

 

HANEY: Much of the travel he did was not within Poland. He didn't forget what Lyndon had 

told him: "I expect you to keep an eye on those other countries, too, John." One of his first trips 

was to the Soviet Union. Mary and I were invited to accompany him, together with other staffers 

and their wives, but we were not able to make the trip at that time. Subsequently, we did travel 

with the Gronouskis to Yugoslavia. 

 

When the ambassador made these junkets, he would take along the officers in charge of the 

Political Section, the Economic Section, and the Press and Cultural Section. In the case of 

Yugoslavia, the heads of all those sections had served there earlier. We accompanied the 

ambassador and his wife, and, at the ambassador's suggestion, we took our families with us. It 

was summer, and not the best time to make an official visit there because the American 

ambassador to Yugoslavia was away from the post, and the embassy was busy preparing for an 

important cultural visit - the New York Philharmonic was going to perform in Dubrovnik. 

 

Landing at the Zemun airport outside of Belgrade, we were met by the chargé d'affaires. He had 

not started out as a career Foreign Service officer, but was a "lateral entry." As was sometimes 

the case, he was holier than the Pope when it came to protocol. When Ambassador Gronouski 

arrived, the chargé was apparently prepared for something of a formal greeting. 

 

Accompanying the chargé to the airport were at least five embassy drivers: The Warsaw 

contingent was a crowd. Those of us who had served in Belgrade knew the drivers - they used to 

moonlight as waiters at parties we gave. And the drivers knew all the children. In some cases 

they had driven them to school every day. So when our rag-tag party came off the plane into the 

Zemun airport, the Yugoslav drivers rushed up in great excitement to greet the children and their 

parents like long-lost friends. The chargé, leaning with stiff composure on the umbrella he held 

in front of him, was unceremoniously crowded out of the way before he could say a word to 

Ambassador Gronouski, who, like the drivers, was not much given to protocol. 

 

Q: Were there any political movements in Poland at the time you were there? It was a pretty cold 

period, wasn't it? 

 

HANEY: It was a very tight. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for relations between Poland and the Soviet Union? 

 

HANEY: So far as we could tell, they were "correct" but not warm. There is not much love in the 

Polish heart for Russians. 
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Q: I've talked to people who were there during the '70s who said we were convinced that there 

probably were at least three dedicated communists in all of Poland. At the time you were there, 

were people pretty well mouthing the Marxist line? 

 

HANEY: They weren't saying much of anything. They didn't follow the party line, and they 

would endanger themselves if they were outspoken about how they really felt. Every public 

manifestation was by order and scripted. As I mentioned, the only exception we ever saw was de 

Gaulle's visit to Warsaw. 

 

Mary and I had friends in the Israeli embassy who had introduced us to the Yiddish Theater in 

Warsaw and to Ida Kaminska, its grande dame, who had revived it after the Second World War. 

Israeli diplomats - including our friends - were kicked out of the country at the end of the Six-

Day War. Representatives of most of the western embassies in Warsaw went out to the airport to 

see them off in a show of solidarity. The Polish authorities had organized a crowd to demonstrate 

against the Israelis as they departed. Two lines of demonstrators made an alley on the tarmac that 

the Israelis would have to pass through to board the commercial aircraft. As they ran this 

gauntlet, the demonstrators showered them with verbal abuse. It was so disgusting and so 

shameful that I went up to a Polish security officer to tell him what I thought of it. Fortunately, I 

was so outraged that I spoke in French instead of Polish, so he didn't know what I was saying. A 

Polish film crew shot the whole departure scene. I got back to our house in time to see the local 

evening TV news and was relieved that the scene at the airport was apparently judged too vile to 

show. So far as I know, the footage was never used. 

 

Q: Was this pushing blatant anti-Semitism? 

 

HANEY: That was one of the ways that Gomulka operated. 

 

Q: And his wife was Jewish. 

 

HANEY: Yes. Unfortunately, anti-Semitism in Poland had a long history. 

 

Q: It has deep roots in Poland. I take it that during the time you were there, there hadn't been 

any real change. 

 

HANEY: No. 

 

Q: What about contacts at universities there? The one thing that we certainly had would be 

textbooks, magazines. The Soviet Union really wasn't producing anything that was intellectually 

challenging except for the sciences. I would think the Poles at the university level would have a 

thirst for what the West had and what we had. 

 

HANEY: Yes, that's true. We did have some contacts with the Polish academia. And 

"counterpart" funds - non-convertible local currency (zlotys) paid to the United States in 

exchange for wheat, for example - could be used to pay for such things as U.S. medical training. 
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Q: Today is the 22nd of August 1996. Gary, so we're off to Poland. How did you get there, and 

then tell me a bit about the political situation as you saw it when you initially arrived in Poland 

in 1966. 

 

MATTHEWS: I got there just shortly before Memorial Day, the end of May in '66, and I had 

departed these shores, the United States, on one of the US line ships which we still had at the 

time, the old Constitution, I believe. Took the ship to Genoa, got off there and then took a train 

up to Wolfsburg, Germany where I had ordered a Volkswagen Beetle, a VW bug, while I was 

still in Washington. And indeed it was waiting for me right there at the factory, and drove from 

there to Bonn to visit old friends from my time when I was stationed there, and after a few days 

proceeded to drive to my new assignment in Warsaw, Poland, through Czechoslovakia. 

 

Q: Have any problems going across, in '66 it was still high cold war. 

 

MATTHEWS: It was high cold war, and there were closed travel areas. That is to say restricted 

roads, and they had imposed, and we in the US had imposed restrictions on their diplomatic 

personnel, so that was still very much the way it was there. I recall the most straight, direct 

road...after one left Nuremberg and went to the Czech frontier, that the closest road from there on 

into Warsaw, Poland was closed, and you had to take somewhat of a detour. So, needless to say, 

that was my first experience other than traveling through East Germany back in the old days of 

actually driving in a communist land with controls and checkpoints. I recall that I made the 

journey with no particular difficulties in pretty good time as I recall. 

 

Q: What was the political situation in Poland in 1966 as seen by you, and by the embassy? 

 

MATTHEWS: Well, it was the height, as you noted a moment ago, I think you would have to 

say the height of the cold war in many ways. It was an adversarial time in the sense that a lot of 

US policies around the world were openly criticized by the Polish government, and soon after I 

arrived at the embassy and took up my duties in the consular section as a visa officer, 

periodically demonstrations, government sponsored and sanctioned obviously, groups of several 
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hundred people would present themselves in front of the US embassy in Warsaw and rocks 

would be thrown at our very nice, huge plate glass windows would be broken into smithereens, 

and in due course the Polish government would pay, first putting in temporary Polish glass which 

was of somewhat less quality than the Belgian glass which was originally there, and in due 

course long after that the replacement panes of Belgian glass would arrive and be installed. This 

experience repeated itself at least three times that I can recall while I was stationed in Warsaw, 

demonstrations against the US government for various and sundry things. 

 

Q: In the first place, you were in Poland from when to when? 

 

MATTHEWS: From the end of May '66 through July of 1968. 

 

Q: Talk a little about the embassy, the ambassador, and how he ran the place. And also about 

your impression of the Polish specialists, like yourself, who were there. 

 

MATTHEWS: I have very, very fond memories of Poland. The embassy, the Poles whom I got 

to know, and the country in general, just a wonderful land and to this very day I get a glow when 

I think about Poland and would like to go back for a visit one of these days again. The embassy 

was an extremely well run embassy. The physical plant was relatively new, nicely maintained, 

very functional. John Gronouski of whom I spoke at the end of our last session, had been the 

Postmaster General of the United States, appointed by President Kennedy, had been named to go 

to Poland as ambassador. A Polish-American obviously as you might gather by the name, a 

wonderful, sort of garrulous interesting guy who was a lot of fun to be around. He was a good 

leader in a great mix of warm personality and questioning what we should really be about. It 

always amused us, John Gronouski himself would chuckle about it, that one of the things that he 

was not adept at was speaking Polish despite the name. The Polish language with its intricacies 

proved to be a bit much for him. But that certainly did not impede his success there. The 

embassy was well staffed. We had a very competent DCM, and section chiefs included some 

people who had served previously in Poland. And in general, at that point mid-'ôó60s, I was 

impressed by the core of East European, and in this case specifically Polish hands who did know 

a lot about the country, and there was very good language capability I might add on the part of 

the embassy staff, including our military attachés. A number of them were of Polish origin and 

spoke the language very, very well. Many of them got chucked out periodically, that was also an 

aspect of those difficult times. There were forever being retaliatory expulsions. 

 

Q: Were you doing consular work the whole time you were there? 

 

MATTHEWS: I was in the visa section of the consular section in Warsaw, and at that time the 

program for new officers coming in, junior officers obviously, was for them to spend one year in 

the consular section, and then usually go on to a billet in the political, economic or cultural 

section. That pattern had worked very, very well over a number of years. In my case, because of 

an opening at the consulate in Poznan, in western Poland, I was asked if I would like to go there 

as the deputy principal officer. I had just gotten married in February of '67, my fiancé had come 

over from the States, and we had been married. So, we thought that wouldn't be a bad thing to 

do. I think it was June or July of '67 we moved to Poznan, so I spent my second year in Poland 

there. 
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Q: Let's talk about the time in Warsaw. Could you describe the visa work a bit? 

 

MATTHEWS: It was certainly varied. I did mostly immigrant visa applications, although I also 

filled in on the non-immigrant visas, visitor's visas primarily. Then, as now, a significant concern 

on the part of non-immigrant visa officers was whether the person's bona fides as a non-

immigrant were genuine because there was a well established pattern, and had been for many 

years, that people applying for visitor's visas to go visit their cousin in Hamtramck, or Chicago 

or wherever it might be, would start working the day after they got to the US 

 

Q: Or get married. 

 

MATTHEWS: One could understand that. After all that was the opportunity, and these were 

marvelously industrious people who became successful. Of course, you had to be sponsored for a 

visitor's visa. Often we would ask that a bond be posted. But my memory is that that never 

deterred those who wished to apply for an adjustment of status, and we got those quite regularly. 

The immigrant visa issuance at the time was constrained considerably by the policies of the 

Polish government which essentially was very negative, except toward older people, perhaps a 

close relative. But essentially they were more often than not refused a passport...we would 

process someone for an immigrant visa, and that they would then be turned down when they 

went to the office of visa administration of the Polish government to obtain their exit 

documentation. I believe it was toward the end of my time there that the embassy changed its 

policy to, in effect, ask that someone first get the exit documentation, or at least some piece of 

paper that indicated that it would be forthcoming before we went to the considerable effort to 

process them for the immigrant visa. But we had a steady procession of people, many of whom 

had come up laboriously and with some difficulty from southern Poland, south of Krakow as I 

recall was a very prominent area where people would come to apply for visas to go visit their 

relatives in the US At that time embassy Warsaw was the only post in Poland of two where we 

issued immigrant visas. In Poznan when I got there, we did issue non-immigrant visitor's visas, 

but all of the immigrant visa processing was centered at the embassy in Warsaw. 

 

Q: Were there any problems that the consular section, and officers of the consular section, 

would be called on to deal with visitors to Poland? I was thinking particularly of Polish-

Americans coming back, and maybe shooting their mouths off a little too much. 

 

MATTHEWS: I don't recall any problems in that regard. We had a citizenship section for 

issuance of passports, and taking care of people who perhaps ran out of money, or the usual mix 

of consular problems. I don't recall that that was a big headache for the officer in that section. It 

may be at that time we didn't have quite the volume of people coming and going that developed 

in later years. One of the functions I had, by the way, when I was in Warsaw is that we handled 

at that time essentially the consular functions of the Federal Republic of Germany through the...I 

forget the name of the office. So at one point during my time in Warsaw, since I had that 

function, I went on official business to Bonn for consultations with the government there about 

how that whole thing was operating. 

 

Q: What were you doing for them? 
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MATTHEWS: It was essentially run on a day-to-day basis as I recall by Polish employees who 

were hired by the German government in some capacity. And there was a chap there in a less 

than full diplomatic status who headed up a German office. But he could not exercise consular 

functions as such, so the American embassy...it was sort of like an interests section, not really, it 

was a version of that. That certainly added spice to my activities. Among the many reasons I 

recall my time there very fondly is it was full of diverse, and interesting duties. As I say, the 

embassy was very nicely managed. The ambassador was a great guy to be around, loved in the 

evening to go down to the embassy club and shoot bumper pool with the likes of me. As I 

mentioned, we had the problems periodically with the Polish government being extremely 

critical of US government policies, and convoking the ambassadors or others to receive protests, 

but it was generally a good hard working, but fun loving post which everyone enjoyed. 

 

Q: I sort of got the impression that you had a dual thing in Poland. One, you had basically the 

Poles really liked the United States, as a Polish consul told me in the 'ôó70s, he said, Chicago 

has more Poles than any other city than Warsaw. So there has always been a very close tie. But 

at the same time the Poles and East Germans on the security side seemed to be two of the most 

efficient and nastiest security services. And that's not only in Poland, but anywhere else. How 

about the security side? On either the personal or the professional level. 

 

MATTHEWS: I mentioned the problem we had on the physical security in the embassy with the 

mobs which would hurl rocks and break out the windows, rather on cue, not spontaneously. On 

the personnel security front, we were all very carefully enjoined to be very cautious about 

attempts by the UB, the security service, and as you mentioned they had a track record of having 

done a number of things over the years. I arrived as I mentioned in May of '66, and it was just a 

few years before that there had been a famous case, Scarbeck... 

 

Q: That was about '61. 

 

MATTHEWS: And, in fact, when I was stationed at the embassy in Bonn, which was a rotational 

assignment, one of my duties there was in the security section of our embassy, and I had 

occasion to read the file on that whole case. 

 

Q: You might mention what the Scarbeck case was. 

 

MATTHEWS: He was a chap who had been assigned to our embassy in Warsaw and it was sort 

of the classic security service ploy of utilizing a young woman with whom he became quite 

friendly, and in due course there was a compromise approach, and he began supplying certain 

things. It was never completely clear to what extent he provided embassy materials. It started out 

with embassy phone books, and went on to some indeterminate point. But at any rate, he was 

eventually caught, brought back to the US, sentenced and served some time, as I recall. But there 

were certainly other instances, including during my time, including frequent shadowing, tailing 

by the security services of staff members of the American embassy, including myself from time 

to time, and goodness knows that extended in spades to the military attachés. As I say, every now 

and then would get chucked out, either because of some incident that happened on its own, or as 
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retaliation for something that had been done by the US against a Polish diplomat or attaché here 

in the States. 

 

Q: Was there the procedure of a couple of people from the embassy going out and doing field 

trips around Poland just to see different places? 

 

MATTHEWS: We did a lot of travel. Although we had these closed areas, they weren't nearly as 

numerous or as onerous as was the case in the Soviet Union. I mean, you could visit most of 

Poland. Sometimes you had to take odd routes to get there, but embassy officers were almost 

constantly on the go throughout Poland. I participated in that travel, and usually we went in the 

company of someone else. Occasionally if it were awkward to do that, we would go on our own 

hook. I recall that at that time one of the quite unusual things that happened that got us around 

Poland perhaps even more than we would have cared, was in '66, early '67, the Social Security 

Administration of the US ordered up a huge survey of all Polish-Americans...of all recipients of 

Social Security checks, a large volume of which we sent to Poland every month, to verify 

records. 

 

Q: They'd just been through the process when I was in Yugoslavia from about '66-'67. 

 

MATTHEWS: We were crawling all over Poland all the time, with I might add, the full 

cooperation of the Polish government. It was in their distinct interest to have... 

 

Q: Normally our people in Yugoslavia went with a member of the equivalent to the Social 

Security of Yugoslavia. 

 

MATTHEWS: As did we, that's correct. I recall looking at records, and checking the people to 

see if they are still there. And as far as I recall, although it's a bit hazy, there were certainly no 

untoward discoveries as a result of that, and the Social Security Administration here was quite 

satisfied, and the checks continued. 

 

Q: I think Congress had gotten disturbed because there was all this money going into the Iron 

Curtain, Czechoslovakia was another place. So they said a lot of this is probably going to fake 

people. They also did one in Greece, and Yugoslav was pretty straightforward. You had a little 

discrepancy, but very little except right around the Greek border where all of a sudden you 

began to pull up some false or dubious claims, and in Greece it was much worse. 

 

MATTHEWS: You're absolutely right about their equivalent of whatever Social Security 

ministry providing someone, and I might add, a car and driver. We all had the same experience 

of being driven at extremely high speeds over these very narrow, winding Polish roads where 

horse carts and all manner of things would crop up. It took some degree of courage to go out. 

 

Q: How did you find your reception at say local communist party headquarters, when you got 

outside of Warsaw, and around at both the official and maybe at the non-official levels. Was 

there a difference? 
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MATTHEWS: Definitely. My recollection is that we were always quite well received outside of 

the capital, and I might add when I got to Poznan the head of the Polish United Workers Party, 

the communist party, there was a man by the name of Jan Szydlak, who was sort of notoriously 

rude, and ordered his people to have nothing to do with us. But once we went out into our 

surrounding districts, we would be quite pleasantly received elsewhere in the consular district. 

That extended, as I recall, to the party types when we would make a call on them, as well as of 

course the city councils, provincial councils, people like that. We were generally warmly 

welcomed. 

 

Q: You were in Poznan '67-'68. 

 

MATTHEWS: That's right. I recall when I went there perhaps it was with the thought that I 

would even be there two years, which would be a normal tour there, plus the year I had already 

had in Warsaw. Then I received a surprise assignment, quite welcome I might add, to Columbia 

University for a year of Soviet and East European studies. I was fairly recently newly married, 

we had no children, so actually we were very happy to contemplate going to New York City. 

 

Q: In Poznan, what were your duties, and was there a difference as far as you viewed Poland 

from that perspective? 

 

MATTHEWS: The duties were different in the sense that I did the visa issuance, although that 

was very, very small, minor compared to the all but visa mills that we had in the embassy in 

Warsaw. In Poznan we were constantly on the go, political reporting, reporting on economic 

conditions, attitudes, all manner of things like that, intelligence gathering if you will. We had 

quite a wide consular district. We dipped down to Wroclaw, the south part, the old Lower 

Silesia, Upper Silesia bordering with Czechoslovakia, and with East Germany. Then we went up 

to Szczecin and Gdansk, all those areas up north along the Baltic. So we were often on the go 

visiting those places, making calls, keeping eyes and ears open and reporting fairly extensively. 

When I say reporting, those were the days when communication was certainly primitive by 

present day standards, and anything we did on the classified basis was through use of the one-

time pad, which I'm sure you recall. A very slow going, laborious way to encode your prose. I 

recall, I think this is the only time I ever had to do this in the Foreign Service, dutifully doing 

these 5-letter groups, using the matrix that we had, and then taking it down to the PTT, the Post 

Telephone-Telegraph office in Poznan, and sending it off. 

 

Q: When you were up around Szczecin and Gdansk...I suppose later it developed into the 

Solidarity movement, were there labor problems that we were aware of, or not? 

 

MATTHEWS: I'm not aware of any that came to our knowledge. I got to Gdansk just once, but 

at that time my recollection is that was still in the embassy's consular district, although since we 

were relatively closer, especially once we got to Szczecin we were quite close, that we conducted 

official visits there. I recall going to the port. 

 

Q: Were you seeing an agitated society at that point. 
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MATTHEWS: I suppose sullen would be more the word I would chose. Poles always had more 

color about them than I subsequently found among the oppressed Soviet peoples. But people 

tended to keep their heads down. 

 

Q: What about the church? Both while you were in Warsaw and in Poznan. Were you making 

contact there? And what were you finding out? 

 

MATTHEWS: The church was preeminent then as subsequently. It was a glorious time, but one 

of persecution for the church. Just as I arrived in Warsaw, the Polish church was beginning to 

observe the 1000th anniversary of the establishment of Christianity in Poland, 966 to 1966. The 

primate of Poland at the time, Cardinal Wyszynski, was personally going around Poland leading 

processions where they would carry the sacred icon, Our Lady of Czestochowa, the Black 

Madonna. And I had occasion to visit Czestochowa once and actually see the icon quite up close. 

The regime was harassing the church. In fact there were incidents both when I was in Warsaw 

when this was going on...there were incidents when the secret police, the UB, would harass 

people wanting to take part in these processions. That continued after I got to Poznan...that was 

towards the end, I suppose, of the celebrations. But I recall some incidents also down in 

Wroclaw, where people were harassed for wanting to express reverence. 

 

Q: Were we under any inhibitions about talking to members of the church? 

 

MATTHEWS: Oh, no, no. Quite the contrary. In fact, I recall, we would always seek to call on, 

or convey regards to the members of the church hierarchy, either a Bishop or parish priest. 

 

Q: Would they talk about the problems of Poland? 

 

MATTHEWS: My recollection is they would. It's a little hazy with me now. I know certainly we 

had people at the embassy who were talking with those in the establishment, at the diocesan 

levels, and would get pretty good information that way. 

 

Q: Did you have a fair while you were in Poznan? 

 

MATTHEWS: Indeed, we did. In fact I went once from Warsaw to the fair in Poznan. At that 

point the biggest industrial fair in all of Eastern Europe as I recall. There was the one in East 

Germany which was the Leipzig Fair. But I think Poznan took the honors in terms of being the 

big thing to do. It was obviously held during the year that I was stationed in Poznan, but one of 

those years...that was the year of the North Korean seizure of the ship Pueblo, and the North 

Korean government which had an embassy in Warsaw, put up an ugly exhibit, by any 

description, at their pavilion at the Poznan fair showing our captured, detained Navy crew. And 

we protested very vociferously, etc. I think at some point the North Koreans, after they made 

their point, took it inside their pavilion. There were both politics as well as a lot of business 

surrounding those fairs, especially it seems to me in the years before I got to Poland, the US 

government had mounted a fairly significant effort to put our best foot forward. There were still 

tales of the US exhibit that had a full bowling alley as part of it. Poles and Americans had a great 

time rolling the balls down the alleyway. It was the first such bowling alley that had ever been 
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seen in Poznan, Poland that's for sure. Perhaps the last for all I know. We actually had old exhibit 

hands from USIA come over and plan and manage those exhibits for a period of some weeks. 

 

Q: How were the Soviets received there, both at the fair, and then obviously there were a lot 

service supply troops in Poland. 

 

MATTHEWS: You're right. They were there mostly to service their lines of communication, 

more often than not in support of the many, many troops they had in East Germany. The Soviet 

consulate in Poznan was sort of this dark, forbidding perennially closed, literally closed and 

locked place. My recollection is that we often puzzled as to what in the world they did. They 

didn't do much of anything in the representational sense. I can't recall ever running into 

representatives of the Soviet consulate at functions. Certainly they did not invite us to parties, 

and we did not invite them. Those were those kinds of days. I can't recall ever seeing them out on 

what passed for the social circuit in Poznan. I think they gave us a courtesy copy of their Soviet 

Life magazine, the name of it in Polish was Kraj Rad, and we gave them courtesy copies of 

American magazines and that was about the extent of our contact. 

 

During my year in Poznan, which of course led up through the summer of '68, I well recall 

because as I mentioned we had those restricted areas where we could not drive, which had the 

odd affect of throwing us on to roads where we would never in the world have traveled had it not 

been for the travel restrictions, and I recall that early spring, early summer period of '68, driving 

a couple of times out from Poznan to Nuremberg for whatever it was, go to the dentist, to do this 

to do that, and noticing which I had not ever before the presence of Soviet vehicles, Red Army 

vehicles, particularly that last trip I took out on our way to go home, to come back to the States. 

And of course it was just in August of '68 that the Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia. I had driven 

through both that part of Poland and Czechoslovakia in July of '68, and I certainly recall seeing 

lots of vehicles and troops at the time. 

 

Q: Who was the principal officer there? 

 

MATTHEWS: Jack Scanlan was the principal officer and he stayed on one more year after I left. 

 

Q: I'm interviewing him. Did either of you sense any spillover from the events of what became 

known as the Prague Spring? This is when there was a liberalization, socialism with a happy 

face, or something like that in Prague which just after you left resulted in a rather brutal put-

down by essentially the Soviets, but also Polish and East German troops were dragged into that 

too. 

 

MATTHEWS: I noticed it most dramatically on the two or three trips I had from Poland to 

Germany by car in my little VW bug say during that fall '67 through my last trip out in July '68. 

The attitudes and the sort of friendliness on the part of Czech officials. We would have to cross 

at a border crossing with the great name of Jakuszyce, which is up at the top of a mountain range 

before you come out of Poland, then you drop into Czechoslovakia. And not only were they sure 

glad to see you, welcome, come on in, but the last two times I recall that changing money...I was 

always very careful to change at the official money points, no black marketing. The actual state 

officials handling the money exchange would take the dollars, and unlike the not so old days, not 
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give you a receipt and you would find yourself perhaps with more crowns than the official rate 

would indicate. It was just a sense that there were smiles, things were relaxed, and usually we 

would stay a bit in Prague, even if we just drove by to say hello to a friend in the embassy there, 

and the atmosphere was much more friendly. 

 

Q: Were you noticing before you left the Polish press gearing up to do something--huffing and 

puffing about what was happening in Prague? 

 

MATTHEWS: The Polish press was very, very harsh and bad. It was just a bad press during that 

whole time. It could have been the height of Stalinism as far as any amenities or niceties on the 

part of the Polish press including periodic acid shots on what the Americans were up to here, 

there and everywhere. That was sort of a constant, a given. I'm sure there were articles railing 

against the would be reformers, Dubcek and the others. 
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CUMMING: I'd go down to Personnel and I'd say, "Zorthian is after me again, please don't let 

me go.ò 

 

Q: I know that you were probably pretty lucky because most people who refused to go to Saigon 

when they were asked to take an assignment there were told they had to resign from the Agency. 

 

CUMMING: From the Agency. Exactly. Exactly. Because Barry -- this is what Barry said to me. 

He told me, he said what Barry wants, Lyndon gets. I said Lyndon doesn't get this gal. So I 

would just walk away from him. When I'd see, I'd avoid him because he was in Washington all 

the time recruiting or doing things. 

 

But I had met too many people who had gone and they would tell some of the stories of Saigon 

and the tales -- and thank you very much. I didn't want that. I didn't need it. Neither did my 

family. But, anyway, I went to Warsaw. 

 

Q: Probably the fact that you were going to a post which most people didn't consider a very 

desirable one, helped you stay -- (Laughter.) 

 

CUMMING: Helped me stay because when I was in Warsaw, one of Barry's men came to 

Warsaw as one of our inspectors. He was an old German hand then, and he is now retired and 

living in Naples -- not in Naples -- in Napa Valley in California. 
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Q: Gerry Gert? 

 

CUMMING: Yes, Gerry Gert. The first thing he said was, "I haven't seen you ladies in Saigon." I 

said, "Please forget it." 

 

Q: I interviewed Gerry just about a year ago. 

 

CUMMING: Oh, did you? 

 

Q: So then you went to Poland. Who did you say was your Ambassador? 

 

CUMMING: Well, Gronouski was the Ambassador. Ambassador Gronouski. That was Lyndon's 

-- he was the former Postmaster General. 

 

After that, of course, Walter Stoessel, who had been in Moscow. But I only served with 

Ambassador Stoessel for about three -- possibly three months. I later served with him in Bonn. 

But it was Gronouski most of the time I was there. 

 

My PAO was Bob Haney for the first of my tour, and then Wilson Dizard for the second part of 

my tour. 

 

Q: What kind of a program did you have in Poland? It must have been pretty restricted. 

 

CUMMING: A lot with the press. John Trattner was our press officer, who later went on to be 

the spokesmen in the State Department. John did a lot with the press. 

 

But we were quite limited, although we had a big student program and we sort of beat the 

woodwork and found that there were a lot of students in -- there was a Fulbright program -- and 

then we found American students in other programs. 

 

So we brought them into the Embassy to try and -- our cultural affairs officer -- to try and get all 

the students together and so we could, you know, know who was there because 

some of them were afraid to come into the embassy because, of course, there were guards at the 

embassy and they kept track of everyone who came in and wanted to know what you were doing. 

 

So, some of the students didn't want to be connected with us -- us meaning the embassy or USIS, 

although we were the Press and Culture there. We were not USIS per se. So they would just as 

soon not come. But a Cultural Affairs Officer tried to keep track of them. When we had 

programs, we would always invite them to come so that they would be in. 

 

The program, as you say, was limited. I remember I was in an automobile accident there and I 

spent three weeks in a Polish hospital. I wanted to do something for the hospital and the staff. So 

I asked the PAO if there wasn't something I personally could do that would not handicap 

anybody. We had a group of books in the library -- medical books -- and I was able to present 

this to the hospital from the USIS. Of course, they were thrilled to death. 
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The head of the hospital was a man who knew our former PAO, who was "Pic" Littell, our area 

director at the time. They had been very good friends at the time he was there. 

 

But we were quite restricted in Poland as to the -- the senior officers, of course, had "friends" and 

they would see them socially more than anything else. You could go to their 

office of course. But they had to be careful. You had to be careful. So it was a very hard 

situation. 

 

We were followed wherever we went. When we went to the Poznan Fair, which was a big thing 

of the year, the road was open all the way and you could follow the map directly, but any other 

time you went up there you had to be diverted because they wouldn't let you go through certain 

parts of their country. 

 

Certainly, you couldn't go through anything that was military. You couldn't be near anything 

military. 

 

So we were allowed to Krakow all the time, which was wonderful because the whole embassy, 

or a group of us, would go down there where we could ski. But it was a hard post. 

 

Q: Did the USIS have any contact with the Polish students or was that just too difficult under the 

circumstances? 

 

CUMMING: Unless it was through the American students that had -- I am sure our young 

assistant cultural affairs officer, whose name is Dave Fischer -- he is now an Ambassador, I 

believe, he was a State Department officer working for us -- I am sure he did. His Polish and his 

wife's Polish were flawless, and they were young enough so that I am sure that they had contact 

with the young students. 

 

But we did not; we were advised not to have anything to do with the Polish people at all. I was 

friendly with one of our nationals -- she and her husband -- and one day her son came in and 

wanted to see his mother and his mother wasn't there. We said we hadn't seen her. We never did 

see her again. 

 

Q: The police picked her up? 

 

CUMMING: That was it. One of the officers -- and I think it was our agricultural officer -- told 

me that he saw her working in another agency, but in a Polish Agency. And she wouldn't even 

look at him when she saw him, because she was afraid. 

 

Q: I have often wondered what kind of a program you could carry on in that kind of a country? 

 

CUMMING: We had exhibits. We had a wall in the front of the Embassy and we had boxes out 

there and we were allowed to put exhibits out there. But I don't think we were allowed to put 

exhibits anywhere else. You know as far as in the city or in -- or whether we could do it in the 

schools or not. 
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You know, as I said, we had Fulbright professors. We would get their mail for them at the 

embassy and they would come in and pick up their mail at the embassy. This is arranged through 

the State Department -- we were allowed to get mail. 

 

Then when they all left, we mailed their books for them through the APO. This was a program 

we had for them. So they could get their things out of the country. Otherwise they couldn't. 

 

Q: I suppose you didn't have much contact with -- the USIS didn't have much contact with the 

Polish press then either. 

 

CUMMING: John did. John Trattner did, yes. And probably, probably the PAO. 

 

I don't know that I ever saw a press man in our embassy. I think our officers would probably 

have to meet them somewhere, because every single person that came in the embassy was noted 

-- there was a lot of coffee consumed in those days. You would meet people at coffee bars; they 

wouldn't come into the embassy because they would be stopped by the MOs out there. 

 

Q: And if they were, they would be tagged and later persecuted. 

 

CUMMING: Well, we had an experience while I was there. I don't know if this is of any interest, 

but one of our USIS officers who was in London at the time was married to a Polish woman; I 

think he had met her in Poland. I met him before I went to Poland. They were working in 

Washington. She had two daughters, I believe, by her former marriage. 

 

They came back to Poland on a visit. He came into the embassy as an American just to tell us 

that he was in town, but he was visiting his in-laws. His mother-in-law and father-in-law had one 

of the best bakeries in Poland, not too far from the Embassy. I had met her. Of course she was 

Pole by birth, but an American citizen. I saw them occasionally. 

 

She came into the embassy one day and it was when the officers were all up at a meeting and she 

wanted to talk to the PAO and she was very hysterical. So I locked up and went upstairs and 

went into the conference room and asked if I could talk to Mr. Dizard. He came out and I told 

him that she was downstairs and needed help. 

 

What had happened was that the husband and the daughters had left town. The Poles knew this 

and so they went after this woman, who is now an American citizen married to an 

American, and started asking her questions about what her husband was doing. 

 

There was something that had been going on in London. I can't remember the story now -- this 

had hit the press of course -- they wanted all kinds of things from her, and they 

were going to do this -- and they were going to destroy her parents' bakery. 

 

So we had to get her out of that country that night. They used me to do this. They came down 

and asked me to take her out for a cup of coffee. So we left the embassy and I said, "Where are 

we going for a cup of coffee?" She said, "No, you are to take me home to the house; I have to get 
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my passport. They want to get me out of Poland tonight." So I took her home. 

 

Q: You weren't followed? 

 

CUMMING: Yes, indeed I was. The minute I went outside of the embassy -- my car happened to 

be in the back of the embassy -- no, my car was where I normally parked it but I brought it down 

into the back of the embassy to pick her up. That was it. 

 

When I went out, I saw the Mercedes -- the black Mercedes. You could always tell because there 

was always a blanket in the back seat and there were two people in the front 

seat. 

 

So I asked her -- I said, "What is this? We're being followed." She said, "I'm sorry to get you into 

this. Yes, we will be followed," and she told me the story at the time. She said, "We have to get 

my passport and I have -- they want me to leave the country tonight." 

 

I drove her home and I went up to the house; of course I did not have diplomatic immunity. 

Nobody except the officers had diplomatic passports in those days. There I was with a Corvair, 

which was the only Corvair in town, so my car was very well-known, and when I came out to my 

car -- she stayed in the house, because she was going to be picked up later and I had her passport 

in my pocket. 

 

When I got to my car, this man came up and said ñbeautiful carò. I thanked him and all the time 

I'm getting into my car praying that these men weren't going to stop me, that nothing was going 

to happen. I rolled my window down so I wouldn't be impolite and I said, "Do you want to buy 

it? I'm leaving town pretty soon and I'll be glad to sell it," just to make conversation. 

 

They followed me to the embassy where the PanAm man was waiting to pick up her passport, 

get her tickets and make arrangements to get her out of the country that night. Then I went home 

-- they told me to go home that I wasn't needed any longer. I was followed all the way to my 

house. 

 

I was going out that evening to a farewell for somebody in the embassy and when I got to the 

party, which was at the admin officer's home, I said, "I'm sorry, but I am being followed, and 

there are cars out in front of your house. I hope you don't object." When they went out and saw 

the amount of cars that were out there -- I mean nobody could believe it. 

 

But in the meantime, they got this woman out. This is the sort of thing we went through in 

Poland in those days. 

 

So it was a very -- it was not a post that we could do much and, I mean, look what is happening 

today. I am sure Steve Debrow is having a ball. 

 

Q: I'm sure it is a fascinating place to be today all right. What years were these? 

 

CUMMING: `66 to `68. We were not allowed to go to the Baltic. We were not allowed to go to -
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- a lot of places were off limits to us. So we went out of the country every time we got an 

opportunity. 
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Press Attaché, USIS 
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Mr. Trattner was born and raised in Virginia and was educated at Yale, 

Columbia and American University. Joining the United States Information 

Service in 1963 he worked first with the Voice of America, and then was 

transferred to Warsaw as Press Attaché. His subsequent assignments all in the 

press and information field include Strasburg, Paris, Brussels, and Washington, 

D.C., where he served as assistant to Deputy Secretary of State Warren 

Christopher and finally as official Spokesman for the Department of State. Mr. 

Trattner was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 2007. 

 

Q: OK, Poland, 1966. In the first place, what was Poland up to at that time, politically and 

economically, and then we will talk about American-Polish relations. 

 

TRATTNER: Well, politically, Poland in the 1950s had been roiled by the riots in Poznan 

against the communist regime. Then came a calmer, easier era that began with the ascent of 

Wladyslaw Gomulka to the top party and government positions in, I think, 1956. It was, 

comparatively, a somewhat liberal period for the country as seen from the outside. In reality, 

certainly by the time we arrived in Poland and while we were there, the regime had become 

steadily more repressive, reactionary, and orthodox. Gomulka became a hard-line, routinely 

unimaginative communist leader, and not too distinguishable from some of the other party hacks 

running other Eastern European countries. The Cold War was in full bloom and most of the 

region was firmly in the grip of the Soviets. 

 

Still, several factors made Poland different from the other countries of the region. For one, Polish 

Catholicism was a distinctive brandðrather intense and passionate in its appeal to the countryôs 

overwhelmingly Catholic population during the long communist era. Stefan Cardinal Wyszynski 

was the leader of the Polish church. He was a charismatic figure who symbolized the Polesô 

entrenched resentment of the communist government. But it was a very subtle resentment and 

resistance. Wyszynski was often compared to Cardinal Mindszenty in Hungary, but the two 

circumstances were very different. Poles revered Wyszynski because he made no secret of his 

views of communism and its repression of the country. He had been jailed, I think more than 

once, for various religious and social activities and pronouncements, but the communists knew 

they couldnôt really touch him without seriously risking their control. And the Poznan riots had 

made them all too aware of what could happen. They had to tolerate him, and of course he took 

advantage of that. We arrived in Poland in the middle of the countryôs observance of the 

thousandth anniversary of Polish Christianity. That was a truly national event, and it was really a 

very ardent devotional celebration, which Wyszynski organized and led, and for which the 

government refused to allow the Pope to pay a scheduled visit to Poland. That was Paul VI. And 
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they would not let the cardinal leave the country for observances elsewhere. The famous Black 

Madonna, an icon, a painting housed in a church in the town of Czestochowa, was a prominent 

symbol of the Polish Christian millennium. One more thing about Catholicism in Poland: the 

church was allowed to publish in Krakow an independent and often outspoken weekly 

newspaper, Tygodnik Powszechny, which had wide readership and attracted much attention 

inside and outside the country. I think it was the newspaper that was once closed when it refused 

to publish Stalinôs obituary. Later it was a vehicle for the views of Pope Paul, and it published 

early poems of Czeslaw Milosz, a well-known dissident. Still later, I think, the paper also 

reflected the views of the rising opposition to communism in Poland. And the church continued 

to be a strong defender of religious freedom and civil rights. It was a consoling refuge, protector, 

and encourager for the Polish soul. You could feel that every day. It was a real presence in Polish 

life and one the party and government had to contend with nonstop. The Catholic weekly 

newspaper continues today. 

 

Thereôs more. Poles were distinct from other eastern Europeans in what I used to call their 

hopeless romantic fatefulness. It was their tendency to accept lifeôs setbacks with a wan little 

smile or ironic shrug or a pretense at gaiety. But they would also pursue a goal recklessly 

sometimes, regardless of the consequences. I called them the Irish of Eastern Europe. The old 

apocryphal stories of how some Poles opposed the Nazis with pitchforks in 1939, horse-drawn 

wagons against tanks, seemed to tie in with what I saw in the 1960s. Another factor was the 

Polish language, which was liberally sprinkled with adapted English words and usages, I think 

more than in other countries in the region. Finally, Poland had had a particularly brutal history. It 

was partitioned several times, and didnôt exist at all for decades, maybe more than a hundred 

years. Well, letôs see, from about the late 1700s to World War I. Thatôs more than a century. 

Then there was Polandôs devastating experience during and after World War II. I mean, 

absolutely devastating. Well, we all know that, but if you lived a while there, you got to 

understand how deep that hundred-plus years of nonexistence, then the war, then the German and 

then the Russian occupation, really goes. Sort of a ghastly memory that lives in their bones or 

their genes. So all these things distinguished Poland from its neighbors in the years we were 

there. 

 

Q: What about the economy and the cultural scene then? 

 

Economically, Poland was not in good shape. No surprise there. Buildings were shabby inside 

and out, roads were poor quality, food was generally not available in any wide variety. Polish 

pork, however, was unforgettable, and in the late spring and early summer, some farm-grown 

vegetables were in a class by themselves. Poland has a short but intense growing season. 

Otherwise, meat, fruits and vegetables were usually low quality and in short supply. Youôd go to 

a restaurant and be handed a huge menu with page after page of choices, only two or three of 

which were actually available. For variety, we and friends used to go to Warsawôs only Chinese 

restaurant, where all the entrees tasted the same. Cars available to ordinary people were 

relatively scarce and unremarkable. Poland did not have much of a native auto industry when we 

arrived there, though I seem to recall that a deal had been signed with Fiat that had not yet 

produced anything, and later I think there was some attempt or plan to produce a Polish 

Volkswagen. What I remember clearly is a smattering of cars from the West, and imports from 

the Czechs and East Germans. The East German cars were noisy, weak, and smoky, nothing to 
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write home about. There was a fair number of expensive western cars, Mercedes and the like, 

mostly imported by the party and political elite and by the secret police. There were interesting 

flea markets offering a great variety of items, some of them really attractive. Lots of copper pots 

and vases, for example, big and small, all dark green or blackened with oxidation, but restorable 

to a beautiful gleam. Some Polish women, with little to choose from in stores, would cut patterns 

from western magazines and make their clothes themselves. In fact, one of the remarkable things 

about the Poles in those days was the style, or maybe a better word is verve, with which many 

women clothed themselves. And they had very little going for them. 

 

Just one aside here. The U.S. had shipped huge amounts of grain, mostly wheat, to Poland in the 

1950s to avoid famine. It was the PL-480 program, in which Poland paid for the grain in zlotys, a 

currency worth absolutely nothing except in Poland. The payments came to the American 

Embassy in Warsaw, and the U.S. zloty account piled up stupendously. Over the years, the 

embassy used some of these so-called counterpart funds for expenses inside Poland, such as 

salaries of its Polish staff. Also, official American staff could cash dollar checks for the zlotys 

we needed for expenses in Poland. The rate of exchange was ridiculously advantageous for us, 

and we could also use zlotys for advance bookings at travel agencies in Poland for travel, car 

rentals, and hotels when we were outside the country and in Western Europe. Eventually, the 

huge U.S. store of zlotys was exhausted, I think by 1980 or so, and that was the end of that 

particular la-la land. 

 

Culture in Poland was one of the bright spots. Itôs really something you donôt forget. Their 

graphic arts were really spectacular, bold and full of color. And there were well regarded 

contemporary artists. The same high level of achievement applied to serious music, with several 

very accomplished performers and composers like Witold Lutoslawski, who was just then 

making his name. There was a good selection of concerts and recitals, regularly featuring 

serious, jazz, and pop artists from the west. My colleagues in the U.S. Information Agency, in 

the embassyôs press and cultural section, were responsible for the visits of a number of those. 

The Polish film industry in those days was world renowned, truly in a class by itself. We got to 

know two or three top-notch directors and/or their wives. In the city of Lodz was a very highly 

regarded film school, if I remember correctly. The Polish authorities purposefully kept their 

hands off the arts, film, and certain other cultural activities. One of these was entertainment in 

night clubs, for example. In one of them, I remember first hearing the old joke about people 

standing in long lines at the butcherôs, with little hope of finding any meat available once they 

finally reached the counter. One man who had been waiting for hours got so exasperated he 

dropped out of line, saying he was going to communist party headquarters to complain about the 

state of things. But he soon returned to the line at the butcherôs, saying the complaint line at party 

headquarters was even longer. There was very little censorship in the arts and entertainment 

because those in power recognized the publicôs need for a genuine outlet, for some breathing 

space. The reality of life in communist Poland was grim and repressive. Giving the creative 

community its head was an escape valve that let people speak their minds and opinions in certain 

ways. Of course there were limits. Step over the line and you risked being punished. That was 

why many Polish artists and entertainers operated in a sort of self-censorship, and that in turn 

made monitoring of what they were doing easier. Polish artists were allowed to sell their 

products pretty freely inside and outside the country and the government snapped up a 

percentage of their sales receipts. There was also a full-fledged and famous Yiddish theater. It 
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was still flourishing, but signs were growing that its time was coming to an end. And that brings 

me to the intriguing story that was unfolding in the late 1960s that involved Polish politics, 

Middle East events, and Polish Jews. 

 

Q: Well, as I recall it, there was still anti-Semitism in Poland. 

 

TRATTNER: Indeed there was. In 1967 and 1968, a conservative wing of the communist party 

led by the interior minister, or at least he was its nominal leader, was seeking dominance within 

the party by stirring a wave of anti-Semitism. It was not very subtle. It aimed at individuals in the 

party and government with alleged Jewish connections or ancestry or sympathies. The 

controlling faction of the party had supposedly allowed such folks into positions of influence. 

Familiar tactics, of course, and familiar scapegoats. The implication was that these people had 

some connection with what was then happening in the Middle East. It focused on what was 

called Israeli aggression in the 1967 six-day war. Communist dogma generally viewed Arab 

countries as friends of Warsaw Pact countries, and of course the Soviet bloc had aggressively 

developed supportive relationships with Egypt, Syria and maybe one or two other countries in 

the Middle East. So the connection between Israeli actions and certain elements within the Polish 

communist party allegedly sympathetic to Jews was somehow supposed to be plausible. I was 

now and then asked by Polish journalists what the U.S. view of this struggle was, and of course I 

stayed completely away from it, saying we did not take positions on internal political events. In 

the end, the allegations fell pretty much of their own weight, but in 1967 after the six-day war the 

Israeli embassy was forced to close and its departing staff badly harassed at the Warsaw airport. 

There were few Jews living in Poland then, and a small Jewish community in Warsaw, and they 

were of course a key audience of the Yiddish theater. But with the events I just described, it 

closed down. Things were pretty intense, touch and go. The director of the Yiddish theater was 

an accomplished actress and Polish citizen named Ida Kaminska. A kind of charismatic figure. 

She felt she needed to get out of the country, and my wife and I and several others played small 

roles in making that possible. Of course, we were directly violating various kinds of rules of the 

time, both the Polesô rules and our own. 

 

Q: How did the ô68 invasion of Czechoslovakia affect you all, and what was the reaction in 

Poland? 

 

TRATTNER: There was never any love lost between Poles and Czechs, and this was clear from 

any number of conversations I and colleagues had with Poles. So there was little sympathy in 

Poland when the Russians went into Prague in August 1968. But I think there was a lot of secret 

interest in Poland in the well-remembered Prague Spring and in what exactly was going on in 

Czechoslovakia before the Russians ended it. All this also made Poles curious about what it 

might mean for them at some future point. On two or three successive nights in the early summer 

of 1968, we heard Soviet trucks and tanks in the streets of Warsaw. It is a distinctive sound. Not 

too unusual, since the Russians had sizeable numbers of troops and equipment garrisoned in 

Poland, but you didnôt often see large assemblies of soldiers or convoys on the roads. The 

Soviets tried to make their military presence less visible because the Poles resented it so much. 

Since tension between Czechs and Russians had been rising almost from the beginning of the 

Dubcek regime in Prague, we were expecting some kind of serious trouble. My wife and I had 

spent a few days in Prague in May of that year, and saw much evidence of the Prague Spring, 
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such as a young couple being interviewed in a park by an American network television team. 

Doesnôt sound unusual to you, but it was unprecedented at the time. In Poland, things like that 

absolutely never happened. We thought the tanks we heard in Warsaw that June were part of a 

Soviet move to at least physically threaten the Czechs. Nothing happened for some weeks, 

though, and in August we took a vacation in the south of France. While we were there, the 

Soviets went in. We flew back to Warsaw a week early because I figured Iôd be needed there, 

and I was right. The Czech events, as you can imagine, produced a lot of reporting work for the 

entire Warsaw embassy staff. 

 

Q: Was there much give and take with the media? 

 

TRATTNER: Well, let me start with some background. Polish newspapers and magazines were 

plentiful, and there were a fair number from outside, including some from the West that the 

authorities evidently decided were harmless. Polish media, including radio and television, were 

tightly controlled as to content. The only news agency was an organ of the Polish government, as 

was the only television station. The key newspapers were a daily paper, Trybuna Ludu, the more 

or less official communist party organ, and a weekly, Polityka, which in its early days had 

something of a moderate outlook and reputation. In our time, I think it was generally regarded as 

the best key to the thinking going on in party political circles. Its editor while we were there was 

a first secretary of the party, and the newspaper was closely scanned by the party and 

government rank and file, and by the diplomatic corps. It provided the most accurate reading of 

party and government policy and of day-to-day developments and changes in the ruling structure 

when it came to purposes, intentions, and outlook. The paper was particular, as I remember, 

about what kind of communism was right for Poland. It did not want a radical, extreme, despotic 

regime, but rather, an enlightened reasonable approach that really genuinely tried to advance the 

interests of the country. 

 

Now there was a pretty distinct contrast between the impenetrable and uninformative blank face 

the Polish media turned to the world, and the behavior and character of individual Polish 

journalists. A very important part of my job there was to know them and talk with them, and for 

American Embassy people a number of them were fairly approachable and friendly. Some were 

less so, but still willing to meet and have a conversation. I spent considerable time in friendly 

arguments with Polish journalists about Vietnam, they chiding me for example for what they 

liked to call U.S. imperialist goals, and I reminding them of the facts about the origins of the war. 

Some of them had known successive generations of embassy officers. My contacts with them 

usually came over lunch, one on one, or at cocktail and dinner parties on the Warsaw official and 

diplomatic circuit. We attended literally dozens of these and also regularly entertained at home. 

In entertaining Polish guests, we would sometimes show a renowned recent American film like 

ñTo Kill a Mockingbirdò and invite a group of Polish film people and journalists for dinner, and 

my wife and I once organized an event around the visit of the widely-known American travel 

author John Gunther and his remarkable wife Jane. We spent a couple of unforgettable days 

talking and dining with the Gunthers as we showed them around Warsaw and surrounding 

regions, and grew genuinely close. They were exceptional people, and he was at the height of his 

reputation, but without a drop of pretension. 

 

We of course were hardly naïve about our relationships with Polesðmy journalist contacts were 
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working under the stern and watchful gaze of the Polish authorities and to greater or lesser 

extents had to do their bidding. Some were willing catôs paws of the authorities and were used to 

search out information about diplomats and other foreigners. The word ñspyò would be a bit 

dramatic, but thatôs what it basically amounted to in a sort of understated, genteel way. Others 

really tried to be journalists. They did their jobs because the life interested them despite its 

obvious handicaps. Also, because it gave them broader avenues to travel, and a few perks, and 

perhaps because the pay was somewhat better than other lines of work. Or to put it another way, 

this group knew that Americans like me were mostly off-limits to them, and I think regarded us 

as curious, slightly risky people with whom it was nonetheless useful, even exciting, to flirt 

around the edges with. And Iôm sure they liked their invitations to dinner at American homes, 

and those of other western diplomats, not least for the food they didnôt often get elsewhere. 

These people were not dull or stupid, they were smart and seasoned. But they still had to toe the 

line, and to agree to try gleaning information from their conversations with us about embassy 

activities, embassy people, anything they thought might be useful to the people who permitted 

them to have such contacts. Iôm reasonably sure they had to undergo a session with their 

intelligence authorities after almost every contact with us. Given that, it was hard for some of 

these journalists to think of themselves as true professionals. Willing or unwilling, the entire 

official and semi-official Polish community, and many others as well, had to comply with the 

mandate to collect whatever information was available. Despite the obvious caveats raised in 

every contact with them, a handful of us saw a certain number of Polish journalists on a regular 

basis. Our conversations with them were mostly individual, and we knew how to distinguish 

between polite talk, boiler plate party line bull, and the occasional bit of political or economic 

information or gossip that was genuinely interesting. Maybe those bits were still deliberate leaks 

on instruction, but it was also clear that now and then it was on their own hook, maybe because 

they disapproved of what the government or party was doing. In some respects, it was a silly 

game, because we knew what they were doing, and they knew we knew. 

 

Q: What about foreign reporters in Poland? Were they many of them and were you involved with 

them? 

 

TRATTNER: Yes, to both questions. There was a fairly sizeable foreign press corps in Warsaw. 

In addition to correspondents from other countries of Eastern Europe and from the Soviet Union 

and China, there were a dozen or so representatives of the Western European media. They 

included the French, British, and West German news agencies and one or two leading 

newspapers like Le Monde. Plus two U.S. news agencies and the New York Times, manned for a 

time by our old friend Jon Randal, whom we had known in Geneva. As embassy spokesman, I 

saw all of them pretty regularly, especially of course the Americans. The American Embassy was 

an ongoing source for them, not only for news in the Polish/U.S. context, but also as a check 

against the accuracy or newsworthiness of information about things going on in Poland that they 

were picking up from other sources. Naturally, we had to be discreet and discerning in what we 

were willing to do for them in that respect. 

 

In varying degrees, the Polish authorities gave resident western reporters a hard time about 

matters like travel permissions, visa renewals, working space, and interview requests. These 

needs were tools the authorities used to complicate reportersô lives, make it more difficult for 

them to do their jobs, and maybe to encourage them or their employers to shorten their time in 
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Poland. I tried interceding a couple of times with the Polish authorities on behalf of an American 

reporter based in Poland who was a particular target of this, probably because he was the most 

skilled and persistent of the small American press contingent in the country. He never knew 

when he had to go outside the country, whether he would be allowed back in, even though his 

papers were in order. In particular, the correspondent for the West German news agency, 

Deutsche Presse Agentur, led a tough existence because of Nazi Germanyôs legacy in Poland. 

Anti-West German sentiment was tangible, not just as an official government and party line, but 

among sectors of the Polish people. Bitter memories were still strong. Of course, among ordinary 

Poles in those days, those feelings were directed at Germans anywhere, in communist East as 

well as in capitalist West Germany. We were always amused at the lengths Polish authorities 

would go to, to try to separate the ñgoodò and the ñbadò Germanys in Polish minds. I should add 

that, in one respect, many Germans returned the Polish dislike in equal measure. That was 

because, in the post-World War II settlement, Polandôs frontiers moved west, and a good chunk 

of pre-war Germany became part of western Poland. 

 

But Iôm getting away from the subject. Much of my work in Warsaw was the management of all 

press contacts with our ambassador and the rest of the staff. Few Polish journalists expressed 

interest in coming into the embassy for a talk with the ambassador, which was not surprising. But 

there were regular interview requests from the resident U.S. press corps, and occasionally from 

other western European reporters and visiting American reporters. I was also responsible for 

handling the press on the occasions of what was called ñthe China talks,ò in Warsaw. This was a 

regular but infrequent meeting between the ambassadors of the U.S. and China that had been 

arranged in the 1950s as a way of maintaining a sort of minimal contact between Beijing and 

Washington. There were no diplomatic relations between the two; the U.S. had not yet 

recognized what was then still called ñmainland China.ò Dean Rusk, then secretary of state, still 

referred to the Chinese capital as ñPeiping.ò Not much was accomplished in the China talks to 

move the two countries visibly closer or warm up their relationship. But they were symbolically 

important as the only official contact between two big countries who regarded one another 

basically as enemies. The era of ping-pong diplomacy was still just around the corner. Yet there 

was always an attendant fuss surrounding the talks on both sides, with specialists coming in from 

both capitals as part of the two small delegations to the meetings. There was always a small 

influx of western media to Warsaw when the talks took place, including people like Robert 

Novak, but they took place strictly in private, and hardly anything was said publicly about them. 

That made my job, as spokesman for the American side, something of a non starter. Though I 

was nominally part of the U.S. delegation, I did not actually sit in the meetings, and was given 

little to say to the press afterward. Maybe a crisp little uninformative two-liner. Nothing could be 

said to the press in advance of the meeting, but once it was in session, I could confirm it was 

taking place. In no circumstances could anything be volunteered to the pressðonly offered in 

response to a question. So, in none of our contacts with the press during a China talks session 

were journalists able to get any hard informationðI mean confirmable factsðor extended 

insight beyond the little that was said officially, on the record, after the meetings ended. Still, the 

media were intensely interested in the China talks, because one never knew when something 

might change the glacial quality of them. For the two officials who came in from Washington for 

the talks, Paul Kreisberg and Don Anderson, my wife and I did throw receptions for the resident 

and visiting press. One guest was a guy from TASS, then the Soviet news agency, who invited 

Gillian and me to visit Moscow, all expenses paid. This came late in our time in Warsaw, and 
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there would have been no time to schedule a trip to Moscow, but of course I did not accept the 

invitation for all the obvious reasons. Still, in some corner of my mind, I always regretted not 

being able to do it, just to visit Moscow. Interestingly enough, the talks moved to Paris in the 

early 1970s, after the Nixon/Kissinger visit to Beijing opened up the relationship. The talks 

remained at the ambassadorial level. At one point Don Anderson was assigned to the embassy in 

Paris, in part for the China talks function. I was press attaché in Paris by then, and filled the same 

role for the China talks that I had earlier in Warsaw. I remember the line I used in response to a 

question about the talks, something to the effect that one of the reasons for the talks between the 

two ambassadors was to ensure that a channel of communication was always available. 

Informative, right? Actually, the embassyôs political counselor had frequent contact with the 

Chinese in Paris right along. 

 

Q: What were your ambassadors in Warsaw like? 

 

TRATTNER: John Gronouski had a Chicago political background, and had been Lyndon 

Johnsonôs postmaster general. I think Johnson thought an affable Polish-American would appeal 

to the Poles, especially in the midst of our expanding war in Vietnam. And Gronouski did 

appeal, even though he spoke no Polish. Polandôs regime, like other communist regimes in the 

region, was officially up in arms about the war, taking the line mandated by Moscow. This didnôt 

help the already testy, I would say dogmatically suspicious, Polish view of us. But Gronouski 

sailed into that environment with some gusto. He was likable, irascible, and instinctively 

political. However, he didnôt have much feel for diplomatic niceties. He would entertain visitors 

to his office with one leg thrown across the arm of his chair, and treat them with sometimes 

unsettling informality. Though not always. But he was who he was. He was certainly an emblem 

of the affection that many Poles had for the United States. Many Poles had relatives living in the 

U.S. You heard it said that the Polish-American population of Chicago was bigger than the entire 

population of Warsaw. Polish-Americans sent money and other support to their relatives in 

Poland and scores of them would visit Poland in the summers. The host of a popular Polish-

American radio program in Chicago visited Warsaw for a week and was treated very warmly at 

private gatherings of Poles. The Polish government looked benignly on all this, partly because it 

valued the inflow of hard-currency dollars from the Polish-American community. 

 

Poles whom we knew and mingled with often expressed pleasure that the Americans, for a 

change, had sent them a Polish-American ambassador. In 1968, when Johnson announced his 

decision not to run for re-election, it fell to me to relay the news to Gronouski. It was very early 

in the morning, and I got the word by telephone from our agricultural attaché who said he had 

heard it on the Voice of America. Since the Johnson decision would have impact on Gronouskiôs 

own future, I called him at home right away. His wife answered in a sleepy voice and put the 

ambassador on the phone. After listening to what I told him, he asked in a somewhat stunned 

voice if I was sure. I replied that this was what Iôd been told, and repeated what the source of the 

information was. ñWell,ò Gronouski growled, ñyou damn well better be right.ò I spent the next 

several hours very much hoping the Ag attaché had heard correctly. Gronouski traveled as 

extensively in Poland as he was allowed, and I and sometimes my wife were often part of his 

little traveling group. Some of those trips were memorable, as much for the times we spent in his 

company as for the visits themselves. Once, on a visit to Krakow with him, we were rushing to 

get dressed for an evening event the Poles were staging for him, to which we would be 
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accompanying Gronouski in his car. As we were leaving our room, I asked my wife to call his 

room to see if he was ready to go. She always smiles at the memory of his answer. He said, 

impatiently, ñAll right, okay, Iôm coming, just let me get my damnô pants on.ò Gronouski, Iôm 

sorry to say, is no longer with us. 

 

The other U.S. ambassador for the last eight months or so of our Warsaw time was the late 

Walter Stoessel, a much more traditional and highly competent career American diplomat, who 

later was the U.S. ambassador in Bonn and Moscow, and deputy secretary of state. A friendly, 

pleasant and quite thoughtful guy, with whom I worked quite closely and easily. When we left 

Poland, he and his wife threw us a farewell luncheon. Some years later, at State, I had the 

pleasure of working with him from time to time. And once, when I was working for Warren 

Christopher, when Christopher was deputy secretary of state, we stopped in Bonn en route home 

from a tough trip to Turkey, and stayed with the Stoessels at the residence. Christopher and I 

were just dead tired, and I remember the extraordinary hospitality and comfort they provided us. 

 

Q: A couple of more things. Were you and your colleagues particularly harassed by the internal 

security forces? 

 

TRATTNER: I wouldnôt call it harassment. Letôs say we were certainly aware of their presence. 

Our home phones and walls were bugged, and now and then we would be followed on the street 

or the highway. Our military attaches got the really heavy surveillance, and the Poles made little 

secret of it. We knew that domestic servants, under pain of losing what for them were privileged 

jobs with diplomatic families, were obliged to report to the authorities whatever intelligence or 

personal information they could pick up about their employers. If my wife and I wanted to 

discuss embassy activities or personal topics like finances, we did it while walking in the park, 

not at home. It was really a game, and we were used to it. The UB, the Polish secret police, had 

their jobs to do, and we had ours. It even worked to our advantage now and then. Our cook, very 

talented in the kitchen, took to stealing little portions of sugar or butter, or perhaps coffee. We 

didnôt mindðshe was an excellent and experienced cook and would be hard to replace. My wife 

did confront her a couple of times about it, but then the situation began to get a bit out of hand. 

So Gillian and I had a conversation in our living room, complaining in loud voices about the 

food stealing that was going on. If it didnôt stop, we agreed, we would have to let the cook go. 

The bugs in the wall were listening, and no further stealing took place after that. The Poles 

obviously didnôt want to lose an experienced operative and told her to stop snitching things. She 

would be hard for them to replace, too. She remained with us throughout our time there, and we 

now and then would give her gifts of food to sort of seal the deal. It worked out for everyone 

involved. 

 

The Polish internal security guys provided other bits of amusement. They followed the U.S. 

military attachés assiduously, everywhere they went on their regular travel within the country. 

There would be the attach®ôs car on a highway and, about a quarter of a mile behind, the familiar 

black Mercedes with a couple of UB people tracking the attaché. The pretense was always that 

the attaché had no idea he was being tailed. During one such day jaunt, the car of one of the 

American attachés broke down 40 or 50 miles out of Warsaw. It was a Sunday and there was no 

way to get the car fixed. The UB tail car had also stopped at the usual discreet distance behind. 

There was no nearby town from which to phone for help. Some time went by, with nothing 
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happening. As related by the attaché, he knew he would eventually get help from the UB. 

Eventually, a repair truck miraculously appeared, the attach®ôs car was fixed, and the attach® and 

his UB tail continued their tandem journey. The way the attaché saw it, the UB agents knew that 

they themselves would never get home that night if the attach® couldnôt continue his trip. So they 

radioed for the repair truck. 

 

Then there was the visit to Warsaw of a popular young Polish film actress, Elzbieta Czyzewska, 

who was living outside Poland, and what happened with her was not so amusing. She was the 

wife of David Halberstam, then a New York Times correspondent stationed in Warsaw, who had 

lived with her for a time in the apartment just above ours, before we got there. In fact, they were 

married in the apartment we later occupied. They had left Poland before we arrived, but she 

returned on a visit sometime in late 1968 or early 1969, at the height of the anti-Semitic wave I 

mentioned earlier. Although her husband was Jewish and though there was still resentment that 

she had left Poland, she felt safe returning for a visit. Nonetheless, she was followed and 

harassed a bit, to the point of serious worry that the Poles might not allow her to exit the country 

again. She had good contacts at the embassy, and we got to know her pretty well while she was 

in Warsaw. Despite the concern, she left Poland without incident. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for the university? Was communism sort of a pro forma philosophy or 

did you feel that there were dedicated communists? 

 

TRATTNER: It was certainly pro forma for ordinary citizens. They had to accept it, which 

doesnôt mean all or even most of them really believed in it, much less belonged to the party. 

Perhaps some believed in communism as a theory that might actually work in certain conditions, 

but few believed in what they saw being done in communismôs name. In the official Polish 

government and party community, there was a lot of pro forma acceptance and also there were 

some who did believe that communism was the answer to the countryôs future. I never ran into 

anybody, official or otherwise, who tried to persuade me, however. As in many countries, the 

universities were potential generators of new political thinking, the push for change, and young 

Turk-like movements. The University of Warsaw was certainly a center for student activism, and 

there were visible signs sometimes of unrest. Nothing distinct ever emerged, but there was a time 

or two when there was a possibility of real trouble. Some of my embassy colleagues paid close 

attention to the universities, but they were not my primary focus. 

 

Q: What else can you tell me about your work in Poland? 

 

TRATTNER: Well, Iôve spoken about my responsibilities with Polish, U.S., and other foreign 

journalists. Often I felt myself to be an extension of the Embassyôs political section, doing 

political reporting based on my contacts with Polish reporters, and sometimes with other Poles. I 

handled the ambassadorôs contacts with the press and acted when necessary as his and the 

embassyôs spokesman. I managed other information activities, such as exhibits and the 

embassyôs film library, all of which was pretty routine. But there are a couple of things to note. 

One was a well-done color film that USIA provided us about the Apollo 8 flight, which was the 

first orbiting of the moon, for showings to Polish audiences. The film was really an excellent 

piece of work, but the narration was of course in English. I thought it would be far more effective 

if we could rig up some way to put it into Polish. There was a highly competent Polish writer 
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whom we frequently employed to translate English texts into Polish for a magazine distributed in 

the country through agreement with the government. He had a great voice. He agreed to translate 

the narration of this Apollo film into Polish and to voice it onto audio tape, with the help of a 

stop watch I used to synchronize his voice with events on the screen. He and I thus produced an 

audio tape in Polish, to be played through speakers as the film was shown, with the filmôs own 

audio in English turned off. It worked out beautifully, and the film began drawing packed houses 

twice a day to the embassyôs theater. That was in early 1969. The film was still showing when 

we left Poland and I heard that it continued for several months thereafter. This was a contrast 

with the normal small number of ordinary Poles who came to the embassy. 

 

One other note might add a bit of color here. With the war in Vietnam at its height, the Warsaw 

government felt obliged to express its disapproval by staging demonstrations at the American 

Embassy from time to time. These were billed as spontaneous events in which Polish citizens 

ostensibly showed their righteous outrage at U.S. policy. In reality, of course, the demonstrations 

were organized by the government. We always had advance word when a demonstration was 

brewing, word I believe was actually passed to us by the government itself, to give us time to 

prepare by closing the front gates, locking windows, and keeping staff away from the front of the 

building. The embassy faced a broad main avenue in downtown Warsaw and you could see the 

demonstrators coming, usually a crowd of several hundred, chanting slogans and carrying signs, 

maybe 20 or 30 abreast. They would halt in front of the embassy, shouting and sometimes 

throwing rocks or similar stuff. The embassyôs political section, in a moment of comic-opera 

pretense at intelligence gathering, had assigned me to go out and mingle with the crowd on such 

occasions, to pick up what they were saying to one another. I was supposed to look like one of 

them, not like an embassy type. So I would take off my jacket and tie, and do whatever else I 

thought would help and go out on the street. It was of course ridiculous and a bit scary. One of 

these demonstrations went beyond flag-waving, chanting, and throwing things. Part of the crowd 

stormed the iron fences and gate and tried to break through. The embassy Marine guards went 

out to reinforce the gates. No one got onto the grounds of the embassy, but there was a lot of 

broken window glass and a broken front gate. Meanwhile, I mingled with the crowd and listened. 

Amid all the shouting and yelling, this was almost impossible, and I never gleaned anything 

beyond a comment or two on the price of food or about someoneôs daughter. During one of these 

events, a couple of high school girls who had come to watch the show smilingly threw snowballs 

at me. They knew perfectly well who I was. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for the camaraderie or love of the Poles for their eastern neighbors the 

Russians? 

 

TRATTNER: No. Obviously, individual Poles resented and disliked the Soviet Union. That was 

true of at least 75 percent of the population and was very clear all the time. But they normally 

couldnôt or didnôt want to show this in any really visible or vigorous way. There was just no 

future in that, unless you wanted to suffer personally. The party, through the government, 

enforced Polish obedience to Soviet mandates for the country and complete support for Soviet 

objectives abroad. As Iôve noted, Poland had a very strong Soviet military presence. Russian 

language study was obligatory in Polish schools and monuments to Soviet heroes were part of 

the scenery. Underneath the surface of Polish submission to Russian will, of course, was a 

powerful current of Polish resistance, mixed with nationalism, a thirst for contact with the West, 
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and affection for America. It was expressed in dozens of subtle ways, as maybe Iôve already 

suggestedðeverything from night club acts, theater, and films to underground essays or prose 

pieces on cultural and political themes that traveled hand to hand. Many Poles that we knew 

made no effort to hide their feelings in private conversation. Sometimes, these feelings were 

openly expressed, as in the outpouring of popular celebration of the thousandth year of Polish 

Christianity, or in the pages of the Catholic weekly newspaper I mentioned, or the occasional 

sermons of Cardinal Wyszynski. 
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interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on February 20, 1991. 

 

Q: You served in Warsaw as deputy chief of mission, DCM, from 1966 to '70. How did you get 

the job? 

 

JENKINS: Well, John Gronouski was appointed ambassador. 

 

Q: A Democrat under Johnson. 

 

JENKINS: He was the Postmaster General, and I think Johnson for domestic political reasons 

wanted to get somebody else into that job. They seemed to conclude, "Gronouski has worked 

effectively with the Polish-American community. There's going to be a vacancy in Warsaw, let's 

make him ambassador." As Polish Desk Officer, I had some liaison with him at the time, went 

over to his office occasionally and so he asked the Department to appoint me as his Deputy 

(DCM). But Bud Sherer's term was not up in Warsaw, and so it was six months later that I 

actually went in. The sixties were my Polish years, from '61 to '70, and I was very happy to do it. 

John Gronouski was a capable, intelligent person, and things were very interesting in Poland at 

that time. So we hit it off and I served as his DCM from July 1966 until late 1967, when he 

returned to reenter politics. 

 

Q: Well, as a professional Foreign Service officer, one always has a certain reservation about 

somebody, particularly coming from the political world as Gronouski did, who is of ethnic stock 

from the country where they are going. There's a tendency to try to return to the homeland, to 

run for mayor and these things, to turn sort of over-ethnic or something. How did Gronouski 

work, looking at it with a cold, clear eye? 

 

JENKINS: He was a very intelligent man who had been a professor. And until he entered politics 

he didn't fully appreciate that he was Polish -- his mother was Irish, and he had been raised as an 

Irish Catholic. And when Kennedy said he needed someone to help, you know, round up the 

Polish-American community, he thought of Gronouski. And Gronouski said, "I guess I am 
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Polish." 

 

Q: So he didn't really come from a Polish background. 

 

JENKINS: Well, his father was of Polish heritage, but because of maternal influence, that was 

not a factor at all with him. I think there was some lack of experience in foreign matters; but he 

relied on his staff and on me pretty strongly, and it worked out well. But it wasn't like my next 

ambassador, Walter Stoessel. 

 

Q: Who was a professional to the core. 

 

JENKINS: Yes. But with Gronouski it worked out very well. And we experienced some very 

interesting things, if you want to hear about it. 

 

Q: Oh, absolutely. 

 

JENKINS: This was a period, '66, that was beginning to become turbulent again. First of all, it 

was the Polish millennium, and the church in Poland was exerting itself. They took the Black 

Madonna icon from Czestochowa and paraded this national symbol throughout Poland. It stirred 

up the population fantastically. They brought the icon to Warsaw and there was complete 

turbulence. The day I arrived in Warsaw authorities had confined the Black Madonna to St. 

John's Cathedral. It could be put up in the cathedral, but no parading it around the city. Well, 

there was a tremendous reaction against this, and mobs surged up the main street, marching 

towards the Communist party headquarters. Embassy First Secretary Herb Kaiser and I were 

following along to see what was going on. Well, the crowd was disbursed before they got to 

party headquarters, but that was the beginning of this turbulent period. 

 

Then there were several other things that occurred. The Vietnam War was on then, and this put 

the Poles on a spot, because the Poles weren't anti-U.S.; because we were giving them PL 480 

assistance, cultural exchanges... 

 

Q: PL 480 is grain and... 

 

JENKINS: Yes, grain sales with very long-term credit arrangements, with provisions for use on 

Embassy expenses, exchanges, joint research, etc. And so they didn't like to be put in this 

position of being politically boxed-in, with America's fighting over in Vietnam and the 

possibility of Communist China's joining in... 

 

So they tried to initiate a mediation in '66, which you might have heard of, called "Operation 

Marigold." Well, it had all started in Hanoi through the initiative of a Pole, who was a member of 

the international commission (ICC), named Lewandowski. He talked with Ambassador Lodge in 

Saigon and the Italian ambassador in an effort to identify specific issues on which there could be 

eventual agreement between Hanoi and the United States. Ten points were identified and the 

effort to reach agreement was called Operation Marigold. The initial step was to establish contact 

between Americans and the Vietnamese in Warsaw. 
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A cable came in from Washington asking our views on becoming involved. In fact, the cable 

asked: "Mr. Ambassador, do you think your DCM is capable of taking on this job?" Well, 

Gronouski wasn't there, so I was shown the cable, and I thought, "Well, I hope he thinks so." 

Gronouski came back to Warsaw the following day and was shown the cable. He decided he also 

wanted very much to be involved in something that could be a tremendous political victory, 

because he felt it would facilitate a return to Washington to be involved with Johnson in the 

political world. So he replied, "We'll both do it." 

 

That winter of '66 up until Christmas Eve, we met frequently with Adam Rapacki, the foreign 

minister, at night, without letting others know what was going on. The frequent evening 

meetings and reports to the Department were an effort to get an agreement on the ten points that 

Lewandowski had drafted, and thus put us in direct contact with the Vietnamese. Sometimes I'd 

get a call right in the middle of a social event, and I'd have to use an excuse -- my son cut his 

hand, or something -- and leave; and off we would go to the Foreign Ministry. 

 

But we also had a military policy at that time, I think it was called Rolling Thunder, the bombing 

campaign. 

 

Q: Against North Vietnam. 

 

JENKINS: And one of the ten points of Marigold was a cessation of such bombing. But 

apparently our administration didn't want to stop the military pressure. Discussion with Rapacki 

narrowed down and narrowed down towards the end of December to the point of at least leaving 

Hanoi and Haiphong out of the bombing. But it was too late. 

 

And I can remember so well when Rapacki called us over on Christmas Eve which in Poland is 

Wigilia. And he said, "You know, this (Christmas Eve) is the most important day in Poland." 

And this is going to be our last meeting. Why did you bomb Hanoi?" In response to our 

assurance we would look into the situation, he replied, "No, the Vietnamese will not have 

anything more to do with it." 

 

Now this isn't to say that the end of Operation Marigold was our fault, but the Poles were really 

trying to mediate out of their own self-interest, because they wanted to maintain beneficial 

relations with us. But Lewandowski's and Rapacki's efforts came to naught. 

 

Q: Well, what about dealing there in Warsaw with the Soviets? How did we see the Soviets 

there? 

 

JENKINS: Well, we saw them, formally, very little. They had a compound that was a fortress; 

hardly anybody could come in. The ambassador's name was Aristov, who was a member of the 

CPSU Central Committee, and he was a rather personable individual. 

 

I was chargé, between Ambassador Gronouski and Stoessel, for about seven or eight months, 

because, as I say, Gronouski wanted to get back into the political campaign in '67, '68, and 

Stoessel couldn't leave, because of the critical East-West situation, he was Assistant Secretary for 

EUR, so I stayed on. 
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But here's the first example of what happened. This was '67, just before the six-day war in Israel, 

the Arab- Israeli War. 

 

Q: Yes, October '67. 

 

JENKINS: There was a big party of the diplomatic corps. My wife and I were dancing, and the 

Soviet Embassy Counselor and the DCM of the Egyptian Embassy cut in and started dancing 

around with us in a circle. You ask yourself, what the heck is this about? And they were chanting 

things like "it's going to be a new world." We didn't know it, but the attack on Israel had already 

begun. Of course, it turned out very differently from what they thought it was going to be. But 

this was my first of such contacts with the Soviets -- "we're winning; we're going to show you," 

relapsed into frustration. All Israeli embassies in Soviet Bloc countries were closed down. 

 

But one very interesting sidelight. There was a Polish nationalist friend of mine, whom I had 

known in the Polish embassy in Washington, who was in 1967 economic advisor to a high-level 

official in Warsaw. I won't name him, because he's somewhere in the West now. But he said, 

"Come over to my boss's house, we're having a little reception, and we're going to talk about the 

economic situation here." He was late for the event, but eventually arrived, breathless. He said, 

"You know, Walt, the whole situation has changed." 

 

I asked, "How is that?" 

 

He said, "Do you know, the day after the Israeli victory, seven of our embassies abroad raised 

the Israeli flag along with the Polish flag. That gives us our chance." 

 

So thus began the purge of Jewish elements throughout the government and party. Most of the 

ministers had been eliminated earlier, but many of the vice ministers, many of the key people 

were now kicked out. Most of them. Satanowski, the symphony director whom I had known in 

Poznan, was Jewish, and he left to became the director of the symphony orchestra in Düsseldorf, 

Germany. A lot of them left, and they were replaced with Polish nationalist types. This friend of 

mine was very definitely a Polish nationalist economist. And so the purge intensified; and nearly 

all of the Jewish officials were eliminated. 

 

This was a very interesting development, because it began a new nationalist tendency. Interior 

Minister Moczar, who had been the Polish guerrilla leader during World War II, led the 

nationalist Poles and eventually in 1970 helped eliminate Gomulka, in collusion with Edward 

Gierek. Gomulka had a Jewish wife, and that's one thing they used against him. 

 

Q: You know, that story about seven embassies raising the Israeli flag sounds like a put- up 

thing, doesn't it? 

 

JENKINS: It does. 

 

Q: It just doesn't sound very professional. It just looked like this was a good excuse. 
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JENKINS: Of course. 

 

Q: But it doesn't sound like it really happened. 

 

JENKINS: I'm not sure whether it actually occurred or not. You see, what happened after World 

War II was that the Soviets did not really trust the Poles; so they inserted many high-ranking 

Polish Jews into key positions. The original security minister was a Polish Jew. The Soviets 

installed them, and the nationalist Poles were trying to get rid of them. The Israeli flag scenario 

could very well have been a put-up job. But I do know that many residual Jewish officials were 

pretty pro-Soviet and knew that they were being protected by the Soviets. And the Soviet Union 

was not so anti-Israel in the early days. I mean, didn't this begin it? 

 

Q: I think it began about that time, yes. 

 

JENKINS: I was chargé then, and I recall going down to the airport to see the PNGed Israelis 

off. The whole diplomatic corps was there, because most were very fond of the Israeli mission 

representatives. They were nice guys, and they were the source of most of the useful information 

at that time, because most were of Polish origin and spoke Polish perfectly. As they were 

leaving, with the Dutch ambassador as guardian diplomat, going out to the plane, the first 

secretary, was carrying the diplomatic pouch. And this UB security guard grabbed it away from 

him and said, "You can't have that," and pushed him toward the plane. 

 

Well, the Texan came out in me and I spontaneously exploded, "Let him alone, you son of a 

bitch!" 

 

I was called in by the chief of protocol the next day. They were not citing me as making the 

remark but rather blamed another Embassy officer, who belonged to another agency. Well, I 

replied, "Did you see what happened out there?" 

 

"Doesn't make any difference, Mr. Jenkins, your political officer should not have done that. It's 

not according to protocol." 

 

Well, I said, "Just remember, this shouldn't have been done either." 

 

But they were really rough with the Israelis at that time. It was too bad. 

 

Q: How about the security efforts against your mission while you were DCM? Because this was 

really your responsibility. 

 

JENKINS: Well, before my arrival the Embassy had uncovered the first microphone behind a 

broken radiator in the DCM's office And then they uncovered overall about ninety. 

 

Also, we had a bit of a problem initially with a security officer who had a rather unusual "sting" 

technique for exposing suspected security problems, be they sexual vulnerabilities, marine 

security problems, or other situations. After several such incidents, he was replaced. There was 

no doubt, however, that the UB made every effort to penetrate our security. 
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At regular staff meetings I reminded our Embassy members about Polish intelligence efforts to 

breach our security, including efforts to compromise or entrap our personnel. I always reminded 

them to immediately report any such incidents. 

 

Well, by gosh, one young officer did come in after one of these briefings and reported, "You 

know, something strange happened to me. I was down at a well-known restaurant in the old 

town. And when I came out, there were a couple of young guys there who seemed a bit drunk, 

but they were very friendly and jovial and invited me up to their house. And so I went with them. 

They served some more drinks, sat me down, and then they disappeared. But then, all of a 

sudden, bright lights came on and this rather attractive nude gal came out and tried to cotton up 

to me. And I ran out, but this is what happened." 

 

Well, I said, "Thank God you did come." 

 

Q: What happened? How did we operate? I mean, the young man told about this, and then... 

 

JENKINS: It was reported. He finished his tour in Warsaw. Everything was all right; we had 

talked about it, and he continued on to have a career in the Foreign Service. 

 

Q: Walter Stoessel came. He was ambassador there from '68 to '72, so you had him for the first 

half of his tour. How did he operate? Was there a difference? I mean, how did he use you, and 

how did you see him heading an embassy? 

 

JENKINS: He was a wonderful guy. He was not a person who said, "I've got a lot of views on 

this, and this should be done, and I think our policy should be so and so." He kept things on an 

even keel, and very, very professionally. He developed very good relationships with other 

diplomats and Polish officials, because they really recognized him as a competent professional. 

 

Initially, in speaking Polish he had a Russian accent that I used to tease him about occasionally, 

but it ironed out. 

 

I think the first experience of how we worked together was a cable that came in from Henry 

Kissinger in early '69 that said: "It's time to reopen our China talks." (They had been 

discontinued in the mid 60's due to problems in the Far East, including Vietnam.). "I want you to 

make contact with the Chinese ambassador to reopen these talks." So we talked about it: How 

should we do it? Ambassador Stoessel asked, "You speak a little Chinese, don't you?" 

 

I replied, "I've forgotten most of it, but I know a little. I know how to say how bu how and so 

forth." Then I added, "I have a good idea. You know, Mr. Ambassador, the Yugoslavs are going 

to have a fashion show and party early next week, and everybody's invited. I suggest we both go, 

and we'll sit at separate tables. But when the Chinese ambassador leaves, at the cloak room, I'll 

go at the same time and sort of bump into him, and `Oh, excuse me,' and introduce myself. And 

then I'll tell him, `I want you to meet my ambassador.'" 

 

"Do you think it'll work?" 
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I said, "Well, we can try it." 

 

And so we did: Fashion show, cloak room, and I introduced myself. And he was, you know, 

being very Chinese and bowing hands clasped. I said, "I want you to meet my ambassador." So 

they were introduced. And then Walter Stoessel said (they found a Chinese interpreter then, I 

wasn't good enough in Chinese) that he hoped we could meet again sometime soon. 

 

"How, How, How," (OK), said the Chinese Ambassador. 

 

So we invited them over to our embassy. We didn't put it in the old place, one of the palaces in a 

park across the way, because we found out that it was pretty well tapped by the Poles. And they 

showed up at the embassy the following week in one of the biggest black limousines I've ever 

seen. Anything to be a little bigger than the Russian Zils. They entered and I met them. We had 

the interpreters and specialists down from Stockholm, who were the China-talks specialists. I had 

it all arranged with the Marine guards, you know, send us up to the fourth floor to meet with the 

ambassador in his office. The Marine guard accidentally pushed the wrong elevator button and 

sent us down to the basement. I think they thought I was kidnaping them at first. But that was 

rectified, and we went up and had our first meeting. And that was the reopening of the talks with 

China. 

 

Well, of course, Kissinger was already thinking and had talked a lot... 

 

Q: He was then the head of the NSC, National Security Council. 

 

JENKINS: Yes, that's right. And he probably was already thinking about a Nixon visit to China, 

and the preparation was underway, you know, in his own mind. He had been talking with a lot of 

people, including Fairbanks. 

 

Q: This was John Fairbanks, at Harvard. 

 

JENKINS: Who had mentioned in a number of talks with Kissinger (of course, they were both at 

Harvard) that this would be a good opportunity to reopen things with China. 

 

So that's how I remember the reopening. 

 

Q: Were there any other major problems that you had to deal with while you were in Warsaw? 

 

JENKINS: Well, I remember another interesting thing while I was chargé (1967-68) in between 

Ambassadors. There was the Prague Spring. 

 

Q: Oh, yes, '68. 

 

JENKINS: In the spring of '68. Oh, there was excitement in Poland. And all along the border you 

could take boat rides down the Dunajec River bordering on Czechoslovakia, and it was obvious 

that the Poles were just so envious. And, among other things, there was the reaction this Prague 
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Spring had on the other East European countries. 

 

One specific instance I remember was the dinner party given by Romanian Ambassador Petrescu 

for departing Mexican Ambassador Juárez, who was a grandnephew of Benito Juárez. And he 

had invited the Russian Ambassador Aristov and his wife, Laura and myself, and Argentine 

Ambassador and Mrs. Tavrel. So we went. And towards the end of the dinner, the Romanian 

ambassador was perspiring, but he had instructions, so he recited a toast to Mexican Ambassador 

Jurez, saying, "You know, Mr. Ambassador, your country and my country share the same 

experience. We're both adjacent to great powers, and we both share a fear and the pressures of 

these great powers." Well, Mrs. Aristov began to twitch and excused herself from the table. Then 

Petrescu went on to say, "So I say farewell to you. Welcome back to your home in Mexico. I 

hope everything will be okay." 

 

Well, the Mexican ambassador replied, "You're absolutely right, Mr. Ambassador, we both live 

next to huge superpowers. But if you gave me a hundred dollars for every American soldier on 

my border, and I gave you one dollar for every Soviet soldier on your border, you'd make a lot 

more money than I would." 

 

Ambassador Aristov left the table. 

 

Well, after dinner, Jurez invited us over to his residence along with the Argentineans. We went 

down to the lower level social room and over to the bar. Up behind the bar was a pistol in a 

holster. I said, "Who did that belong to?" 

 

"That's Pancho Villa's." 

 

And then he pulled out a machete and slapped it down on the bar several times, offering us a 

drink. "Now I want to tell you what I really think about the United States." 

 

So I got Pancho Villa's pistol and put it down by the machete. I said, "Go ahead." 

 

He said, "You all shouldn't be fooling around in Eastern Europe. You should be back home 

taking care of the problems there." 

 

But this was another Russian experience. They were undergoing an awful lot by 1968. 

 

Q: Tell me, what was your estimate when you were there -- we're talking about the '66 to '70 

period -- of the value to the Soviets of the Polish forces in the Warsaw Pact? 

 

JENKINS: I think they had no great illusions about the loyalty of Polish forces. The Soviets only 

had two divisions stationed in Poland, but those were for the security of the main transportation 

lines through Warsaw and Poznan and Wroclaw over to East Germany, where they had twenty 

divisions. So the importance of Poland, which had always been the "parade ground of Europe" 

throughout history, was as communication link to their real basic position, anchor in Europe, 

which was in East Germany. So I think this was their principal feeling about the importance of 

Poland as part of the Warsaw Pact. I suppose Jaruzelski, who was the commander then and had 
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been trained in the USSR during the war, was the securest guy they could think of, but they had 

no illusions about the dependability of the Poles. 

 

That's one reason they're not getting out of Poland now as fast, because of their troops still in 

East Germany. 

 

Q: Were there any other events that we haven't covered during this Warsaw period? 

 

JENKINS: I think that's basically it. The things I remember the most were, as I say, the Arab-

Israeli War, the Prague Spring, and the reopening of the China talks. 

 

Q: Were you there, or were you by any chance on leave or something, during the suppression of 

Czechoslovakia? 

 

JENKINS: Oh, yes, that's another. I almost forgot that one. No, I was still chargé. 

 

Q: The Polish forces went in, didn't they? 

 

JENKINS: Well, I was sitting there in the embassy, and Herb Kaiser, the first secretary, and his 

family were going on a trip north to the Masurian Lakes. And when they got to a little town 

about forty miles out of Warsaw, they were stopped by the UB, the security police, and told to go 

home, back to Warsaw. Well, during ten years, I knew we were stopped frequently by the 

security, but we were never told to go back. And I said, "Herb, you stay right there. And I'm 

going in to the Foreign Ministry right away and protest." 

 

So I went in. They received me. I remember it was Dobrosielski who had the American desk 

then. And I said, "You know, Herb Kaiser, my first secretary, is out in Plonsk, and he's been told 

to come back to Warsaw, by the police. 

 

And he said, "Oh, that can't be true." 

 

So, with me there, he got on the phone and called the Ministry of Interior and said, "You know, I 

have the American chargé here, and he says his first secretary was told to come back to Warsaw. 

And I'm just about to tell him that...oh, you mean, he is supposed to come back? Oh," he 

hummed, "yeah, he's supposed to come back." 

 

Well, this was the first indication that the Soviet troops were coming in through eastern Poland 

to go down to the Czech border. So I told Dobrosielski, whom I'd known quite well, "Well, 

you're going down to the Tatra Mountains for a month's vacation. I want you to please be very 

careful -- you might be run over by a Soviet tank." 

 

He said, "Oh, no, Mr. Jenkins, no." 

 

He came back in September. I met him at a reception, and I said, "What did I tell you?" The 

invasion had already taken place. 
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He said, "Mr. Jenkins, it was worse than that. It was a Polish tank." 

 

And so the Polish forces did go in. 

 

But the Polish reaction was very interesting. We had a petroleum project in Plock and a Central 

Committee member, who was head of their petroleum industry, was there. And the armies 

crossed the Czech border. He called the American engineer in and asked, "Hey, I have here the 

New York Herald Tribune and I have the Trybuna Ludu." (Their Party paper.) "Trybuna Ludu 

says `invitation.' The Herald Tribune says `invasion.' Now which is it?" 

 

And the American engineer hemmed and hawed a little bit, "It looks pretty much like an invasion 

to me." 

 

"By gosh, I think you're right. Because, especially if you're invited in as a guest, you don't move 

the furniture around." 

 

But this was a typical Polish reaction, you know. And Dobrosielski was sorry about it as was this 

Central Committee member that we were involved with; but they did go in. 

 

Q: Were there any reactions on our side? I mean, did you make any protest or anything such as 

that? 

 

JENKINS: About the invasion? 

 

Q: About the invasion. 

 

JENKINS: I had very close liaison with several ambassadors, particularly the British 

ambassador, and we exchanged information a lot. But I got the definite feeling, I must confess, 

that we didn't want an invasion then, during Vietnam, and we didn't really want to think there 

was going to be an invasion. Even some of our attachés were late in saying that this was really 

going to be an invasion, because we got the definite impression from Washington, and the 

British ambassador did, too, that this was a busy time and we didn't want to be involved. I mean, 

Vietnam was still very big, and we don't want to get into a mess here. So actually it wasn't until 

the last minute that we really thought that they were going to invade. So we didn't go in 

protesting or anything like that beforehand, of course. And even afterwards, let's not rough-up 

the waters. I mean, we've got enough to do out in Vietnam, and just let it go. 

 

Q: Well, you left Warsaw in 1970, is that right? 

 

JENKINS: I left Warsaw in the summer of 1970, right. 
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Dr. Jack Mendelsohn was born in California in 1934. He received his Bachelorôs 

Degree from Dartmouth College and his Masterôs from the University of Chicago. 

His foreign assignments include Port-au-Prince, Warsaw and Brussels. Charles 

Stuart Kennedy interviewed him on February 12, 1997. 

 

Q: You were in Poland now from when to when? 

 

MENDELSOHN: I came into Poland in the summer of ô67 and stayed three years and it was 

really quite a good experience for me. I got a wide range of jobs and it was a fascinating Second 

World society and culture, and certainly the Communist structure, to learn about. My wifeôs 

mother is a Polish-American who basically, like a lot of second generation people, while she had 

gone to Polish language school in the United States she had sort of turned her back on the 

community when she got married and grew up. So my wife knew absolutely nothing about her 

Polish background except that her mother was Polish. It was just a kick and a half for her to 

suddenly go back to where her grandmother had come from, after having sort of skipped a 

generation of attention to it. So there was that, and my interest of course was cracking into a 

Communist structure. 

 

I was very interested in Eastern Europe and Russia. 

 

Q: Could we talk a bit first...ô67 you arrive in Poland, what was the situation at that time. Then 

we will talk about the developments over this period and particularly as you saw it, what you 

were getting from the Embassy and not only Poland, internally and externally but also then 

American-Polish relations. 

 

MENDELSOHN: The life was pretty grim in Poland in the ó60s. They were coming to the end, it 

turned out, of a long run, about 15 years of control by Gomulka, who had come to power as a, if 

you will, a Liberal, but it turned out to be roughly the same kind of autocrat everybody else had 

been. A Liberal in the sense that he had been imprisoned. A Liberal, this was very relative, he 

had been imprisoned I believe by the earlier Communist leaders and when there was an uprising 

in Poznan in, I canôt remember now, ô56 I guess it was, he was brought back to power. He was 

considered, because he had been in disgrace previously. The assumption was that he must be in 

disgrace because he was more Liberal than the people who had been running were, or then the 

Russians wanted to have. After he took power he basically instituted or continued the same kind 

of hard line Communist regime that had been there before. 

 

He was running toward the end of his time. Politically it was quite repressive, economically 

struggling. Despite all this the polls at the non-governmental level were very friendly to 

Americans, and they always have been and they always will be. There is an enormous American-

Polish population. There had been a lot of American help to Poland in the late ó50s. We sold 

grain for local currency, we had a lot of currency blocked in Poland. I think five hundred million 

dollars worth of local currency, zlotys, which was used to finance a lot of projects domestically, 

paid for the Embassy. It gave us a very favorable exchange rate. We also put money into a 

hospital in the South, the American Childrenôs Hospital. There were a lot of visits from 

American Poles, Polonia itôs called, this sort of thing, local Polecia in America. 
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So at the non-governmental level, very close ties. At the official level we were getting less and 

less cooperation and getting more and more dissatisfied with the Gomulka Government and that 

Government was coming under increasing pressure. 

 

Is that what you wanted? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

MENDELSOHN: We had, when I arrived, the first Polish-American Ambassador, John 

Gronouski, who had been Postmaster General in the Kennedy cabinet and then had been 

appointed by Johnson. It was funny, I think he was sort of, I think, one-quarter Polish but it was 

his paternal Grandfather who brought the name down. He was actually Irish and didnôt speak 

much Polish at all. But he was a smashing success with the Poles. He learned enough but the 

joke was he was always running for sheriff and the Poles loved him and he was fine. We didnôt 

have any high dealings with Poland. Clearly they were unable to have an independent policy, so 

there wasnôt a lot asked of us and not a lot asked of him. 

 

He was replaced after the first year I was there. He had already been there a couple of years. He 

was replaced by Walter Stoessel, who was a very, fine professional. He went on to be 

Ambassador to Moscow and Assistant Secretary for EUR. He was terrific and actually things 

began to change in US-Polish relations for a number of reasons Iôll talk about in a minute. 

 

My first job when I got there was in the Consular Section. Everybody started out there. The point 

being that you would get familiar with the system and the language and the Embassy would get 

familiar with you and then give you a substantive assignment of some kind, or you could stay in 

the Consular Section after your first year. I had a very fortunate run. I enjoyed the Consular work 

because it put me more in contact with the Poles, with the locals, and was better for my language 

than anything I did after that. Of course it wasnôt substantive in the sense, you know, that I had 

sort of an idea that I might like to do political reporting or economic reporting. But I had a very 

fortunate run of jobs. 

 

Q: In the Consular job, before we move on to the others, what was your impression of Polish 

migration to the United States? 

 

MENDELSOHN: I should mention one other thing in connection with that, but let me answer 

your question first. There was a great deal of to-ing and fro-ing. There were lots of Poles, of 

course, who had relatives in the United States and who had legitimate reason to visit. But there 

was also a great deal of people who went on tourist visas and never came back. So you did the 

best you could in the circumstances and if they, on the face of it, conformed to the law you 

couldnôt stop them from going even though you knew that a high percentage of those people who 

went there would convert. You know, you canôt blame them and also they could always claim 

political oppression and in those good old days at the height of the Cold War that was a 

reasonable basis on which to convert to asylum status or whatever it was, I canôt remember what 

it was called. 
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Q: Was there a lot of Polish-American males sort of getting young ladies to come on over to 

marry? 

 

MENDELSOHN: I donôt recollect that so much. 

 

Q: I was dealing at almost the same time with Serbians and Macedonians and there was a great 

deal of that. 

 

MENDELSOHN: I donôt doubt it. I donôt remember that. It was more farmers or peasants from 

the countryside coming up and claiming they had 55 acres and a farmhouse, that they made good 

money and just wanted to go visit their brother. You knew full well that these guys were 

unemployed or extra farm hands who didnôt own anything, although they had a certificate that 

said they did, and that they were not coming back. They were going to go and be a laborer in the 

United States. 

 

Occasionally, I remember one episode, of someone who turned out to actually be what I would 

have considered a war criminal trying to go to the United States. We stopped him. We found a 

record of him having been a concentration camp guard. I was quite pleased that we were able not 

to let him come to the United States. There were a few of those. You sort of wondered, with 

some of the people of a certain age, I canôt remember now exactly youôd have to figure out what 

the age would be, this was in the ó60s maybe they would be in their ó50s, youôd wonder what 

they were doing during the war. And a few of them turned out to be bad-apples and we caught a 

few, Iôm sure we didnôt catch them all. 

 

I wanted to mention one thing. I had one of the great experiences of my career. When I first got 

there, I was in the Consular Section maybe two weeks and I was called in by the Consul who 

said we had been asked by the Social Security Administration to do a survey, a verification, of 

social security recipients in Poland. Poles who had come to the United States before the war, 

obviously, spent their working life in the United States, then took their social security pensions 

and retired to Poland where dollars could go very far and where the Polish Government, in order 

to encourage this, had special rules. They kept their citizenship, very often, the Poles and there 

were special rules to make life easier to bring that capital in. 

 

But it was my job for, I think it was either three or four weeks, to go out into the countryside 

with an official from the counterpart ñSocial Security Agencyò in Poland. Almost certainly he 

was from their security police. And with a driver and a car weôd try to find if these people who 

were listed as recipients of checks were actually there and also to check the data that they had 

provided, birth dates that they were eligible in terms of age and all that. 

 

It was a fascinating experience because almost all of these people obviously werenôt in Warsaw, 

or it would have been easy. Or maybe there was a check in Warsaw, I donôt remember. These 

people were in the deep countryside and I got in my first month, or by the second month, I got 

indoctrination into Poland that very few Americans had ever gotten. We got to go to placesé at 

that time there were off-limits spots, but we insisted, the U.S. government insisted, that for 

purposes of verification if they wanted the money to continue, we had to have permission to go 

visit them. I got to go all kinds of places. Most of these places were off-limits reciprocally; there 
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was no particular reason to do it. So I got to all kinds of cities that Americans didnôt normally get 

to go to, not that it was a great tourist experience but for learning about the country it was really 

very interesting. 

 

Q: And also the language. 

 

MENDELSOHN: I was living with Poles, we were living in local hotels, flying on the local 

airline. You always had your heart in your stomach on that. We went to local churches. The 

churches usually kept the vital statistics registry in town. So youôd want to check and see if 

someone was entered, you know, actually had been born and all. One interesting thing, a side of 

the war obviously, is that many of these records had been reconstructed on the basis of affidavits. 

So you didnôt know for sure. We discovered and my hunch is, we checked a couple of hundred 

names. We found a few fraudulent or if not fraudulent I would say more likely deceased people 

who had never been reported as deceased so that the checks would keep coming. But in terms of 

the vital statistics of most of the people, there were usually reconstructed records and whatever 

faith you put into reconstructed records, most of the time it wasnôt that significant. But what was 

interesting was the chance to get out into the country and to see what it was like and to live with 

the Poles and it was unforgettable and very, very educational and good for me. 

 

Q: I used to do that work, again in Yugoslavia, and it is a fascinating thing and we had the same 

type of survey. Did you have any relationship with your ñsocial securityò Polish man? 

 

MENDELSOHN: Well by the end of the time I think that he realized that it was a real task that I 

was assigned. Of course they were fundamentally suspicious, but I think by the end he 

recognized that we were doing something real. And we, you know, we joked by the end and I 

learned a lot in the way of the language and all that, but friendly or chummy I would not say 

thatôs what happened. But they loosened up by the third week; it was a little easier. I never saw 

him after that. It wasnôt as though we had a long time series of contacts. That was actually quite 

difficult in Poland. It was tough on the Poles very often, although it wouldnôt have been if he 

were a security guy, obviously. 

 

I guess thatôs about all. You know, as corny as it may seem to someone who doesnôt know the 

business, it was a great experience and a great way to learn something about it. I mean, I was out 

there eating the local food, sleeping in the local hotelséyou know none of that is what you 

would choose to do but you sure learn a lot about what the real life is. 

 

Q: I think this is often overlooked and one of the advantages to getting something like this. In the 

Eastern European capitals, where everything was sort of prohibited, you ended up in a little 

diplomatic colony. The life was not really that difficult, but you couldnôt reach out and it didnôt 

reflect the real world out there. To get out and see a peasant in his or her native habitat, which 

was the real world of most of these Eastern European countries, is something youôll never forget. 

 

MENDELSOHN: Oh, yes, there is no question. When you mention it, I can remember trying to 

track down one name or one person and there was no road that a car could go on to where this 

person was living. I remember riding on the back of a motorcycle driven by a priest who was 

taking us to this house. I am not a big motorcycle fan, but I figured the priest was going to be as 
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good and careful a driver as anybody and the road was so bad you couldnôt go more than five 

miles an hour anyhow. Certain things like that stick in your mind. 

 

All of the people in the country who were in the civil society, rather than the governmental 

society, were as pleasant as could be. Again I come back to the point I made earlier; the locals 

did not view Americans with hostility or suspiciously. We were loved in a sense. You know, we 

were the óuncleô from America and it was a very good experience. I actually had three 

opportunities in Poland to interact in a way that doesnôt happen to all Foreign Service people 

anywhere and certainly was a difficult thing to bring about in Eastern Europe in the good old 

days when it was totally Communist. 

 

That leads me to what happened after I left the Consular Section. I was asked to fill in for six 

months for the junior Cultural Attaché in the USIA office, which was often filled by an FSO, not 

necessarily by a USIA Officer. It was a great job because at the time the one kind of access that 

we could get in Poland, or maybe even throughout Eastern Europe, was access to the arts 

community, the film community and the novelist community. They wanted to know, those local 

Polish artists, what was going on in America and as a Cultural Attaché you had access to 

American films, American music, American books and it made you a very popular person. 

 

I got to meet a lot of the important artists, many of whom were, Iôd guess youôd have to say, had 

made their peace with the Government. But many had not and wrote, maybe all of this is being 

lost in peoplesô minds, but they wrote these cryptic allegorical novels or made cryptic allegorical 

movies that everyone would recognize as a very harsh criticism of the Government. You know, 

youôd have to really know a lot of what was going on to be able to understand that, but all of the 

Locals would note theyôd have to see it, that they were really putting it to such and such or so 

and so. It was great. It was absolutely marvelous. 

 

These people were, obviously, intelligent, very intelligent. They were also somewhat freer in 

their attitudes. They could scoff a little bit and it was another very good access into Polish 

society. I enjoyed that a great deal but I knew it was only a fill-in and I also knew that that 

wasnôt what I wanted to do for the whole time. Then I got another break. I was told I would go to 

the Political Section but that in anticipation for that -- now I may be getting the timing wrong, I 

may have been doing that while I was a Cultural Attaché. But I was then asked to become the 

Editor of the Daily Translation Service that was probably run in a number of Eastern European 

countries. But there was a major one run by the U.S. and Britain in Warsaw. 

 

Q: We had the exact same counterpart in Belgrade. 

 

MENDELSOHN: Right. Because there were a lot of people who couldnôt read the local 

language, or couldnôt read it well enough or couldnôt read it quickly enough to get through the 

papers in any useful period of time. That was a spectacular experience in the sense that it was 

great for my language, I managed a group of Locals because they were doing the translating, 

Poles who knew quite good English. And you also were forced to get into the news. Not only did 

you pick the articles out for translation, you then read them in English before they went out in 

the morning to make sure they were reasonable there. So, you know, you were right on top of the 

news and it was a great sort of obligatory training in the kind of business that State Department 
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Political Officers are supposed to do, which is among other things, want to look at the news. 

 

In Western societies it is so easy to get both access to individuals or to hear all kinds of diverse 

opinions. In these closed societies, or in these Second World societies, the newspapers were 

important because it told you what the Party line was and you got a sense of what the issues, 

although they might be hidden, what the issues were that were boiling up within the Party. Well I 

ran that for almost a year with a British counterpart. It was done before work. It was a little bit 

demanding in the sense that, I canôt remember, I think we turned up at the office at ten a.m. and 

you had to get it out by ten in the morning so that it was useful. It might have been even a little 

earlierémaybe not. In by six and you worked for three hours and then you had a mimeographed, 

twelve-page pamphlet that was distributed to all the Embassies that subscribed. It was probably 

self-sustaining in terms of the finances. I didnôt know the finances. 

 

Q: Were Polish newspaper articles written in ñCommie speakò? 

 

MENDELSOHN: There were two kinds of articles. You got commentators who were writing 

cryptically. There was lots of covered language or phrases that read one way but meant 

something else that you had to look at a little bit carefully. Then there was sort of the straight 

news that was almost always formulaic. You know, ñthe Secretary of the Party and major 

Politburo members met with the Secretary of the Vietnamese Partyò that one you could predict 

and you could read and translate that in about seven seconds. But what youôd call the 'op eds', 

when they werenôt propaganda, which was pretty easy to read and there was pretty much of it in 

Commie speak, but the 'op eds' and commentaries were very often in this coded language that 

you might or might not totally understand. You might translate it correctly but not understand 

what it was referring to. 

 

There were lots of oblique and covered references, particularly when you went to those places 

that were considered to be not government papers. There was a religious paper run by the liberal 

Catholic Party. But Poland was a little different in that there were other Parties. They were all 

clearly subordinate to and dependent on the Communist Party, but there was the Workersô Party 

and there was the Catholic Party. They were allowed a little margin of, I wonôt say freedom, but 

a little leeway from the centerline. You wanted to read them and know what they were saying. 

Occasionally we got into trouble and occasionally nobody understood what they were saying. It 

was a very interesting experience, I must say. 

 

Q: Did the Polish translators come to you and say, ñMr. Mendelsohn, here is what is translated, 

but this is what they really mean?ò 

 

MENDELSOHN: Yes. We got help from them. Most of them of course spoke excellent English, 

which meant in some way they had been out of the country. A lot of theméI shouldnôt say a 

lotébut a few of them were of the Poles that in World War II had wound up in Britain and 

fought for Poland and they learned very good English and they came back and got caught up in 

the Communist takeover. Working for the Americans already was a big problem, of course, so 

most of them were disaffected in terms of the Government so they were delighted to come up 

and say, ñThis is important, this is what it means.ò So it was very helpful and very helpful for my 

political understanding and political background. I could go back to the Embassy and call up the 
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Political Section and tell them they might like to look at this particular article or that and that it 

was apparently a reference to such and such. 

 

The answer is yes. The translators were very helpful when there was this coded stuff to work on. 

They were delightful but they were also so clearly an ñout groupò in their own country. It was a 

little sad in that sense. 

 

Q: I never did that job but a friend of mine, Harry Dunlap, had it for a while in Yugoslavia and 

said that one of the problems was that maybe ten people were doing this and at least five werenôt 

talking to the other five. 

 

MENDELSOHN: Oh, yes, oh, absolutely. I donôt know whether that is part of the culture or 

what but yes, a lot of them didnôt like one another. But you know that happens everywhere. That 

happens in the Embassy, on your own side. I got along with them all because I liked the Poles 

and I liked my assignment very much and that was clear. 

 

My language was pretty good. Donôt ask me to say anything now, I havenôt used it for thirty 

years, but between the Consular Section, the Cultural Section and running the Bulletin, by the 

time I hit the Political Section my passive language was very good and my spoken language was 

pretty good, not great. I never became a great speaker but I became good enough that I basically 

served Stoessel for two years as his Protocol Assistant. I would do all the arranging for him, Iôd 

do the translating for him, I would go with him on all his formal calls and I would translate. 

Sometimes I would translate into Polish, not just out of Polish into English. So my language got 

pretty good. And I think he had confidence in me. 

 

Actually what happened, when I leftéI guess I was still in the translating sectioné Gronouski 

who never, I donôt think, cared much about that kind of stuffé Stoessel had me come in every 

morning, when he got to the office, and go over the newspapers with him. He was really very 

good about this. He was a Russian speaker but he had had some Polish, I guess, before he got 

there. But we went over the newspapers in Polish and I helped him read the articles. Not some of 

the more complicated ones, but simple ones so he could get his language up to speed. So in that 

sense I was used and felt very good about it. 

 

That wasnôt my only job and it was a delightful one, it was not in any sense a burden. You felt 

kind of like hereôs my second assignment, Iôve been in the Service four years, and Iôm going in 

every morning before the senior officers to talk with the Ambassador. And the Ambassador 

would say, ñOkay, I want to be sure that you guys report on this, this and thiséò and Iôd go out 

and tell my boss that we had to do the following things. You felt kind of good about that in a 

sense. 

 

Q: Could you tell me your impression observing Walter Stoessel as one of the major figures in 

our Eastern European policy and even beyondéhow did he operate and your impressions of how 

he dealt with the Poles? 

 

MENDELSOHN: He was terrific. This was a guy that central casting would have chosen for an 

Ambassador. He was very, I hate to use the word dapper, but he was exceedingly well put 
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together, very professional, very savvy and very measured. This was a guy who was thoughtful. 

He knew how to do things, he knew how to do them right, the Poles liked him very much 

because he was so obviously a professional at what he had to do. No false steps. 

 

It is important not only to understand the country you are in but also it is important to understand 

the way Washington works. I donôt know a lot of the interplay that he had, but he clearly also 

understood the way Washington works. I guess there were two important things he understood. 

He understood what was important in what was going on there and what it is the Embassy ought 

to be paying attention to. And he also understood how to run a place. Clearly he ran it, but he 

didnôt just run it because he was the Ambassador, he ran it because he was óupô on what was 

happening and he had a sense of what it was that should be done. So it was easy to listen to what 

he told you and what it was you had to do. It wasnôt just ñI want you to do X, Y and Zò and be 

thoughtless or be blustery about it. He was a very decent guy. Not a ranter, not a raver, not a 

foot-stomper or table-pounder. He was very calm and you just had great respect for him. 

 

He wasnôt exceedingly warm by any means, but he was so good at what he did that you 

respected him and it was a pleasure to work for him. And I think everyone felt that, I mean itôs 

not just me. 

 

Q: While you were there were there any particular issues that you can think of between Poland 

and the United States that absorbed much of our time? 

 

MENDELSOHN: There are two things. After my first year, year and a half, I guess a year, I 

went up to the Political Section. I was already doing the magazine in ô68 so this would have been 

ô68 to ô70, but I was already doing the morning Bulletin, I guess, by this time. In the spring of 

ô68 there was a major purge of intellectuals and Jews in Poland, which was a very sore point 

both in Poland and in U.S.-Polish relations. I was one of the principal followers of that for the 

Embassy. 

 

And it was interesting I did one thing, which was reallyé I want to put it on the record it was 

great. I had learned a lot about the newspapers in Poland running this Bulletin, and when these 

purges began I took myself to the public library and asked to look at the regional newspapers that 

they got. I found in the regional newspapers a whole series of items, news items, naming people 

who were being purged in the Provinces which were not being reported in Warsaw because the 

Poles began to get sensitive about international criticism, and U.S. criticism also, of what was 

going on in Warsaw. They stopped reporting in Warsaw, the purges, but the Provinces didnôt. I 

discovered a whole slew of reports. I went back in some of the regional papers and then also 

caught up to the current ones and we then translated them in the Bulletin and it was a big 

embarrassment to the Polish Government when these local purges also got reported. 

 

Q: Of course what you were putting out by this joint translation service the Poles got a copy of? 

 

MENDELSOHN: Oh, yes. 

 

Q: I mean, it was a commercial publication? 
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MENDELSOHN: Sure. And on what basis would they criticize us? We were translating stuff 

they had published. But they were very unhappy about that, obviously, that someone had thought 

to do that and I was always very pleased that I was able to contribute to their embarrassment. 

 

Q: What was our analysis behind this purge? 

 

MENDELSOHN: My recollection is that Gomulka was clearly being challenged and felt very 

insecure. The initiation of what were called the óMarch Eventsô was discontent among the 

students and the Intellectuals with the Gomulka regime, which was getting more and more heavy 

handed. And of course the response of the Gomulka regime was exceedingly heavy handed. 

Students were arrested, Intellectuals were purged, and then since you always have to find the 

instigator, you know it was always a conspiracy, it fell of course on the Jews in the Party and the 

Jews in the Intellectuals. There werenôt that many, but it was an easy one to deal with. So this 

was all a response by a challenged and increasingly removed from what was going on and 

increasingly sporadic Gomulka regime which eventually, in 1970, December after Iôd left 

actually, was removed. It clearly was a sign of a challenge to a regime that had stayed in office 

too long and gotten too dictatorial. It was never a pleasant place and it was getting worse. 

 

That was a bad moment in U.S.- Polish relations. 

 

Q: Just to develop that a little more. What was your impression of anti-Semitism in Poland at 

that time? 

 

MENDELSOHN: Well, you wanted to thing when you got there that maybe to some degree that 

had been put behind. What the March Events of ô68 showed was that the Poles really had not put 

that behind them and that there was such an historic memory of this that it was easy for the 

Government to play on it. It was sort of, if you want, it was a little bit like playing on the attitude 

towards American Indians in the late 1800s or early 1900s. It was just such a residual, historic 

memory of antagonism that it could easily resonate, if you wanted to use it for some sort of 

mobilizing purpose, which is what the Government did. That was tragic. That was very sad and 

in all honesty or in all fairness it was sad to a lot of Poles too. Not the ones in the Government 

but those who realized what a tragedy had happened to Poland. And you would hear Poles say 

that ever since the Jews were gone a certain spark was out of Polish life. Clearly while so many 

of them were integrated a lot of them werenôt and they lent a kind of color and charm to Polish 

life that when they were gone many Poles recognized it really wasnôt quite the same. 

 

Q: I think aside from many other things one of the great tragedies of Germany is there was such 

an affinity between the German Jews and Germany it turned it into a real intellectual dynamo 

and it is very obviously gone. 

 

MENDELSOHN: Thatôs true. 

 

Q: You know, Germany is sort of a stodgy, not terribly interesting place. 

 

MENDELSOHN: Absolutely true. Now there was some assimilation but perhaps not as 

successful in Poland. But there was a sub-culture, an unassimilated sub-culture, that was very 
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vibrant and that a lot of Poles liked. I mean they would go to the Jewish quarter, they would buy 

from Jewish merchantséit was a little bit like going to the Lower East Side of New York. You 

know it was maybe not what you wanted to be, but it was a lot of fun to go. I think the Poles 

recognized that something that they had lived with for 300 years and that had been a contribution 

although not an assimilated one, or integrated one, was gone. 

 

There were a lot of synagogues that were obviously empty, there are graveyards, and there are 

just marks all over Poland of a culture that just didnôt exist. And when I was there, I have no 

idea, I canôt remember anymore, there were 30,000 Jews left. I mean those who didnôt perish in 

the war, many of them left after the war, but some stayed. The older ones I guess without 

alternatives or who didnôt want to leave at that point. Some of them were in the Party. 

 

Q: Gomulkaôs wife was Jewish, wasnôt she? 

 

MENDELSOHN: Some of this is escaping me now, but I think some of the leaders in the 

immediate post war period were Jews who had been in the Party. Before the war the Party, 

among other things, looked like it was going to be egalitarian and a lot of Jews joined. They had 

gone to Moscow and then they had come back to take over. So they were doubly resented, they 

were doubly resented as Russian imports and Jews not Poles. 

 

That reinforced whatever feelings there might have been, anti-Semitic feelings, the fact that 

many of the Party people who came back from Moscow after the war were Jews. 

 

Q: Did we make our feelings known? 

 

MENDELSOHN: Iôm pretty sure we did. I canôt remember any longer, but Iôm pretty sure we 

were very critical of this but I donôt recall the details. 

 

We did not have warm and toasty relations with Gomulka. Whether we actually made a 

demarche or not I canôt remember. I couldnôt rule it out. 

 

Q: Did you ever accompany Stoessel when he met Gomulka? 

 

MENDELSOHN: I donôt know that he ever did, but I didnôt accompany him certainly. It was 

tougher for us to see the Government peopleé Iôm sorry, to see the Party people, as opposed to 

the Government people. We tried to keep our contacts at the Ministry rather than at the Party. 

And I think that was probably true throughout Communist countries, I donôt know. I donôt 

remember that we had much to do with Gomulka at all. 

 

Well that was ô68. The one other thing that was major that happened and I actually didnôt have a 

role in, but it was major. I think this was part of why Stoessel was sent to Warsaw. We re-opened 

contacts with the Chinese, prior to and in anticipation of our visit there. When was Nixon... 

 

Q: I canôt remember. The Johnsonéthe Nixon administration came in ô69. 

 

MENDELSOHN: Thatôs when we re-opened. 



 

208 

 

Q: We had the talks going back some years... 

 

MENDELSOHN: But they had broken off. 

 

Q: U Alexis Johnson and othersébut they had broken off... 

 

MENDELSOHN: I think it was ô69 when they were pumped up again. At some diplomatic 

function Stoessel was authorized to go to the Chinese Ambassador who was at that function and 

propose that they start speaking and it was those talks that eventually led to the... 

 

Q: Kissinger... 

 

MENDELSOHN: ...reopening. That was one of the mistakes of my career. It didnôt make any 

difference, but it would have been fun. I was asked whether I wanted to become the Reporting 

Officer for the talks with the Chinese. I foolishly, in retrospect, thought, ñWell, they were not 

going anywhere and I didnôt need another job, no thank you.ò That was a mistake. I should have 

done it. It was probably passionately interesting and another Officer took it over. He was an 

excellent Officer. Itôs just that I expressed no interest. I think Stoessel asked me if I wanted to do 

it. 

 

Q: What about the Prague Spring? You are talking about the ô68 period and March of ô68 and 

unrest and all and youôve got Prague... 

 

MENDELSOHN: That was a very interesting moment. Thatôs true. Things are getting a little 

clearer. In the Spring of ô68 I guess I was still in the Cultural stuff, but I got a lot of gossip about 

what was going on in preparation for the Warsaw Pact invasion in the Cultural Section. I 

remember getting one major bit of information, someone came in from Krakow, a beautiful 

medieval town, to the Cultural Section and sought me out. I have no idea why, maybe he didnôt 

know whom they wanted to see. He sat down and said, ñI want to tell you that I just came from 

Krakow and in the woods all around the city are armored tank units, Polish tank units, in 

camouflage.ò He gave me more details about disposition of forces. 

 

I went upstairs to report this and - Iôm sure we had photographs - but it was a confirmation of the 

preparations at the border for the crossing. Krakow is in the South near the Czech border. It was 

interesting and that is of course another bad moment right after the March events in ô68, it was a 

bad moment in U.S.-Warsaw Pact - Russian relations. Clearly we had not a freeze but a 

downturn. There was one other thing, my recollectionéthe timing is not good for meébut some 

time in ô68éIôm pretty sure it was ô68 and Iôm pretty sure it was in Warsaw and Iôm pretty sure 

we didnôt catch it rightéwas the enunciation of the Brezhnev Doctrine. 

 

I think it took place in a Brezhnev speech to a Polish Party Congress. I could be mis-

remembering. Where he said it was their job to ensure, forcibly if necessary, the continuance of 

socialism in countries that are Socialist. The Brezhnev Doctrine. The right to intervene to 

preserve socialism. That took place also in this whole ô68 period in connection with the Prague 

Spring. 
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I canôt remember now whether thatéwas the Brezhnev Doctrine a post facto justification of the 

invasion or a preé? 

 

Q: Iôm just not sure, but anyway it was in that period. 

 

MENDELSOHN: It was either a post facto justification or a ópreô oneéit might have been post 

facto. 

 

Q: Were you picking up within the intellectual community unhappiness or instigation? 

 

MENDELSOHN: What happened to my recollection is that for weeks, if not months, after the 

invasion of Czechoslovakia flowers were strewn on the sidewalk in front of the Czech Embassy 

in Warsaw in sort of commemoration or memory or sadness, if you will. Of course that is not 

what the Government wanted but on the other hand they couldnôt stop people from throwing 

flowers there. So there was that. There was that indication from the population in Warsaw, in 

Poland in any case, that they were unhappy or against the invasion, as well they might be. 

 

What else happened in Warsaw? Well, my wife and I were very active, and remained very 

active, in the Polish community to the degree you could be. You couldnôt see anybody too often. 

You couldnôt see a Pole too often, because it put them in jeopardy with the Security, the UB, the 

Office of Security. You always had to be careful about your contacts. 

 

We knew a disc jockey and we knew some artists and we knew the manager of a museum. They 

took us around. We took as much advantage of that country as you possibly could. So much so 

that at the end of our stay my wife wrote a 30 or 40 page handbook that we sort of 

mimeographed and distributed in the western community, A Poor Manôs Guide to Peoplesô 

Poland. And we had been places, a cultural museum, and to restaurants and cafes that nobody 

else in the community knew anything about. We listed them, gave addresses, because our Polish 

friends took us where most of the community wasnôt able to go. It wasnôt that they werenôt able 

to go, they just didnôt know about them. Everybody knew the downtown restaurants but we went 

places in the country that were just incredible and the food was much more interesting than in the 

city - and the decor. I remember one place the chairs were made up of seats taken out of old 

automobiles and airplanes. They had reclining seats. It was just an unimaginably funky place. 

 

That has always been and it was always an interest of mine and itôs true, I think, when we talked 

about Haiti. If you donôt get to know what is going on with the Locals, you are missing a major 

part of what this Foreign Service experience ought to be. Itôs not just, you know, getting ahead in 

the bureaucracy in Washington or through Washington. Itôs also getting to know a little bit about 

where it is you are and a different culture. I certainly learned a lot through my job about the 

different governmental culture and I think in our day to day life we did as well or better than 

anybody in sort of getting into the society to the degree that you could. It wasnôt easy. The 

language is difficult and of course the system militated against real contacts, real friends, real 

closeness because you put them in jeopardy actually. They knew that and so they were cautious 

too. 
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One other thingéa nice thing that happened is that our second child was born. Well, actually our 

third child because we had one that died that was born in Haiti that I mentioned earlier. Our third 

child was born in Warsaw. Actually, more accurately, born while we were in Warsaw. Because 

of the level of medical care the routine was to go out to the U.S. Military Hospital in Germany 

for anythingéanything, though there was an Embassy nurse and doctor. So my wife went to 

Wiesbaden to the Air Force Hospital and our third child, second daughter, was born in 

Wiesbaden and came back and has a Polish nickname to this day. Her real name is Katherine and 

she is called Kasha, which is a Polish diminutive that sounds like Russiané Sashaé Basha. 

Well, Kasha is the nickname for Katherine. She was born in ô69 and we left in ô70, so she spent 

the first year of her life in Warsaw living in a little room off the kitchen, which we had had as a 

pantry until she was born. 

 

Incidentally, I should mention that our living conditions were really quite good. The Embassy 

owned a number of apartments because there was no market as such in these places. So we 

owned a couple of buildings and we had an apartment in one building that was a pre war building 

and it really sensed the pre war era. It was a great apartment and you felt like you were living in 

Europe in the 1930s or ó40s. It was a good trait, the design and the whole feeling, very high 

ceilings, tall French doors or windows. You really felt like you were in Europe. Although our 

building was American the neighborhood was Polish, so you werenôt isolated from the 

community. 

 

There was something very interesting about living in Poland and that is that you would hear 

through your window on the streets in the morning horse carts, delivering coal and selling 

vegetables. I used to say to myself that these sounds and the way I was living must have been the 

way my parents must have lived in the United States at the turn of the century. It was funny, 

thatôs how far behind if you will they were but it was for me as an American, as opposed to a 

Pole for whom it was the real world, for me it was a nostalgic world. Everything sort of felt like 

you were fifty years back and it was kind of fun. I mean there is nowhere you are going to hear a 

horse cart in the United States any longer. 

 

Q: What about the role of the Polish Church while you were there? 

 

MENDELSOHN: Well that was always a very important part of the societal structure in Poland. 

The Church was in an uneasy standoff with the Government. The Church, to its credit, resisted 

the worst aspects of Communism and the Government tried, to my recollection it was always 

trying, to strike some kind of a, whatôs the word, modus vivendi with the Church and it was 

always uneasy at best. There was, as I mentioned earlier, a Catholic Party in the Parliament and 

there was a voice, a Catholic voice, which was considered to be a reasonably liberal newspaper 

and I remember it came out of Krakow. The guyôs name was Jerzy Turavski, or something like 

that. I remember visiting him several times in Krakow and chatting with him and then writing 

reports on what it was he was saying. I donôt remember any of the details any longer. 

 

The Church had to be careful but everyone knew that it stood for something other than the 

Government. On the other hand anybodyôs ability to outright oppose or criticize was strongly 

circumscribed. 
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One other thing going on that was important while I was there was the formal recognition by the 

Germans of the new borders. That document was being negotiated, I guess in early ô70, I think it 

was signed in ô70. I tried to stay on top of that also although I recognize, certainly now although 

I probably knew little about it then, that our Government was being informed from Bonn about 

what the Germans were doing. I also had very good contacts in Warsaw with the German 

Embassy. I tried to report from Warsaw about what was going on in terms of what turned out to 

be the eventual treaty resolving theéwell, wherein both sides acknowledged the border was not 

to be changed, or recognition that that was going to be the border between the two countries. 

That was always a big issue. 

 

A big part of life in Warsaw was the effort by the Government, which probably would have been 

an effort by any government, you know, not just a Communist one but maybe even a democratic 

one, to keep alive the memory of World War II. Now there was a purpose for that. That was to 

sort of stimulate the nationalist rationale for the Communists. The appeal to nationalism was 

always one of the mobilizing aspects or mobilizing tools of Communism in Central Europe. It 

was difficult to get affection for the Communist system. It wasnôt hard however to rally the 

people around the cause of nation-hood. Germany was sort of that rallying cry. 

 

Posters of bombs falling and words to the effect of never again, something like that. Lots of 

stories circulating of German tourists coming back to look at their property. These were all 

canards anyhow but they were always around. But to come back to the central point, whereas the 

horse carts reminded me of 50 years ago the point of the Government was to remind everybody 

that the war was just yesterday. I donôt know what itôs like now, this is 30 years ago, but it was 

the ó60s, after all. Almost up until 1970, I left in the summer of ô70, for them the war was as 

vivid and as recent as yesterday. 

 

Q: Again I go back to my Yugoslav times. There were a lot of movies, Yugoslav movies, showing 

the Germans doing beastly things and the Partisans being very good and all that. Was there 

much of a Polish movie industry and that sort of thing? 

 

MENDELSOHN: There was a big Polish movie industry because it was allowed the film school, 

and I think it may have been the Blat, there may have been one other than the Blat, I donôt know, 

but I think it was The Blat Film School outside of Russia. A famous one actually. Trained some 

good people, they did some good stuff, a lot of it was about the war but I donôt remember seeing 

a lot of those movies. I remember seeing sort of the ómodô movies that had to do with life under 

Communism, however that might be. 

 

Q: Knife in the Water... 

 

MENDELSOHN: Knife in the Water, I canôt remember any of the other stufféCanals was the 

big one, that was about fighting World War II. There was a lot of that, Iôm sure, in the movie 

trail, I didnôt see many of them myself. But there was a very, very active film industry and film 

school for all of Central Europe in Lodz. It still exists and had an excellent reputation. While I 

was there a British Director who had been trained at Lodz produced a movie that was actually 

rather well known in the West. It sort of became a symbol of how bitteréthe movie was called 

IFéit was about a revolt in a secondary school, a public school in Britain. 
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Q: Oh yes, Malcolm McDowell... 

 

MENDELSOHN: McDowelléI canôt remember the name of the Director now. It will probably 

come to me after youôve gone. But he was feted after the movie came out and he was a graduate 

of the Lodz film school. And Iôm sure PolanskiéRoman Polanskiéhad gone to the Lodz film 

school. And the Czech guy probably went too, the one who made Amadeus, what the hell is his 

nameé 

 

Q: While you were there from what were you gathering what was the attitude towards the 

Soviets? When I say Soviets, I mean Russian. 

 

MENDELSOHN: The official attitude, the Governmental and propaganda attitude, was Russia is 

our big brother, our savior, our ally and our comrade. But the fact of the matter is that the Poles 

historically, deep-seatedly, traditionally and vehemently, dislike the Russians. And they dislike 

the Russians not only because they were subjects of the Czar, but also they considered them 

peasantsénot just peasants but... 

 

Q: I was going to say, ñuncultured collective farmers,ò which is about as low as you can go. 

 

MENDELSOHN: Right, right. Warsaw was considered at the time I was there, as the Las Vegas 

of Eastern Europe. Poles would come back from visits to Russia and have nothing but disdainful 

stories about the, you know, the hotel, the bathrooms the restaurantséjust total disdain, dislike 

and real cultural put-downs. They had very little good to say about the Russians. 

 

The funny thing and I guess this maybe contradicts a little bit about what I said earlier, they were 

very ambivalent about the Germans. They hated them for what went on in the war. On the other 

hand they recognized that the Germans were an economic, political and cultural entity of some 

significance and they distinguished between the East and the West Germans. 

 

They totally disliked the East Germans. There was a little more room for maneuver on a day-to-

day basis with the West Germans, with the exception of this Governmental propaganda about 

World War II which was almost all then pinned on the unregenerate West Germans. The real 

sense of the population was that the East Germans were just unlikable and unpleasant because 

they were the ones the Poles had to deal with. They could never strike useful economic deals. 

They were always at a disadvantage economically with them, whereas the West Germans, maybe 

because they felt a sense of guilt, were more generous in their dealings with the Poles than the 

East Germans. 

 

Q: What about the Vietnam War? This was the height of our involvement, although we were 

beginning to pull out, but how did that play in Poland? 

 

MENDELSOHN: I donôt remember. That may be my fault I didnôt focus on it. Iôm sure we were 

criticized, but I canôt recall having any discussions about it. Remember at the non Governmental 

level there was such affection for Americans it is not surprising that they wouldnôt engage me on 

a critical issue or an issue critical of the United States. Iôm sure at the governmental level we 
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were being bombarded all the time and Iôm sure in the press we were, although I donôt remember 

that specifically. But at the person- to-person level America was the great beyond, it was Avalon, 

you know, the Arthurian goal. Avalon and not Camelot. I think that overrode everything. I donôt 

remember being engaged. 

 

I mean in the Consular Section they were all trying to come to the United States. They are not 

going to say, ñAnd by the way, although Iôm going, I donôt like your policy in Vietnam.ò It was 

different. There are, I donôt know, seven million, eight million Poles in the United States. 

 

Q: Well I remember in ô76 talking to the Polish Consul in Chicago and he pointed out, ñYou 

know, other than Warsaw we have more Poles in Chicago than there are in any of the Polish 

cities. This is a big job.ò 

 

MENDELSOHN: Thatôs right. Sure. Itôs the second largest Polish city in the world. They were 

prepared to overlook a lot of things, except at the official level whatever the line was of the Blat 

certainly they had it. But I think you always felt, believe it or not, you always felt -- at least I did 

-- that you were quite welcome. At the official level no, but at the day to day level absolutely. 

 

Q: It was a tense periodéit was not a warm and friendly period between the East and the West. 

One of our major concerns always was a sudden strike into Western Europeéwas there any 

question or speculation about whether the Polish Army would perform if push came to shove? 

Iôm talking about within the Embassy talk. 

 

MENDELSOHN: Itôs a good question because Iôve always been interested in that. I spent a lot of 

time after Warsaw dealing with arms control, East-West, and then I was at NATO so this all fits 

in. I remember at the time that the speculation, and this may be partly my own opinion, I think 

generally the speculation was that the Poles would be very reluctant and poor allies if we were 

talking about a strike on Western Europe. 

 

I think actually Russian policy, if you looked at it carefully, reflected the fact that the Russians 

had very little confidence in their Eastern European allies in terms of offensive support. On the 

other hand the feeling was that maybe this was just deduced without any actual proof. That if 

Germany were ever to attack the Poles would of course fight and fight very hard to their limits. I 

think they had about a quarter million men under arms. 

 

But there was a lot of joking about the state of preparedness of the military. For example I 

remember stories circulating. They had tank parks, you know, places where they stored their 

tanks. People said that all of the gas had been stolen out of the tanks and sold on the black 

market so that if they had to get them gunned up in an emergency there was nothing in them; 

theyôd have to find the gas. There were those kinds of stories. 

 

I think that those were probably true. They would have been, at best, reluctant offensive allies 

but determined for nationalistic reasons defensive allies. Thatôs the best I can say about that. I 

remember going to a couple of remarks passed with the Ambassador, laying a wreath at the tomb 

of the unknown soldier and all that kind of stuff. The Poles history had dealt them such a terrific 

blow or bad deal, maybe I should say geography dealt them a bad deal. The military tradition 
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was a very sensitive one, you know, where were you when the war popped up? They got badly 

overrun by both the Germans and the Russians. There was great confusion, as in France actually, 

about what people did during the war. Did they go and fight the Free French, did they 

collaborate, did they hide out, and did they join the Partisans? It was a little bit less complicated 

in Poland because there wasnôt a chance to be a collaborator in quite the same way. There wasnôt 

a Vichy. But there was a Free Poland, you know, of which they were very proud by the way. A 

quarter of the RAF pilots out of Britain were Polish. 

 

Q: In the Italian Campaign Monte Casino was taken by Polish troops. 

 

MENDELSOHN: So there were bright moments in World War II although fundamentally it was 

probably the country most touched by it; more than six million people killed, half of them Jews. 

The country devastated. They were treated as [parasites] by the Germans and of course the 

Russians partitioned it at that time. 

 

There were some Poles who came back with the Russians. There was one other memory in their 

wartime memory. At the time of the uprising in Warsaw in ô44, the uprising... 

 

Q: General Boer, I think... 

 

MENDELSOHN: Was Boer in the uprising? 

 

Q: He was in the uprising, yes. 

 

MENDELSOHN: Well the uprising was the home army. They were not Communists. The 

uprising took place as the Russians were at the gates, almost literally, of Warsaw and the 

Russians stopped. The theory of course was what they wanted was the home army to be 

decimated because they worked for Communism and the Russians were bringing Communist 

army and political contingents with them. Plus there was the Katin forest background. For all this 

time both the Russians and the Polish Communists maintained that the Katin forest massacre was 

the result of the Germans purging intellectuals and army officers when the fact of the matter is 

that it was the Russians who were purging. I think everybody, except the official people, 

everybody knew or strongly suspected that that was a Russian operation. Add that to this 

uprising in ô44 and the halt outside until the uprising was basically crushed. Those were in the 

memories of the Poles and made their view of the Russians a lot different. 

 

We started talking a little bit about the military tradition and obviously that was greatly mixed. 

So there was a lot in connection with the nationalism and the German threat and the memory of 

the Germans. So there was a lot of propaganda and falderal around the military and the 

importance that they hold for the country, a lot about Socialist fraternity and solidarity in joint 

operations. You knew this was popular but they were not that sophisticated a military. 

 

But there is a tradition in Poland interestingly enough, there is a little bit of the Iron Man 

tradition which was... in the pre war period it was Kulzutski, in the post war period it was 

Jarowzelsi. So there is that little bit of that running through Poland because it has been such a 

difficult place to run. 
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I should mention one other thing that relates to Russia and the military tradition. One of the 

important moments in Polish military history and political history was the battle in 1920 or ô21, I 

canôt remember, after the Poles had invaded Russia in an effort to expand their own territory. 

The Russians counter attacked. The Russians were stopped on the Vistula by Kulzutskiôs army, 

and it is known as the Miracle on the Vistula... 

 

That was a great moment. The Poles stopped the Russians. And the funny thing is of course how 

that was a central fact of Polish history and part of the military tradition and had that anti Russian 

aspect to it as well. So there was a little bit of that conflict there. They couldnôt say much about 

what they had done with the Germans. They were not a major participant in that fight. They 

could of course talk about the Battle of Britain where they were a major participant, and Italy, 

too, where they took heavy losses. 

 

Q: Oh, yes, you go to Casino and you can see the Polish gravesite, which is very impressive. 

 

MENDELSOHN: The Poles certainly love their country and they would have fought very hard 

and very well. I think they were considered good soldiers, but those in the East were the ones 

who took power. 

 

Anything else on Warsaw? 

 

Q: I canôt really think of it. You know, Jack, I was thinking this might be a good time to stop at 

this. Itôs easier, so we are not trying to catch up, but Iôd like to put at the end of thiséyou left in 

1970, where did you go? 

 

MENDELSOHN: I did something I wanted to do. I said I liked it in Central Europe, I was 

interested in the area, and I wanted to specialize. I was sent to Columbia University to the 

Institute on East Central Europe where I spent a year. I really worked hard because I did enough 

work to earn a degree, in one year and a summer, which is all the Department allowed and that 

was fine. I earned a degree from Columbia on history and politics, or what would be called a 

regional or areas studies degree from Columbia on East Central Europe. 

 

 

 

THOMAS W. SIMONS JR. 

Visa Officer/Political Officer  

Warsaw (1967-1971) 

 

Ambassador Simons was born in Minnesota and raised primarily in the countries 

of his fatherôs Foreign Service assignments and in the Washington, DC area. He 

received his education at Yale and Harvard Universities and at the Hoover 

Institute at Stanford University. He also pursued studies in Europe. Entering the 

Foreign Service in 1963, Mr. Simons had several tours of duty at the State 

Department in Washington, DC and at the White House, dealing primarily with 

Foreign Trade and East European affairs. His foreign posts include Warsaw, 
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Moscow, Bucharest and London. He served as United States Ambassador to 

Poland from 1993 to 1995 and as Ambassador to Pakistan from 1996 to 1998. 

Ambassador Simons was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 2004. 

 

Q: Why? 

 

SIMONS: Well, just sort of bits and pieces of a whole life. I think itôs the heroic underdog thing 

about the Poles that I remembered. I can remember as a child in Calcutta watching the movie, it 

was the year I was seven, an old black-and-white movie of the destruction of Warsaw by the 

Germans in 1939, the Stukas screaming down and Chopin playing in the background. I can 

remember that. 

 

Q: Warsaw Concerto. 

 

SIMONS: Yeah, wow. I can remember reading a Penguin book my Dad had about heroic Poland 

when I was a teenager, maybe 14. Then when you go study in Vienna, Vienna is kind of an 

eastern city -- itôs the second largest Czech city, itôs the second largest Hungarian city ï and once 

youôre in Vienna youôre already kind of in Eastern Europe. So when we got into the Foreign 

Service Iôd started naming Poland on my wish list. Kennedy Round service was something that 

people wanted to reward you for. Iôm not sure we deserved it, but the system tried to get you 

what you wanted, so they gave me Warsaw. In ó67 we came back. Peggy was pregnant with our 

first child. We moved into a little apartment in Georgetown at 25
th
 and Q and walked across Key 

Bridge every morning to the new FSI building. 

 

Q: This is not in the garage. 

 

SIMONS: This is after the move from Arlington Towers. 

 

Q: From the Towers, right. 

 

SIMONS: It was a new building. It seemed bright, spanky and modern for us. 

 

Q: You remember the cafeteria, though. 

 

SIMONS: Wonderful cafeteria, good food. I remember the beef, the way they cut it off the thing. 

A wonderful course that we loved. Our baby was born on May 10. Peggy kept walking across 

Key Bridge there until the other guys at her Polish table were afraid that her water would break 

and that she would cause a crisis there; but she didnôt. Our little girl Suzanne was born in 

Washington Hospital Center. We learned good Polish, both of us. Wonderful teachers: Krystyna 

Malinowska was a brilliant teacher for many, many years there, and became a friend. 

 

Q: What were you picking up about Poland from your teachers? The instructor is often your first 

entrée into the country and all that. 

 

SIMONS: Heroic, stubborn and constantly betrayed. I think those epithets would do it. They all 

had histories of ó56. Krystyna had come after ó56. They could remember the Warsaw Uprising 



 

217 

when the city was destroyed by the Germans in 1944. So stories of heroism and betrayal were 

sort of the staple, but there was also the partly successful heroism of ó56 and Polandôs relative 

liberalism, for instance a Church that had some autonomous role, a mainly private agriculture. 

Then in March of ó68 while we were still in the course you had the student riots in Warsaw, and 

the crackdown that was still something that we faced when we got there, because it included a 

wave of anti-Semitism, which weôd never had any living experience with. A little bit of 

American social anti-Semitism, maybe, a little bit in Germany when I was a student there, but 

not as the political factor that we found in Poland. So: turbulent, heroic, betrayed, unpredictable. 

 

Q: You went to Poland when? 

 

SIMONS: In August of ó68. We drove from Geneva. We took our baby in her carry seat, picked 

up a new Volvo station wagon ï we had diplomatic prices in Geneva -- and drove from Geneva 

to Warsaw across Czechoslovakia. In Czechoslovakia the Prague Spring was in full throttle still. 

There had been these enormous maneuvers, and very tough negotiations with the Soviets were 

clearly still going on. While we were in Geneva and paid our first visit to Czechoslovakia, a 

vacation visit in 1967, we had met a Czech boy with his Scottish pen pal in a Prague restaurant, 

and we had remained friends. In 1968 he was active in his home town of Ceske Budejovice, and 

on the liberal side. We met him first there and then in Prague which is where his family was 

from, and we went to Free Speech Corner, which was this wonderful square there beside the 

main drag where the whole world was coming to participate in the Czech experiment. It was like 

the springtime of the peoples. It was the most exhilarating experiment and experience for us to 

get this feeling of freedom. 

 

Everybody came including French revolutionaries from May 1968 when you had had the great 

revolt in Paris. I can remember one of them in sandals talking to a Czech bureaucrat who was on 

his way home from the office in his suit, clearly with the remains of his lunch in his briefcase. 

Their common language was English, and this young Frenchman was trying to convince the 

Czech that Castro had it right and you had to send the bureaucrats out to cut sugarcane, and that 

Mao had it right, that you had to teach people to be close to the working class. The Czech kept 

replying that what they needed instead was technology and higher productivity in the economy. 

Finally he looked at this young Frenchman and said wearily, ñYoung man, you do not 

understand.ò That was kind of a lesson too. But that was the 14
th
 of August, and we went on to 

Poland on the 15
th
. We moved into the Economic Counselorôs house. He was on vacation. We 

were awakened on the 21
st
 by the Polish planes taking off from Okecie Airport and overflying 

Warsaw on the way to join the invasion of Czechoslovakia; so that happened six days later. 

 

Q: Yeah, I want to cover that, but first what job were you going to when you went to Warsaw? 

 

SIMONS: I went into the Consular Section and I did NIVôs, I did visitorsô visas. 

 

Q: Who was our ambassador? 

 

SIMONS: Our ambassador was a new ambassador who came with me, Walter Stoessel, and heôd 

just arrived. The DCM was Walter Jenkins, who was an old China hand who ended up I think in 

Frankfurt, and then he was replaced by Eugene Boster, who ended up in Bangladesh and I think 
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Guatemala. We had very talented group of young people, many who went on to do good things. 

You still had the system in those days of putting most of the new people in the Consular Section 

and making them compete with each other for jobs in the Economic and Political Sections. I was 

in that situation. But the year I spent in Consular was one of the best years of my Foreign Service 

experience. 

 

Q: I ran the Consular Section in Belgrade in the early ó60s and I had young FSOôs like David 

Anderson, Tom Niles on their first tour. 

 

SIMONS: We had Jack Mendelsohn and Norman Terrell, things happened to them later and they 

left the Service, but they were very, very talented people. It was also an interesting period in 

Consular. The Poles were issuing passports to people who wanted to come to the United States, 

and we were just at the tail end of the period where we felt that any person in a Communist 

country -- maybe Yugoslavia was an exception -- but where any person in Poland who got a 

passport should get a visa because it was a Communist country. It was just in my time that we 

started to look at all of these people coming on invitations from janitor women in Chicago who 

made $2500 a year. We got a big map of Chicago and started putting pins in as to how many visa 

applications and started cracking down on what was actually a fraud operation. 

 

Q: Yugoslavia at that time, just slightly before, the Yugoslavs were usually applying en masse, 

but we were just refusing them. 

 

SIMONS: We started to do that in my time. But, Stu, the good thing about it was that we had 

about 20 interviews a day, and they were in the office, and you would sit down with a person and 

you could ask them questions. Not only did I learn excellent Polish that way but I learned about a 

slice of humanity that Iôd never had any contact with before, the peasantry, because most of them 

were from Galicia, southern Poland, because most of the Polish immigration to the United States 

were peasants from there, and they were the people who invited their relatives to visit. So it was 

also a social education. 

 

Q: What was the political situation in relations with the United States at that particular time? 

 

SIMONS: Well, it was terrible, because it was a very turbulent time in a Communist political 

system. Relations with the United States were almost shut down. We had almost no relations. 

You had the repression of the students, you had the anti-Semitism going on, you had police 

pressure, you had persecution of liberals. You had Jews flowing out, and Jews got their first 

interview in the Warsaw Embassy before they were processed through to Vienna where the INS 

(Immigration and Naturalization Service) took charge of them. The Soviets were paranoid over 

West Germans trying to suborn Czechoslovakia. The ostensible excuse for the invasion of 

Czechoslovakia was to keep them from being subverted by West Germans; there was paranoia in 

the political system. So we had almost no relations. There were no high-level visits. You had a 

consular operation that continued, but you had almost no political relations of any kind. After the 

invasion of Czechoslovakia there was a practical shutdown in international relations that lasted a 

year until the Budapest conference. It put off SALT negotiations for a year, the strategic arms 

negotiations that had been agreed to but which were then postponed until late 1969. It was during 

that year that we MIRVed our strategic forces, introduced Multiple, Independently Targeted 
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Reentry Vehicles, so you had a proliferation cost to that year of hiatus. 

 

Q: Well, here you are, youôre brand-new to Poland and all of a sudden Poland embarks on 

invasion. This is along with the other countries of the Warsaw Pact. What was the reaction of the 

Embassy? 

 

SIMONS: Well, it was disgust, which Poles themselves also felt. Although we also learned that 

they didnôt much like Czechs and the Czechs didnôt much like them. You get sort of traditional 

national antipathies within the Communist bloc. They mainly felt embarrassed about it, but they 

also felt that they -- and we understood why as a satellite -- that they didnôt have any choice. 

Romania had a choice; Ceausescu refused to join the invasion and we admired him. That was 

one of the bases for our relationship with Romania later on. But the Poles didnôt have a choice 

and in retrospect itôs also clear that for Gomulka it was very important at that point to win Soviet 

favor, because it was really the invasion of Czechoslovakia that led the Soviet Union to support 

him against the people who are contesting his authority within the Polish Party. The worst anti-

Semites were Polish Communist nationalists. They were sort of red browns, fascist-leaning. By 

joining the invasion of Czechoslovakia Gomulka got the Soviet support that he needed to calm 

all that down. At the Party conference or congress in November he brought in a whole new set of 

Young Turks, a lot of new people in the leadership, and they were his clients, they were 

technocrats. So we understood that kind of thing. We also had, Stu, if you remember, it was the 

year of assassinations for us here. It was Dr. King, and we were here. My wife and I, she was 

pregnant. I can remember we took a bus out of Washington for New York and watched the 

smoke rise over the H and 7
th
 Street corridors. 

 

Q: I remember driving up Wisconsin Boulevard and seeing troops with bayonets in the streets of 

Georgetown. 

 

SIMONS: Georgetown was under curfew, tanks in the streets. 

 

Q: It was something I never thought Iôd ever see. 

 

SIMONS: Well, it was an America that we werenôt used to. We didnôt run screaming from the 

cities, but it was a turbulent time. Warsaw was different. That September Peggy and I and our 

four-month old baby in her pram went to visit the party commemoration of the outbreak of 

World War II. It wasnôt being held outdoors because of the political situation, but in a hall that is 

the ice skating rink. We were dressed in casual clothes with our baby in a pram, and we walked 

right into the hall just in time to see the whole Polish Politburo stand up, stand up and sing the 

Internationale. We then came out the corridor and went back around to the back exit, and we 

stood there with some security people and a few gawkers and watched the whole Politburo walk 

right past us five feet away to their cars, and we were never checked. This is a time when major 

American political figures were being assassinated, and it really did make you think that they had 

their law-and-order situation under control. 

 

Q: People that were in the Embassy when the invasion happened, had they been expecting the 

Poles to do it or did it come as a surprise? 
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SIMONS: We werenôt expecting the invasion at first. I asked Stoessel. Stoessel had been Deputy 

Assistant Secretary in Washington responsible for Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. I said, 

ñWhat was your feeling?ò He said, ñWell, we had been so afraid that they would invade so often 

for so long that when they got to their meeting at Cierna nad Tisou, and it looked as if they 

worked things out at that point, we kind of dropped our guard; so it came as a surprise.ò 

 

Q: Thatôs when Dubcek went to meet Brezhnevé 

 

SIMONS: Went out to the border town, with I think his Politburo, to meet Brezhnevôs. We 

thought it was over. So we were taken aback at the invasion, and so the question whether the 

Poles would join I donôt think came up. Maybe earlier in Washington in the contingency 

planning. But then when it happened I donôt think anybody was really surprised. I think the 

surprise was rather that the Romanians didnôt join. Thatôs the way it was. 

 

Q: Did this have any effect on your visa issuance or not? 

 

SIMONS: No, but it had an effect on our social life, because it made Poles wary of you and it 

made you kind of wary of Poles. Norman Terrell had been there a year before me and he had a 

friend, a young lawyer, who started coming to sit in the vestibule of the USIS library waiting for 

him to come so he could talk to him: an obvious police spy. So you were real careful about 

whom you met, and you built friendships really quite slowly. You were invited to parties. Itôs a 

society in which the police are kind of a presence, but not everyone is a policeman, so thereôs 

that ambiguity. You knew that in Belgrade. 

 

Q: Was there any movement of sort of intellectuals going to the United States or vice versa, visa-

wise? 

 

SIMONS: Not in that first year, because the exchange programs shut down. There were Jews 

leaving, including intellectuals, and some were on their way to the United States. But there were 

few others. 

 

Q: Were they just told ñyouôre Jewish, get out,ò or what happened? How did this work? 

 

SIMONS: Well, I think itôs hard to tell. I think they were made to feel unwanted, especially 

within the Party, because a lot of them had been Party people. There were 25,000 or so Jews left 

in Poland in 1968. Thatôs not many, and they had chosen to stay at the end of the war; after the 

decimation, after the Holocaust, there were about a quarter of a million. They had gone in the 

two big waves, one right after the war and then after ô56, so the ones who left in ó68 were people 

who had chosen to stay even though the ground was soaked in Jewish blood. So a lot of it was a 

Party thing. 

 

I can remember an incident thatôs sort of wonderful if you like porn sort of stories. The State 

Secretary in the West German Foreign Ministry was a guy named Duckwitz. He was a Social 

Democratic protégé -- it was the time of the Grand Coalition -- but he had a duelling scar too; a 

big guy. He went to our Ambassador and it was a Nixon ambassador, Kenneth Rush, at the time, 

and said, ñI want you to do something for my friend Katz-Suchy who is in Poland. Heôs being 
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persecuted and he wants to go to the United States.ò So this message came through from our 

Embassy in Bonn and went to our DCM. He called me in and he said, ñTom, you want to do 

something for Katz-Suchy.ò I said, ñWell let me look him up.ò So I went down to the files and 

got his out. He was an old Communist, Jewish to be sure, but he had been to New York, the 

Polish ambassador at the UN (United Nations) in the late ó40s, and he was a sidekick of 

Vishinskyôs, the former purge prosecutor who was Soviet UN ambassador, very tough on the 

Americans. 

 

Q: Who was the great persecutor of Bukharin et al. 

 

SIMONS: Yeah, but now it was in the early Cold War, and Katz-Suchy followed along, cutting 

and sarcastic. So I said to the DCM, ñWell look, Iôm going back on leave, so let me talk about it 

in the Department.ò So I went back to the Department, because I didnôt want to cross my DCM, 

and it was going to be my decision. I nosed around the Department. I said, ñWould you mind if I 

turned Katz-Suchy down?ò They said, ñNo, no, weôll support you.ò So I went back and I turned 

him down. Because my thought was -- I got into arguments with people about it ï that just 

because someone is Jewish doesnôt mean he deserves an American visa if he was a swine, if the 

record shows that he was a swine. I turned him down and it stuck. He found an academic post in 

Denmark. 

 

Q: Did you find in the visa thing that we were running across people who had been in the Party, 

and you had to prove that they had disavowed the Party through some overt act? 

 

SIMONS: No, we werenôt that rigid. You had to make your judgments on that. I mean you didnôt 

want to make them perjure themselves. We were past the stage at that point where they had to 

disavow the Party by some overt act. Somebody who had been seen as a Party official and who 

was leaving and was Jewish was often what youôre dealing with. The other thing that you saw 

was lots of simple people being scarfed up in this. I mean leather workers from towns in Silesia. 

That made you sad, and it made you angry at Poles. I mean, hey, if this sort of thing is going to 

be used in political fights, innocent people get hurt. We also figured out, however, that as with 

every group, not all of these people were admirable. I can remember Ryszard Bakst, who was a 

great pianist. In fact when I came back to Poland as Ambassador in 1990 he was also back as a 

judge at the Chopin festival that is held every five years. But back when he emigrated in the 

1960s he was haranguing our consular people there because he thought it was an obligation of 

the U.S. Government to ship his two pianos out and pay for it. So anyway you find that it takes 

all kinds. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel while you were there for the Soviet influence and all? 

 

SIMONS: Well, it was kind of murky because the Soviets, it was like standoff weapons. You 

didnôt see them. It wasnôt sort of overt. I mean they had influence on things, and you knew they 

were involved, but you just got very intermittent and actually suspicious signs of where the 

Soviets were. I can remember after the workersô revolt on the coast in 1970, how a man who I 

knew -- he had been one of the first Eisenhower Fellows in the U.S. -- sort of called me up -- at 

that time I was in the Political Section -- and recounted how during the workersô revolt Gomulka 

had called Moscow for support and had been told that he had a problem with his own working 
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class, and he should work it out. Well, some version of that obviously happened, but this guy 

was so obviously a secret policeman that you had to take it with a grain of salt. It was very hard 

to get to where the Soviets were at that point. They were not a strong overt presence. They had 

troops in Legnica. They had a base and a couple of divisions down there, but their 31 divisions 

were in East Germany rather than Poland. During the troubles of ó68 you sent your military 

attaches out on the road looking for them, and again in 1970 to find out whether they were 

shifting troops around or something. I think they tried to be pretty discreet, and they actually 

were pretty discreet. I can remember Ambassador Aristov, who was there in Poland as 

ambassador twice. I can remember shaking his hand twice in a party, a diplomatic party, he was 

shaking everybodyôs hand and not seeing whose hand he was shaking. 

 

Q: Were you able to have any good discussions with Poles? 

 

SIMONS: Yeah, and better as relations got better; better as things settled down; better as 

relations picked up. I mean we had a big Congressional delegation, I remember, in 1970; Senator 

John Sparkman of Alabama led it. I remember it was ó70 because it was around the time when 

Egyptian leader Nasser had just died, and we were talking to Sparkman about what it might 

mean. So yeah, exchanges picked up. You had special agricultural exchanges, so you had people 

in the agriculture sector. The head of the Agriculture Department of the Party Central Committee 

had spent a year on an Iowa farm, for instance. 

 

So yeah, over time you could make friends, and we made real friends. Weôd go to parties and 

talk to people, and people had open houses. I remember liberal Catholics. I remember I was 

introduced by the DCM to the deputy head of one of the kept Catholic organizations, a Catholic 

organization set up in 1945 called PAX, that had a very strange relationship with the regime. It 

wanted to be a party, it wanted to be an ally, but they were believing Catholics, and terribly anti-

Semitic, so it wasnôt permitted. Anyway, over time I developed a circle of friends, and it was a 

widening circle of friends, around Warsaw. 

 

For instance, Iôve always liked this story. We had three American historians there doing research 

for their theses, and I did a little seminar where weôd bring them over to the house and give them 

cigarettes and booze, because they didnôt have Embassy commissary privileges, and one of us 

would give a paper and then we would comment on it. It was a little history seminar in Polish 

history. After a while we started to invite Poles to join us to give talks. So I made friends that 

way. We had Catholic historians who were writing interesting things. I was friends with Polandôs 

best rural sociologist. Then you would have serious conversations, careful because you werenôt 

sure what kind of connections they had; you had to exercise judgment. It was a great school for 

judgment. But I can remember one of these Catholic liberal friends telling me laughing -- he was 

married to a Dutch girl, and he ended up as Polish Consul in Lille in northern France after the 

change in 1990; we used to go to open house at his place -- and he said to me laughing, ñYou 

know I was called down to secret police headquarters and told that you were the CIA (Central 

Intelligence Agency) Station Chief.ò I said, ñWhat was your response?ò He said, ñI laughed.ò So 

they would tell you things too. Thatôs the sort of thing too that wouldnôt happened any other 

place in the Communist world at that time. So you knew it was a filthy regime, you knew about 

the anti-Semitism, you knew about the exodus of Jews, you knew about the infighting, but you 

also knew that this kind of liberality was unique in the Communist world. So it was a lesson in 
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ambiguity. Yugoslavia was like that too but without the Soviet part. 

 

Q: During the ó70s somebody who was in Poland was saying he was convinced that there 

probably were at least three dedicated Marxists in the country. 

 

SIMONS: That was a casualty of Czechoslovakia. Leszek Kolakowski the philosopher, the ex-

Stalinist, was still there when we were there. He had secret police in front of his apartment door, 

terrorizing his young daughter. He left that year, went to Oxford, ended up at Berkeley, which he 

didnôt like and came back to Oxford. It was the Berkeley of the Free Speech Movement, and his 

first act was to park his car in Peopleôs Park, and get death threats for it. Berkeley was too wild 

for him. I remember talking to him at the 1970 AAASS Convention in Columbus ï we were on 

home leave in Chillicothe (just south of there) ï and asking if he thought the radicals there were 

Stalinists; ñno,ò he exclaimed, ñthey are unconscious Bakuninists!ò 

 

Q: Oh, it was not a great time to go. 

 

SIMONS: Yeah, but he was also the guy who said that after Czechoslovakia, talking about 

humane socialism or socialism with a human face was like talking about frying snowballs. It 

really had no purchase at all. That old revisionism that had been so much a question between ó56 

and ó68 was dead. I remember I made a friend because I invited him to the house. He had written 

a book, he was a professor of philosophy I think, written a book on Herbert Marcuse, and he 

explained to me that itôs critical because (you know) Marcuse is a running dog of this and that. 

But it was kind of an inquiry about Western thinking that just passed traditional Marxist 

orthodoxy by, and got published. That was available. Marxism was on life support. 

 

Q: You did visas for a year and then what? 

 

SIMONS: Then I went up to the Political Section. I won one of the lottery tickets. 

 

Q: Who was the head of the Political Section? 

 

SIMONS: Nick Andrews, Nicholas G. Andrews, who never became an ambassador. He was 

offered Mauritius. He was married to a wonderful Romanian woman. He himself had been a boy 

in Romania and married a friend of his youth. He had been back to Romania on the Allied 

Control Commission right after the war. His father had been in Romania too. Anyway, he was 

the Political Counselor, and he ended up as the DCM in Warsaw in the Solidarity period, but he 

never got an ambassadorship because the things they were offering him like Mauritius were too 

far away from Romania, and she still had family there. He was a wonderful man, a gentleman, a 

wonderful background. 

 

Q: What was the focus of the Political Section when you were there? 

 

SIMONS: Well, it was the warming U.S.-Polish relationship, which I considered unimportant as 

hell. Secondarily it was internal political: what was going on in the system. There were two of us 

doing that, I was the junior guy. I spent the first year as the junior guy and then moved up to the 

senior. 
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Q: You were there three years? 

 

SIMONS: I was there three years. That was a great job. 

 

Q: What was the internal issue? 

 

SIMONS: Well, it was the struggle between national Communist and more traditional and more 

liberal Communist, a kind of tension that was kind of continuing. It settled down after the Party 

Congress in November of 1968. It really was a decaying regime, and there was a challenge from 

the leader of Silesia, Edward Gierek, who had a reputation as a good enough Communist but 

more as a good industrial manager who was close to the working class. The story of 1969 was 

the story of an attempt at economic reform that would break the economy out of the stagnation 

by decentralizing decision-making. It was run by an economic czar who I think was also 

Gomulkaôs son-in-law, Jaszczuk. I spent 1969 going around the country and to Silesia and 

talking around Warsaw about the effects of this economic reform on the working class. I thought 

that was going to be a problem. In other words I was reporting workersô discontent in Poland 

beginning in February 1970. 

 

Q: Weôll stop here. 

 

Q: Tom, letôs see, you were talking about the labor movement and all and looking at this. Put 

this into perspective. This is before Gierek had made his move or before the workersô revolt. 

 

SIMONS: That had not yet happened. In other words I went up to the Political Section in the fall 

of 1969. I was number two for that year and then in 1970 I became number one of the two junior 

officers; there was a three-man Political Section of which the chief did mainly bilateral relations 

and international aspects. So there were two of us doing internal stuff. In 1968 one of the 

features of the revolt of the students was that the students had gone to the workers and said, ñJoin 

us: Itôs your fight too,ò and the workers had not come out. Of course it later transpired that one 

of the things the Party did was to send anti-Semitic agitators out into the factories, and that may 

have had an effect. But basically it was a repressive regime and they didnôt come out. That sort 

of rankled. But it was before the workersô revolt. 1968 in Czechoslovakia had not been a 

workersô revolt. It had been a revolt of the intelligentsia. It was not really until quite late, until 

actually after the invasion, that the Czechoslovak working class swung behind the reform group. 

 

We Americans are not a country that thinks well in terms of class. We think well in terms of 

ethnic groups but not well in terms of class. Itôs not something that poses itself as an analytical 

problem for us, but it kind of did for me because I thought that at some point -- these people have 

been industrializing now for 20 years; they have a huge working class; it is a working class 

formed in the countryside, because the way it was formed was you skimmed the whole natural 

increase of the Polish countryside into the cities. In 1944 Poland had 26 million people of whom 

15 were in the countryside. By 1968 it had 35 million of whom 15 were in the countryside. So 

thatôs how the Polish working class was formed. I was sort of aware of this from working in the 

Consular Section. Anyway, you know, people had been trying these economic reforms, and 

Westerners had promoted economic reform, partly for subversive reasons as a way of getting at 
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the regime, because we felt that if you get economic reform this would bring on political 

reforms. That would change the old mentality, but also make life better for people, and also 

because it would sort of make the regimes admit that the way they were running the economy 

was not really very good. I said to myself, ñYou know, if they ever do economic reform itôs hard 

to predict what the outcome is.ò 

 

So thatôs what I was sort of watching beginning in ó69. You know, talking to people and 

watching the economic reform program develop. As I travelled in the countryside if I met 

people, you know coffee shops or talking to the local officials, ñhowôs it going?ò that kind of 

thing. You could feel sort of tension rising. I picked it up down in Silesia, which is the industrial 

heartland. As I said, in February of 1970 I sent a dispatch -- we use to send airgrams in those 

days -- that had this stuff in it. Then in the summer you got reports of housewivesô riots in Silesia 

again, the place thatôs suppose to be the best-run place in Poland. You just talk to people and you 

are aware of that. I can say Iôm proud of my little reporting and watching that build up. Now of 

course none of us expected the thing to blow. 

 

The other thing that I was reporting was the Poles negotiating with the West Germans. That was 

something. Gomulkaôs payoff I think from the Soviets for loyalty to them during the 

Czechoslovakia invasions was a certain limited license to negotiate with the West Germans. That 

also began in 1969. You had the Bonn government in West Germany, the Grand Coalition, and 

the Poles were actually in the forefront of that. That was a change. You didnôt expect that from 

someone as kind of loyal to the East Germans as Gomulka had been. It turned out that was part 

of the building up to give him the license to do that. In the end the Soviets insisted that they sign 

first. In other words, they insisted that the road to Warsaw and to Prague and to East Berlin lead 

through Moscow. They signed their bilateral agreement with the West Germans in August of 

1970. 

 

But the Polesô negotiations with the West Germans were going on through that whole period, and 

it interested me, and I also knew a West German who was very involved, a correspondent who 

was very close to the SPD, who spent a lot of time in Warsaw, Wolf-Dietrich or Wolf-Dieter 

Gross. I was learning a lot about what went on through him, he was fine guy. I said to myself, 

ñYou know, this canôt be uncontroversial in Poland. It canôt be a smooth thing, the fact that they 

are negotiating with the Germans; there has to be resistance to this.ò So when I would go down 

to Opole, in old Upper Silesia, what had been German before the war, I would also sniff around 

on that. You could tell people didnôt like it. A lot of people down there considered it a sell-out. 

After all, theyôd spent a lifetime trying to absorb those areas into Poland, what had once been 

Germany, where they were afraid of revisionism, of losing it all. They didnôt see any reason to 

give stuff away or enough reasons to do it. That led to a wonderful sort of moment in a Foreign 

Service career. After one of these trips I put together an airgram. It was dated December 6, 1970. 

I put together the two little prongs that I had been following: one, the worker discontent, and 

second, the unhappiness, especially in Silesia, with the negotiation with the Germans. 

 

Q: What was the negotiation? First place is with the West Germans? 

 

SIMONS: With the West Germans and what it involved is their qualified recognition of the 

Oder-Neisse frontier, which they had withheld throughout the whole postwar period. 
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Q: Why would there be dissatisfaction because that would be solidified? 

 

SIMONS: Well, you had to make West Germany look like a normal place. It was a normalization 

of relations between Poland and West Germany, and there were a lot of Poles who continued to 

mistrust them. They thought they were having the wool pulled over their eyes. They thought it 

was a sham thing that the Germans were giving them. The West Germans did not give full 

juridical recognition of the line. What they said was ñno changes of frontiers by force in 

Europe.ò So it was qualified, it was not quite the whole thing. So there were people in Poland 

who just hated Germans, especially down in that area. Anyway, on December 6 I sent that 

airgram, and I got Gene Boster to sign it. He was the authorizing officer. I signed the airgram 

over Stoesselôs name. It went in, and what it said in conclusion was that Gierek, the Polish 

Tshombe, the boss of Silesia, has disqualified himself as a contender for power in Poland 

because of these two factors. And by the time that airgram reached Washington on December 22 

or 23, Gierek was already First Secretary of Polandôs ruling Party. So I was worried about it, 

worried that I made such a wrong prediction. So I went around in later years asking Poles about 

what this was. They said, ñYou know, you were right. One of the reasons that Gierek supported 

the expulsion of Gomulka was that he felt it was kind of his last chance, that he was losing 

traction in the Party.ò So after that I didnôt feel so bad. But those were the kinds of political 

issues that we worked on. 

 

Q: Well, when you talk about West Germany, how did East Germany fit into this equation? How 

did the Poles feel about East Germany? 

 

SIMONS: Well, they felt it was necessary to them. It was the anchor of their compensation for 

losing their eastern territories and securing the western territories that they had gotten from 

Germany, and it was the East German regime that was the guarantee, because the Soviets had to 

continue to enforce those new frontiers in order to hold on to East Germany. That was the way it 

worked. In political terms -- and I didnôt realize this until I left Poland and started studying these 

issues in the East European northern tier at Stanford -- the effect of it was permanent competition 

between the East Germans and the Poles as to who would be the Soviet Unionôs best friend in 

this part of Europe. The East Germans were bargaining from weakness -- ñweôre so weak you 

must support usò -- and the Poles had to find other reasons why the Soviet Union should like 

them. Part of the competition went on for years; all through the ó60s and up until 1969 there was 

almost unqualified support from all the East Europeans to the East German regime, so that the 

Soviet Union would have no sense that the Poles were soft on that. The Poles had to compete for 

Soviet favor on other grounds. In the end, what happened was that Poland satisfied the Soviet 

Union that they were really a good ally. The fact that they had these liberalities did not 

undermine their basic loyalty. So at that point the Soviets let Gomulka negotiate with Bonn, 

which the East Germans hated. In order to conclude these treaties, they had to kick out Ulbricht. 

I donôt know if you remember that, but it was his opposition to these treaties of his Eastern allies 

with West Germany that led to his expulsion and replacement by Honecker. 

 

Q: When you say the Poles were competing to be the first best friends of the Soviets, I think that 

this was certainly at the Party level, it couldnôt have been at the peopleôs level. 
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SIMONS: No, no, the peopleôs level I think about, well one of the reasons there was opposition 

to normalization with West Germany was that the only thing that attracted most Poles to the 

Soviet alliance was that new friendship securing the Oder-Neisse frontier. If that disappeared as 

an issue, if West Germany ceased to be a threat and a menace, then the fear was that the regime 

would lose support, and I think there was probably something to that. You know, if the regime 

could no longer wave the bloody shirt, as we called it after the U.S. Civil War, you couldnôt 

know. If the regime could no longer do that about the Oder-Neisse line, then it was going to have 

to find other reasons why the people should like them. 

 

Q: Tito after World War II waved that shirt for 30 years; I understand. 

 

SIMONS: The Oder-Neisse line had the same kind of function in Polish politics. 

 

Q: You mentioned on the labor movement, you kept talking about going down to Silesia. Silesia 

is what I think of as Silesia, but thatôs not where the revolt came from, is it? 

 

SIMONS: No, no, thatôs Opole. Thatôs the old Polish quarter of Silesia. 

 

Q: The real sparks did evidently end up at the shipyards on the Baltic Coast, didnôt they? When 

you were doing this was that considered a factor, or what were you looking at, factories, mines 

or what? 

 

SIMONS: Yeah, mainly factories and mines. I mean shipbuilding is heavy industry, there was no 

doubt about it, but I was looking at more, especially because Silesia was the center of heavy 

industry, steel and coal, and actually copper too. We werenôt looking at the Coast. In fact neither 

was the regime, because one of the reasons the riots broke out and spread so fast there was that 

all the riot suppression equipment was in Silesia. All the water hoses and stuff were down there, 

and it took time to get them back up to the other side. So it was unexpected. 

 

Q: What was the evaluation, talking Political Section and the attaches and all, about the Polish 

Army? Where would it go, how much of a contribution to the Warsaw Pact was it, was it a 

repressive thing or were the Soviets worried about or what? 

 

SIMONS: It was a large army. Poland has a great military tradition of which people are proud. In 

other words there was not some sort of disaffection in terms of service and stuff. But I donôt 

think it was considered a trustworthy army. I think from the Soviet point of view, and I think also 

from our point of view, it was a big question mark. In other words I donôt think the assumption 

was that it would cut and run and let the allies through; it was not as bad as the Czechs. I think 

the Czech army, especially after 1968, was just substantially written off in terms of military 

planning. With the Poles I donôt think it was like that, but you just didnôt know. I think the 

judgment was that the Soviets couldnôt count on it and that we should not, and while we 

shouldnôt write it off, we shouldnôt expect it to be a strongpoint. 

 

Q: I realize you were a junior officer there and all, but was there a concern that something in 

Poland could lead to enough of an uprising that might start World War III again? Berlin was 

always a problem, and I was wondering whether the Soviets at that point couldnôt allow all the 
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troops west of Poland, and those lines of supply to be threatened. Was that an issue? 

 

SIMONS: No, itôs a very - I wonôt say itôs very strange, itôs actually very natural - but itôs an 

ambiguous situation from the ó60s on. Actually I think from ó56 on, from the suppression of the 

Hungarian uprising in 1956 on, and the negotiating with Poland notwithstanding, I think the 

basic assumption of the U.S. Government was that you could afford to encourage dissent and 

independence and liberalism in Eastern Europe because the Soviets would make sure that it 

wouldnôt go too far. You know, the fooling around that we used to do was based on the 

assumption that the Soviets kind of had things under control, so that we could afford to kick up 

our heels a little bit and support our principles, act on our principles, feel good about ourselves, 

because it wasnôt going to come to World War III. I think that that was what the basic situation 

was. Now Helmut Sonnenfeldt as Kissingerôs Counselor in ô75, I think got himself into trouble 

by saying something like this to an assembly of American ambassadors. The so-called 

ñSonnenfeldt Doctrine.ò 

 

Q: I interviewed him and he just kept acting livid -- ñThat wasnôt what I saidò -- and I think he is 

right. 

 

SIMONS: But I think the basic core of the thought was the one that I have just given you. I can 

recall how angry I was as a young officer in Warsaw reporting -- I got my first award from 

reporting on the revolution of 1970, the workerôs revolt, and I spent a lot of time going around in 

my little car, around to Warsaw factories to see if there was anything to it I could learn, and in 

fact there was. I was excited. I mean for me people rising up for freedom was exciting. But then 

we heard a rumor from Washington that Sonnenfeldtôs reaction to the workersô revolt was, ñI 

hope they donôt screw up d®tente.ò I understood the reaction, but of course I wasnôt as invested 

in détente as he was. He was one of the architects of détente. For Kissinger and Sonnenfeldt, as 

you know, it was always a very parlous, fragile kind of thing. They felt they were not playing 

from strength, that they had a weak deck. They had put together this thing that they were pushing 

forward, and if the Poles screwed up itôs almost a kind of breakdown: you know, the way the 

Germans felt in the ó80s under Reagan. I mean the West Germans never much liked Solidarity in 

Poland because they were afraid it was going to screw up their relations with East Germany. So I 

think people ought to remember, they donôt -- I think people now preen themselves on having 

always pursued their principles and having always been right ï but you have to remember that in 

the Cold War there was a dark side to everything. 

 

Q: Oh absolutely. You mentioned the revolution or the workersô revolt, we really havenôt talked 

about that. What happened in 1970? 

 

SIMONS: Well, what happened was that they signed the treaty with Germany on the 10
th
, 

something like that. 

 

Q: 10
th
 of what? 

 

SIMONS: December. So four days after my ñfamousò airgram left the Embassy. I think they felt 

that with that problem out of the way they needed to pursue this economic reform I talked to you 

about. What they had come up with was the need to drastically cut subsidies for basic foodstuffs, 
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especially for meat. The Poles during this period of ó56 to ó68 changed their eating habits a little 

bit, but they were insatiable for meat, they never had enough. That was the great telltale sign in 

the stores, as to whether there was any meat. Coffee was another one, but meat was the big mass 

consumption indicator. What they did was announce a wholesale price rise on the 12
th
 of 

December, just before Christmas. In terms of the politics, awful timing: it showed arrogance and 

it showed a complacency about their own rightness. Itôs a little bit equal to the Bush 

Administration approach to Iraq. You can cut that one out. Anyway, there was a sense of 

arrogance there, in addition to taking money right out of peoplesô pockets in the Christmas 

season, which is important for Poles. I was the first one I think in the Western diplomatic corps 

in Warsaw to hear that the workers were going out, because I was at a party and a woman told 

me, ñI have a friend in Gdansk radio who has just called down and said that the workers are on 

the streets.ò So that was the trigger. We spent the next three weeks trying to figure out what was 

going on. 

 

Q: When you say you spent the next three weeks, you were a Political Officer, what did you do? 

 

SIMONS: You talked to whoever will talk to you, and there werenôt many. Some were Polish 

journalists who would be in a position to know. You talked especially with Swedes, because they 

had a consulate in Szczecin and maybe Gdansk, anyway one up on the coast, and they had 

people in that consulate who were reporting. You tried to get hold of the newspapers up there, 

because the newspapers were kind of in the insurgent camp. You listened to Free Europe as 

much as you could. In my case you took off a couple of times a day in your little car and went 

around the factories, the major factories of Warsaw, like the Roza Luksemburg light-bulb 

factory, to see if you could see evidence of worker unhappiness. You sent the attaches out 

looking for Soviets, looking for military activity on the roads. 

 

Q: On the roads? 

 

SIMONS: Yeah, that would be on the assumption that they were worried about positioning 

troops, or something like that. You just did as much as you could. But it was all little bits and 

pieces, because you had no access to decision-making. 

 

Q: If thereôs a workersô revolt you look at the factories, but at a certain point if things are going 

far youôre going to have a huge mob of people waving their arms in the main square of Warsaw. 

Did that happen? 

 

SIMONS: No, no the crisis on the Coast got very bad, and you had crises, also strikes, also in 

other factories down country. They spread it to the point where the Party itself came together. 

Gomulka made an appeal to the Soviets of some kind and he was turned down. That was not 

public. That didnôt come out until later. Then the Party got together and decided that Gomulka 

has to go. They had a replacement, Gierek, so this was done within the Party. The whole thing 

took five days. But meanwhile people had been shot. There was a mass shooting up in Gdynia. 

People said there were scores of dead, and it turned out later there were hundreds up there. 

 

Q: Who did the shooting, the police or the military? 
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SIMONS: Hard to tell. I didnôt think the military fired. I think Jaruzelski would have preened 

himself on not letting the military fire. He was Minister of Defence, I think, and wouldnôt let the 

military fire at that point. So thatôs where it was. It did not get to Warsaw. You were having 

meetings in Warsaw factories. You had the two shipyards that went out. Then after that you had 

Szczecin, the shipyard, because it is on the Coast. You had what amounted to a workersô 

commune, and one that did not kind of disband. I think they managed to disband in Gdansk, but 

that thing stayed up there in Szczecin like a sore. They had a defence perimeter and supplies and 

arms. The first thing Gierek did was to go up there, not one of the first things in the first weeks, 

but the first thing, was to go out there and make a dramatic pilgrimage to the Szczecin shipyard, 

where he spent the night talking to the workers, and that was going to be his famous ñTrust me, 

have confidence in me.ò They said, ñWe trust you.ò Thatôs how you got over the crisis. 

 

Then the trouble was that then they wouldnôt rescind the old price rise. In other words they had 

changed the First Secretary, they had a political crisis of the first order, but they were still 

determined to maintain the new high prices, and that went on until February. The women textile 

workers in Lodz had struck. There were textile workers in other places who also went out, and 

the new Premier Jaroszewicz sort of went on national television with tears in his eyes and 

announced the end of the crisis. But it took another strike, this time by women, to do that. The 

great Polish novelist Konwicki later wrote that he knew the end was coming when he saw 

Jaroszewicz crying on television. This was not the old Communist Poland. 

 

Q: During the period you were there, what was the role of the Church? How did we see it and 

deal with it? 

 

SIMONS: Well, we dealt with it not much. It was an important role. The Church was the 

preserver and symbol, for most Poles, of Polish nationality. That was something that they had 

managed to build in the 19
th
 Century, during the partitions. When Poland had no state they 

managed to preserve Polishness, and after the Polish state was restored in 1918 the Church 

bulked very large. It had been seriously repressed in the Stalin period from ó44 to ô56, but it had 

managed to maintain its integrity. The Cardinal, Cardinal Wyszynski, was under house arrest 

during that period. The regime set up an organization of ñpatriotic priests.ñ They set up this PAX 

organization, sort of Catholic nationalists, all trying to split the Church. None of it quite worked. 

Then in 1956é 

 

Q: The government essentially started PAX... 

 

SIMONS: Yeah, collaboration as Catholics. Not completely slaves, but still supporting socialism 

and all of that. Its leader Piasecki was never put in prison like Home Army people. Of course he 

was a smarter guy. Wyszynski as a young man had had a reputation as being kind of a workersô 

priest. Anyway, he was let out in ô56, and they reached kind of a new accommodation where the 

Church would be allowed to get a lot of its property back and preach freely. They had a crisis in 

1966 when the Polish Episcopate wrote this letter asking the German Episcopate for forgiveness. 

Amazing kind of thing. Then it was pilloried by the regime, so you had competing celebrations 

of the thousandth anniversary of Christianity in Poland in 1966. There was a lot of bad blood 

between Church and State, but still the Church was an important force. We didnôt have much to 

do with it because we kind of didnôt want it to associate with us. We are a secular state. Itôs 
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something that we respect, but itôs not something that weôre called upon really to deal with very 

much. I think that is probably what Iôd say about that. We followed it. We followed these issues. 

We tried to get to know people who knew things in the Church. Some of those included PAX 

people. Also some of the other people in these slightly suspect Catholic organizations. It was all 

part of this complex Polish picture. 

 

Q: How about Polish-American communities, Congressmen and all, did that play? 

 

SIMONS: Well, the way we were doing it pleased some. It pleased some especially on visas, 

because we heard from Polish-American Congressmen mainly in connection with visa requests. 

The Polish-American community does not swing the weight that the Jewish community does or 

the Italian community or even the Greek community, although it is larger by a couple of times in 

terms of people who claim Polish descent. I think there are complex reasons for that. Also it is 

quite divided among itself in terms of attitudes toward Poland. Poland was a Communist country, 

so they were unlike the Greeks, unlike the Jews, unlike the Italians: the country that they would 

have been loyal to and lobbyists for was a Communist country that most of them hated. So what 

you got was that they were interested in personal contacts. When Solidarity came (after 1979) 

they flooded Poland with packages back to their relatives. 

 

Q: When was Solidarity founded? 

 

SIMONS: In 1979, and then it became great in the ó80s. So yeah, Polish-Americans are very 

generous, but all on a personal basis. There was not much of a coherent political kind of lobby. 

No coherent line, no coherent political objectives. 

 

Q: Well, then you left there iné? 

 

SIMONS: I left there in June of 1971 after three years. My political acumen had reached the 

point of deadlock. I learned later what happened. I knew a correspondent for Trybuna Ludu, the 

Party paper, who had been in Moscow. I used to get anti-Soviet jokes from him because he was a 

good Polish patriot, and living in Moscow rubbed most Poles the wrong way. But anyway he was 

a friend, and at a certain point in April or May of 1971 we were at a party, some diplomatic 

party, and he said, ñWhat do you think is going on?ò I said with great confidence, ñWell, I think 

Gierek has consolidated his power and is taking care of business in the Party.ò He said, ñWhat do 

you think happened in Olsztyn?ò I said, ñWell, you know Moczar paid a visit to Olsztyn, and I 

just saw the thing in the paper, but I donôt think it is significant.ò It turned out later after I left, 

years later, that I found out that what had happened in Olsztyn, and what he was trying to hint to 

me about, that I should pursue and follow it, was that this nationalist Party man had tried kind of 

a last-gasp coup in Olsztyn that Gierek then suppressed. But I was so full of my knowledge and 

stuff that I just kind of brushed him off. So anyway I knew enough for somebody to want to tell 

me something like that, but not enough to understand what he as saying; so it was probably time 

to go. 
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at Berkeley. Entering the Foreign Service in 1965, he has served in a variety of 

foreign posts in Honduras, Poland, the Czech Republic and England. Mr. Deal 
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interviewed by Raymond Ewing in 2004. 

 

Q: Thatôs a memorable incident to say the least. Then after Tegucigalpa, you went to Polish 

language training at the Foreign Service Institute (FSI); that was a ten-month program. Did you 

have an onward assignment already when you went into that program? 

 

DEAL: I had an assignment to the Embassy in Warsaw, but not to any particular position. Most 

first or second-tour officers assigned to hard language training generally expected to serve in the 

Consular Section (that was certainly my expectation). But near the end of the language program, 

I was told that I would be assigned as General Services Officer (GSO), the first language officer 

in that position in the Embassy. I was very unhappy about that assignment. I did not want to be 

the GSO, and that was one of several times in my career where I thought maybe I should get out 

of this business. But I went ahead and took the GSO course and went to Warsaw. It turned out to 

be a good experience and a good choice, primarily because the people I worked with were 

talented and capable. 

 

By the way, our trip to Warsaw was truly memorable. We were on one of the last voyages of the 

SS United States. We sailed from New York for Bremerhaven, Germany via Le Havre and 

Southampton. It was a five-day journey. Jill and I had a great time. However, our son Chris, who 

was two, refused to eat. The waiters tried to tempt him with all sorts of goodies but to no avail. 

(While in Washington during language training he went through a period when he would eat 

only Swanson chicken potpies). 

 

After arriving in Bremerhaven, we took the train to Munich where we picked up a brand new 

BMW 1600 from the factory. We then drove to Warsaw via Vienna, Brno, and Krakow. We 

passed through Czechoslovakia just one year after the Soviet invasion. The country seemed 

incredibly grim and unfriendly. Crossing the Czechoslovak border into Poland was a real relief. 

Incidentally, my son ended his hunger strike over a wonderful Wiener Schnitzel in an outdoor 

café in Salzburg. 

 

Q: You spent the first year as GSO and then you switched? 

 

DEAL: Thatôs right. At the time, I did not know to which section I might rotate. There were 

positions in the Political and Economic sections and at the Consulate in Poznan. Everyone 

thought it made sense for me to take the slot in the Economic Section. And that was ok with me; 

I was quite content with that. 

 

Q: Anything else you want to say about the Polish language course or the GSO course, for that 

matter? 
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DEAL: Well, the GSO course was essential because, as it turned out, I did not know anything 

about the administrative side of the Foreign Service. 

 

Q: To step back for a minute, you had just finished your first overseas tour in Tegucigalpa. Was 

it difficult to get this assignment? You had mentioned before that you were looking for was an 

assignment to the Communist bloc; did you just express your preference and it worked out or 

was it more complex than that? 

 

DEAL: No, I merely requested Polish language training, knowing that meant an assignment to 

Poland. Although some of my colleagues in Tegucigalpa thought I was crazy for choosing 

Polish, arguing that I should stay in Latin America, I really wanted to experience the Communist 

world. I donôt recall it being difficult to get into the language program. 

 

Q: Now when you took the language course, were you well qualified in terms of the language to 

use in a job in Warsaw. I assume as GSO you had to use Polish quite a bit? 

 

DEAL: I did. I graduated with a 3/3 in Polish at the end of the course. I continued to take 

language lessons throughout my tour there and ended up with a 4/4 rating. Language training 

was one way of keeping up with developments in an otherwise closed society. 

 

The GSO position was quite challenging. My predecessor had an American assistant, but that 

position was abolished before my arrival, so I was really on my own. I did have some very good 

Polish section chiefs, who were essential because you really had to do make do with the 

resources on hand. For the most part, you could not rely on outside contractors. Moreover, funds 

for upkeep were as usual in short supply. The building programs and everything had to be 

managed with staff on hand, using local currency and supplies whenever possible. We had 

numerous residences to care for and not enough hard currency resources to keep everybody 

happy. On top of that, the Ambassador, Walter Stoessel, a real prince, had ambitious plans to 

make Warsaw into a first class post with good recreational facilities for the staff. Among other 

things, that involved building the first-ever paddle tennis court in Europe. (None of us had ever 

seen a paddle tennis court before, and we had to build it to specifications brought by the 

Ambassador). 

 

Q: Brought from Moscow? 

 

DEAL: No, this was before they built the court in Moscow. The game was something that the 

Ambassador had seen or played in the United States. In retrospect, the whole thing was quiet 

amusing, although I did not think so at the time. We hired an outside contractor to do the job. 

This was one of the few times we used somebody from the outside. 

 

Q: Polish contractor? 

 

DEAL: Yes, a Polish contractor. Unfortunately, he broke his leg in the construction process, and 

so the GSO staff had to take over the job and get it finished. This was in the midst of one of the 
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worst winters in Poland with temperatures dipping down to twenty-below zero for days on end. 

Trying to finish that job in those conditions was a real challenge. 

 

Q: A paddle tennis court, as I understand, is essentially outdoors? 

 

DEAL: It is a small-scale version of a tennis court. It has a high-tension fence around it, and so 

the ball, which is hard rubber, can be played off the fence as well as the wooden court itself. The 

Ambassador was right about the contribution to staff morale because it was a game you could 

play throughout the winter day or night. Eventually, everybody played, and there was an annual 

tournament. 

 

Q: I didnôt realize that the beginning of this was in Warsaw, but I know that (and it may have 

been Walter Stoessel who was directly responsible) there was a rivalry or competition between 

the embassies in Warsaw and Moscow. 

 

DEAL: You are right. Later on, the Embassy in Moscow built its own court, and there were 

contests between the two embassies. 

 

Q: I thought there was some Polish or Russian connection to all thiséinteresting. 

 

DEAL: The connection was Walter Stoessel. We did a lot of other projects that year including 

building a swimming pool at the residence and air-conditioning the embassy. So there was 

always something going on; it was quite a job. I had the fortune to work for Jim Leaken, one of 

the nicest people in the Foreign Service. He was the Administrative Officer, a specialist, and a 

real pro. He knew that I was unhappy about taking this job. So he went out of his way to make 

sure that I had all the support I needed. He treated me exceptionally well and contributed 

enormously to my promotion prospects along the way. We became good friends and remained so 

throughout our Foreign Service careers. 

 

Q: And Stoessel was the Ambassador; who was the DCM? 

 

DEAL: Walter Jenkins was the first year. I didnôt have much contact with him, particularly 

because the Ambassador took such a personal interest in the construction projects. During my 

last two years, Gene Boster was DCM. 

 

Q: Ok, anything else about your year as GSO that you want to mention? 

 

DEAL: Well, I could probably go on for hours about my experiences in that job, but there are 

two vignettes worth repeating. 

 

As you may recall, the U.S. and China had periodically carried out negotiations in Warsaw 

before the establishment of diplomatic relations. Late in 1969 or early 1970, Ambassador 

Stoessel received instructions from Washington to take the first available opportunity to make 

contact with the Chinese to let them know the U.S. wanted to start the talks again. His 

opportunity came at a Yugoslav fashion show at the Palace of Culture. The Chinese 

representative was at the show, but got up early to leave. To the surprise of all of us there, 
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Ambassador Stoessel pursued the Chinese delegation out the room and eventually to their car, 

which was out of our sight. The Ambassador passed on the message. And very secretive talks 

commenced without the knowledge of most of us in the Embassy. After one meeting at the 

Chinese Embassy, the Chinese came to the U.S. Embassy on a very snowy Saturday morning. 

Their Red Flag car became bogged down in the Embassy driveway and was visible to every 

passerby. We were in Helsinki at the time visiting friends so I did not witness the incident 

personally. Jim Leaken said that DCM Jenkins called him in a panic because of the Chinese car 

being stuck in front of the Embassy. He wanted to know what was our snow removal plan. Jim, 

not knowing what had transpired, told Jenkins that the plan was ñthe same as last year.ò 

Fortunately, the Chinese were able to move their car, but by then everyone in Warsaw knew that 

the bilateral talks had started up again. 

 

Another story concerns the building of the swimming pool. Unlike the paddle tennis court, we 

decided from the outset to build it ourselves. Pan Ryszard, our maintenance chief, was in charge 

of construction. In the midst of the project, Ryszard said he needed a huge amount of gravel, 

which for some unknown reason was in short supply in Warsaw. I turned to my procurement 

chief, Pan Fred, who believe it or not was a German U-boat commander in World War II who 

had married a Pole, for help with the problem. With his usual efficiency, he said to leave the 

matter to him. Days after, Polish Government trucks laden with gravel from Silesia pulled into 

the Ambassadorôs residence and dumped their load. And the building recommenced. This was 

one of many occasions in my time as GSO when you knew better than to ask for details. 

 

Q: And then in 1970 you moved into the economic section for your last two years in Warsaw. 

What sort of work were you doing there, and how big of a section was it? 

 

DEAL: There were three officers in the section. Irving Schiffman was the chief of the section. I 

was the most junior officer in the section, but I was the best Polish language speaker. As a result, 

I did most of the economic reporting for the section. That involved reading tedious economic and 

political journals and listening to even more tedious speeches by Polish officials. The other two 

officers in the section, especially in my last year there, tended to focus more on trade promotion 

work because commercial opportunities began to open up as relations improved. 

 

Q: To what extent as an economic reporting officer in this period from 1970 to 1972 were you 

able to have Polish sources; did you go to the Central Bank, the Ministry of Planning, and the 

Finance Ministry? 

 

DEAL: We had few Polish sources other than authorized contacts in the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Trade. In addition, we had some dealings with trading 

companies in connection with trade missions, catalog shows, and the like. But most of the 

reporting was based on analysis of Party journals and the press. Occasionally, the Ambassador or 

another senior Embassy officer would pick up something that we could feed into our reporting. 

But that was the exception rather than the rule. As I said earlier, by 1972 things began to open up 

some. President Nixon stopped in Warsaw on his way back from Moscow, the only high-level 

U.S. visitor during my tour in Poland. 

 

Q: So, toward the end of your stay there, were you involved quite heavily in that visit? 
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DEAL: I was in charge of the motor pool during that operation. 

 

Q: Back to the GSO office, eh? 

 

DEAL: The embassy was fully mobilized for this visit. Fortunately, my role was very minor. 

 

Q: One of the first things I did in the Foreign Service in 1958 (maybe ô59) was to be involved in, 

at least a little bit on the side, some Polish aid talks, where we were already, at that time, 

thinking of Poland as a little bit different and unique. Partly because of the agricultural sector 

and perhaps for domestic and political reasons in the United States, we were treating Poland 

different than other Warsaw Pact, Eastern European countries. Did that continue in the period 

that you were there? 

 

DEAL: The PL-480 commodity sales had ended by the time I arrived in Warsaw. They probably 

ended about the time of the invasion of Czechoslovakia, if not before. But the U.S. had sent a 

substantial amount of food aid to Poland, and Poland paid for those shipments in zlotys (the local 

currency), on a schedule that stretched out some thirty years. As a result of this payment 

schedule, the Embassy was able to offer the staff a preferential exchange rate of 65 zlotys to 1 

U.S. dollar, compared with the official exchange rate of 24 to 1 under which our colleagues in 

the British Embassy, for example, had to operate. Whoever devised this present value scheme 

did the U.S. a real service. The term of art was ñrear-end zlotyò, which meant a payment due in, 

say, 1992. We drew down from the end of the payment schedule to finance local currency 

outlays for Embassy operations. When I was GSO, for example, we had very limited dollar funds 

for furniture, appliances, etc. However, we were able to offer staff the opportunity to look for 

things on the local market and use our staff to make drapes, lay carpet, and buy paint. All that 

was important for morale. 

 

Q: You used local currency for such purposes? 

 

DEAL: Yes. And by giving the staff an opportunity to window-shop on the local market, they 

learned about the very limitations we faced. Still, with our skilled Foreign Service Nationals in 

the GSO section to make drapes, upholster furniture, etc., we were able to stretch our limited 

resources and make everyoneôs life a little better. It was good use of the money. 

 

Q: Ok, anything else we should say about your assignment to Warsaw? 

 

DEAL: Living in Poland at that time was a truly unique experience because you could see first 

hand, perhaps better than in any other Eastern European country, the inherent conflict between 

communism and nationalism. Communist ideology never penetrated Polish political thinking in 

the same way it did elsewhere. The Poles were not good Communists and, on a personal basis, 

were always friendly towards Americans. So if you could speak the language and get beyond the 

rhetoric, you found you had much in common with your average Polish citizen. While contacts 

were limited, we did make some friends through my language instructor. We knew that, 

theoretically at least, people we met had to report to the authorities on their dealings with us. But 

we just figured we didnôt have anything to hide, so if they were comfortable with us, we were 
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comfortable with them. We met a number of non-official Poles without any apparent interference 

from Polish intelligence. But you could never forget where you were. One unhappy incident 

occurred during the visit of President Nixonôs advance party. A colleague, Vern Penner, who 

was one of three other officers who studied Polish with me at the Foreign Service Institute and 

worked in the Political Section, and I threw a joint farewell party for our contacts. We invited 

members of the Presidentôs Advance Party to the event. We learned after the fact that our friends, 

who had never been bothered by the UB, the Polish equivalent of the KGB, were rounded up 

afterwards for questioning. Some, including my wifeôs piano teacher, were warned not to have 

contacts with us in the future. It was a sad footnote to an otherwise happy assignment. 

 

Q: Do you think that happened partly because Penner was a political officer and therefore 

attracted more attention from the intelligence services, and perhaps the fact that it was a 

reception involving the two of youé? 

 

DEAL: To be frank, Vern behaved a little furtively at times in much of his work, and I think he 

probably aroused suspicions in intelligence circles. I am convinced that the reason people were 

rounded up after the party had more to do with Vernôs work and behavior than mine. But that 

said, everybody who attended the party suffered to some extent. My wife was especially upset at 

losing her piano teacher because we raising our two kids and one of her only outlets was music. 

 

Q: Were your children in school yet? 

 

DEAL: My wife helped set up a nursery school there; she was co-chair of the nursery school 

with one of her close friends from the British embassy. So my oldest son, Chris, who was five by 

the time we left, went to the nursery school. My youngest son, Bart, was born while we were in 

Warsaw. 

 

Q: There was one other post under the consulate in Poland at the time or two? 

 

DEAL: There was one, in Poznan. 

 

Q: Not yet in Krakow? 

 

DEAL: No, just Poznan. 

 

Q: Poznan. And did they do any economic reporting or did you visit there much? Did you travel 

around the country? 

 

DEAL: Oh yes, we traveled quite extensively throughout the country, although certain areas 

were closed to American diplomats. Those closures were strictly reciprocal because we closed 

parts of the U.S. to Polish diplomats. I did travel to one closed zone, Gdynia, shortly after the 

December 1970 riots on the Baltic Coast to carry out a licensing check on some dual-use 

technology imported by Poland. You could still see the wreckage from the disturbances in 

Gdansk, which led to Gomulkaôs resignation as Party leader. 
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Q: Were you able to see people involved with it at the time or not so muché only the people you 

needed to see? 

 

DEAL: No, I did not see anyone involved in those events. As I said earlier, it was difficult to 

have contact with anyone except authorized journalists and officials in the various ministries. I 

donôt believe I ever met any Party officials. 

 

Q: The riots were in Warsaw too or only in Gdansk? 

 

DEAL: No, the riots occurred only on the coast, although all Poles were upset about the major 

increase in food prices right before Christmas, which led to the unrest. Those events had historic 

significance because protesters in the shipyard eventually became the backbone of Solidarity. 

 

Q: The economic issues were obviously in the forefront of much of the period you were in the 

economic section; I assume the ambassador was always looking for interpretation to help in 

understanding what was happening. 

 

DEAL: Yes, he saw very clearly the connection between what was happening in the economy 

and its impact on political developments. 

 

Q: To what extent were you interested or coordinated with other Eastern European embassies at 

that time? Berlin, for example? 

 

DEAL: We read what other Embassies reported and could see, even from our limited 

perspective, that conditions in Poland were better than in the rest of the neighborhood. We went 

on a Department-sponsored trip to the Soviet Union in 1972, and the comparison between the 

two countries was mind-boggling. 

 

Q: When you left in 1972, would you say that you had any kind of inkling of what was likely to 

happen in Poland not too many years hence? 

 

DEAL: I certainly wouldnôt have forecast what happened in the ó80s. But I think we all 

recognized that an important precedent had been established, namely, that popular uprisings 

could precipitate political change in the Communist world. 

 

Q: What role, if any, did academics or intellectuals play in these events? 

 

DEAL: Well, there was a small dissident movement that led to a crackdown in 1968 before we 

arrived in Poland. Perhaps we can pick that up later. 

 

Q: Ok, why donôt you continue on that thought? 

 

DEAL: There was always a certain amount of resentment among Poles about the fact that the 

Polish Communist leadership essentially came from people who sat out the war in Russia and 

moved into Poland with the Red Army in contrast to those who fought in the resistance at home, 

had links to the exile government in London, or somehow cooperated with the Allies. You donôt 
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need much to spark anti-Semitic feelings in Poland. And the belief that many postwar Polish 

Communist leaders were Jewish kept that sentiment alive even though the actual number of Jews 

living in Poland was miniscule. In 1968, all this came to a head when nationalists associated with 

Home Army General Moczar launched an anti-Jewish campaign whose real target was the 

Communist Party leadership. The campaign had little effect on the Communists, but did lead to 

the departure of many of the few remaining Jews. I donôt believe that the academic community 

and intellectuals had much influence on developments in Poland, at least during my time there. 

Their influence increased markedly in the 1980ôs when they joined forces with Solidarity. 

 

Q: At the time you were there, Poland was largely agricultural and the farmers have always 

played a significant economic, but also a political role; was there an agricultural attaché? Did 

you spend lot of time thinking about the role of the agricultural sector in the overall economy? 

 

DEAL: Yes, we had a very active Agricultural Attaché, who did a lot of internal reporting. At the 

time, Polish agriculture was about 85 percent private and only 15 percent collective. The 

agricultural sector was not particularly efficient, but because it was in private hands, it had 

important political significance. 

 

Q: And you would take the Attach®ôs reporting into account when youôd do an overall 

assessment? 

 

DEAL: Right. We had very close working relations with all sections of the Embassy including 

the USDA representatives. 

 

Q: Ok, anything else about your assignment from ô69 to ô72 in Warsaw? 

 

DEAL: Just a few personal notes again. Despite the occasionally grim political atmosphere and 

the harsh winters, Warsaw was one of our best overseas experiences. The Embassy, led by 

Ambassador Stoessel, was a top-notch operation, and many of the officers assigned there during 

this period eventually rose to the highest ranks in the Department. Living conditions were 

difficult, but I certainly preferred Warsaw to Tegucigalpa. Even the intelligence presence 

occasionally had its lighter side. For example, during the visit of the Apollo 15 astronaut team in 

January 1972, a planned trip to Krakow had to be cancelled because of a snowstorm. I was one 

of the Control Officers for the visit. The astronauts had extra time on their hands, so Ambassador 

and Mrs. Stoessel took them to a nightclub in Warsaw to see the local sights. Jill and I 

accompanied them. Naturally, UB operatives trailed after the party, but they were very obvious. 

Jill bet the Ambassador a bottle of wine that she could get the head of the UB team to dance with 

her. The Ambassador took the bet, and Jill promptly walked over to the UB team. She somehow 

persuaded the UB chief to dance with her, and the next day the Ambassadorôs chauffeur brought 

us a very expensive bottle of French wine. 
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Q: You served in Warsaw from '68 until when? 

 

MORLEY: Until 1970. 

 

Q: What was your job? 

 

MORLEY: Initially, I was the General Services Officer. I had hoped to go immediately to the 

Economic Section, but they transferred me there only after I had been in the embassy about 10 or 

12 months. 

 

Q: Often, being general services officer means you get to use your Polish more than in some 

other jobs because you're dealing with local laborers and what not. 

 

MORLEY: That's true, except that most of the key workers spoke excellent English. 

We employed painters, drapers, carpenters, mechanics, and laborers because they were not 

available from outside sources. The General Services Office had about 120 locally-hired Polish 

employees. 

 

Shortly after I got to Poland, the Warsaw Pact invaded Czechoslovakia, with Polish military 

participation. Poland became a major staging area for that invasion and, within Poland, Warsaw 

was key because it was a major rail and road hub. That was in August of '68. The Ambassador 

called the entire American staff together and told us we were not to deal with the Polish 

government in any respect, talk to any official for any reason without prior permission from the 

Ambassador himself. He said that he did not expect to allow much contact. So, I had almost no 

dealings for the entire period of time that I was GSO with local government officials. Nobody 

did. It was prohibited. That lasted almost a year. 

 

Q: Were you getting any reflection from whatever contacts you had in Warsaw during the 

invasion of Czechoslovakia about how it was seen by Poles? 

 

MORLEY: I didn't have much contact with the Poles. I had a little bit. The people that I talked to 

were essentially embassy employees. The opinion that many expressed was that it was the wrong 

thing to do, that they were worried that the same thing could happen to Poland were 

developments in Poland go in a direction that the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact allies didn't 

like. So, they thought it was a very bad precedent. The Poles generally had a rather positive 

attitude toward the United States in part because of the large Polish community in the United 

States. 

 

The policies of other major NATO countries were similar to ours. The French and the Brits 

adopted severe constraints on official contacts. 
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Q: What did that mean about work? If you don't talk to the government with whom you are 

dealing... 

 

MORLEY: Interaction with the Polish government was reduced to the barest essentials. The 

Ambassador or DCM conducted essential business, such as it was. No new initiatives were 

undertaken. On the Admin side, we would use Polish employees to the extent possible for liaison 

purposes, but we would not go over to a government office ourselves. Verboten. 

 

Q: How did the Polish government react to all this? They could make you feel even more 

isolated. 

 

MORLEY: It certainly made us feel isolated. It was a difficult period to be in Poland. The Polish 

government, to the best of my knowledge, had the attitude that they did what they had to do, but 

they had little choice because of Soviet pressures and geography. To get to Czechoslovakia, 

especially to Prague, Soviet and East German troops pretty much had to go through Poland 

because of the way that the rail and road networks were laid out. 

 

The Poles understood our position. They understood that we had to signal our displeasure in 

some way. But this attitude was not targeted specifically toward Poland. It was a region-wide 

response. Our response was the same in every country that participated in the invasion, including 

the Soviet Union, Poland, and Hungary. 

 

Q: You ceased being GSO and went to the Economic Section. 

 

MORLEY: Yes, I became economic/commercial officer after about a year. 

 

Q: Was the freeze still on or were you able to do something? 

 

MORLEY: The freeze was not on 100%. It was gradually being dismantled. But I still had to get 

permission from the front office to do anything. But permission for me to make approaches to 

Polish officials was more likely to be granted than for my predecessor earlier in the crisis. So, I 

was able to make official trips for commercial purposes to Gdansk, Gdynia, Sczcecin, Lodz, and 

Krakow on commercial business. I was always accompanied by another Embassy officer. 

 

I was one of the first Embassy officers to travel outside of the immediate environs of Warsaw 

and Poznan, where we had a consular office. At the time I wondered why someone as junior as I 

was apparently being given greater latitude than more senior officials. Looking back, I have 

concluded it was a deliberate decision on the part of the Ambassador. Quick trips by a junior 

commercial officer, it could be argued, was not really a departure from our ñno contactò policy. 

It was a positive signal on our part, without involving officials in Warsaw. Certainly the 

prospects for any commercial benefits accruing from these trips were minimal. Polandôs 

economic situation was pretty desperate, and individual enterprises lacked authority to do any 

substantial buying. Because of chronic hard currency shortages, those decisions were made by 

high-level officials in Warsaw, people with whom contact was forbidden by the Ambassador. 
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Q: Did we have any trade fairs going on? 

 

MORLEY: Yes, we participated every year in a trade fair in Poznan. The sponsor of our exhibit 

was the United States Information Agency, not the Department of Commerce. So, we did things 

along the lines of the kitchen display in Moscow that then-Vice President Nixon made famous 

because of a conversation with Khrushchev. You remember, the kitchen debate. We tried to use 

the Poznan fair to impress ordinary Poles with the quality of life in the United States. We made 

little effort to sell U.S. products and services. It was propaganda-oriented. Frank Shakespeare 

was the head of USIA. He characterized Eastern Europe as a major Cold War battleground, and 

did not hesitate to take advantage of every opportunity to score points with the Polish people at 

the Poznan fair. He did the same in Brno, in Czechoslovakia, and in other Eastern European 

countries. 

 

Q: How did this display seem to go over with the Polish citizens? 

 

MORLEY: The Polish Government would have preferred that we had a commercial display, but 

the Poles were glad that we had a presence. If it had to be a presence sponsored by USIS, so be 

it. Ordinary Poles wanted to see something from the United States. The Polish government was 

willing to accept a USIA-sponsored exhibit. That's the way it was for several years. 

 

Q: Did you get any feeling about how the Poles officially and in general looked upon the 

Soviets? 

 

MORLEY: My impression was that they looked upon the Soviets as a fact of life, that they didn't 

particularly like their relationship with the Soviets, but they had to accept it, that they realized 

their dependence on the Soviet Union politically, militarily, and economically. Many of them 

resented that they had to sell to the Soviet Union rather than to Western Europe and the United 

States. But again, it was accepted as a fact of life. As was the case of my previous experience in 

Norway, most of the members of the Polish government had had terribly experiences in World 

War II. They accepted the reality in the aftermath that the Soviet Union ran their part of the 

world and they were going to try to make the burden as easy a one as possible. That was the 

attitude. They accepted that neither the United States nor Britain nor anybody else could do 

anything. We couldn't. 

 

In contrast, when opportunities arose, Poles made plain their respect and admiration for the 

United States. I remember seeing the moon landing and Neil Armstrongôs first steps on the mood 

being broadcast live on Polish TV. The next day, the Embassy was mobbed by thousands of 

people wanting ñApolloò buttons and other tokens of the first lunar landing. Anticipating some 

demand we had set up a table in front of the Embassy, but soon had to retreat into the building 

and hand out buttons through windows. A little while after, the Poles staged a major military 

parade in memory of Polandôs liberation during World War II. The event was well attended by 

Poles sporting Apollo buttons. 

 

Q: How about attitudes toward East Germany? 

 

MORLEY: East Germany specifically or Germany in general? 
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Q: Just Germany. 

 

MORLEY: As far as Germany was concerned, generally, the Poles still had a historical 

animosity, fear of the Germans and, frankly, wanted the United States and Britain and the Soviet 

Union to keep Germany partitioned as long as possible. A divided Germany was in the interests 

of Poland. As long as Germany was divided, it was not a threat to Poland. East Germany was 

therefore a necessary fact of life should be accepted. Other than that, they didnôt think much 

about East Germany. 

 

The Federal Republic was not perceived as a threat because, Poles believed, it could not pursue 

political and military policies significantly different from NATO, and especially the United 

States and Britain. 

 

In the eyes of the Poles, Germany precipitated two World Wars, and in both cases, Poland 

became a major battlefield and suffered immensely. Any arrangement that kept the German 

threat at bay was in their interests, even if it meant subservience to Moscow. 

 

Q: What was your impression of the Polish economy in those days? 

 

MORLEY: The Polish economy was stagnating. My tour there was toward the end of the 

Gomulka government. While he had promised reforms when he assumed the position of First 

Secretary of the Communist Party, in fact meaningful reform had not been undertaken and the 

economy had suffered as a result. As far as we could determine, there was no real economic 

growth. There was unrest in the ranks of labor. Poland was not competitive in world markets. 

Internally, Poland depended entirely too much on an archaic system of agriculture. Much of the 

work was done using horses on small plots of land. Fertilizer was not readily available to the 

average farmer. Few tractors were used except on state farms. It is worth noting that much of 

Polandôs agricultural land remained in private hands during the entire Communist period. 

 

In contrast, in the industrial sector, Poland was sort of a clone of the Soviet Union. During the 

period that I was there, they had large factories that produced steel or ships or whatever, big 

conglomerates, big centers of production. Nobody starved, but the enterprises were neither 

efficient nor competitive by world standards, and had to be heavily supported by the government. 

 

Q: What about the Church? 

 

MORLEY: The Church was a very strong factor, a very political factor; it had to walk a very 

tight line, but it was the only real independent voice in Poland at the time I was there. Most Poles 

were and probably still are members of the Catholic Church. There was strong public support 

within Poland for allowing the Church to continue its independent existence. The Church had to 

make some compromises, but if Poland was unique in what we used to call the Soviet Bloc of 

nations, it was these two things. Agriculture remained in private hands by and large and the 

Polish church remained independent and a source of difficulty for the Polish government. 

 

Q: While you were in Poland, did you have any problems with the security service there? 
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MORLEY: I didn't have any problems with the security service. My family did not. They were 

omnipresent. They always had somebody observing us from outside the house. If we went 

someplace, they would follow us. If we went down to southern Poland on a fishing expedition, 

we had to notify the Polish government in advance and we were followed by what they called the 

"UB," the local security service. So, they were there all the time. But they never gave us any 

problems or difficulties, no. On the contrary, one time, when I was going fishing in southern 

Poland near the Czech border, the UB guy caught up, waved me over, and said, "You missed a 

turn back there." That's one of these little stories that you hear. 

 

Q: About five years before, the GSO had been trapped in sort of a spy trap with a young Polish 

woman. Were you under any particular restraints or precautions? 

 

MORLEY: No more than usual. When we went into the embassy, we were given a lengthy 

briefing by the security officer. Family members, as appropriate, were also brought in for the 

same purpose. My children were too young, but my wife was involved. If my children had been 

15 or 16 years old, they would certainly have been involved. 

 

Q: Who was the ambassador when you were there? 

 

MORLEY: Walter Stoessel. 

 

Q: He was an old Eastern European hand. 

 

MORLEY: Oh, yes. He became subsequently ambassador in Bonn and ambassador in Moscow. 

He spent most of his time in Central and Eastern Europe. 

 

Q: How did he operate? 

 

MORLEY: Very aloof. But again, you know, you have to understand the period I was there. It 

was a very stressful period in our relationship with Poland because of the invasion of 

Czechoslovakia. He had a difficult hand to play. He was pretty hard nosed about making sure 

that people towed the line. It was very difficult - at the beginning, impossible - to get his 

permission to undertake any initiatives with Poland. There was not much in the way of initiatives 

that were approved in that first year that I was there, practically nothing, because of the invasion 

of Poland. 

 

Q: Did you feel the heavy hand of the Polish-American community in the embassy, the influence 

in all sorts of ways of Polish-Americans coming back to visit their homeland? 

 

MORLEY: The Polish-Americans, to the best of my knowledge, did not have a significant 

influence on our policy toward Poland. They accepted it. Poland was a member of the Warsaw 

Pact and they accepted that Poland was dominated by the Soviet Union and Soviet politics. There 

were efforts at the margins to make Poland a special case. Special legislation was passed, for 

example, to permit United States funds to help support a children's hospital in Krakow, and for 

other specifically humanitarian purposes. An aid program was possible in Poland through the 




