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INTERVIEW  

 

 

Q: What is your full, official name? 

 

BREMER: L. Paul Bremer, III.  

 

Q: How did Jerry come out of Bremer? 

 

BREMER: I was named after my grandfather who was alive when I was born. He was L. 

Paul Bremer, Sr. and my father was L. Paul Bremer, Jr. They wanted to honor my 

grandfather but my father was called Paul, and they didnôt want to have two ñPaulsò 

running around the house. So they named me after my grandfather. Jerry was my name 

for my saint day. I was born on St. Jeromeôs Day so I was Jerry from the day I was born. 

 

Q: What does óLô stand for? 

 

BREMER: Lewis. 

 

Q: When and where were you born? 
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BREMER: I was born just outside of Hartford, Connecticut in September 1941. 

 

Q: Where outside? 

 

BREMER: Simsbury. My father was a teacher at the Westminster Boysô School at that 

time, just before Pearl Harbor. He and my mother, who was a young bride, were living at 

the Westminster School. 

 

Q: Letôs start on your fatherôs side; what do you know about your fatherôs side? 

 

BREMER: Not an awful lot. They were originally from Northern Germany, presumably 

at some point from Bremen because Bremer means citizen of Bremen. They seem to have 

come to the United States when the German migrations came in the middle of the 19
th
 

century, roughly a hundred and fifty  years ago. 

 

Q: They were what we call the ó48ersô. 

 

BREMER: Yes, in that same period when many Irish and Germans came. I donôt know 

very much about it. My grandfather and grandmother on that side lived in a small town 

outside of New York in New Jersey. They were not well off. I donôt think they were poor, 

but neither were they well off. 

 

Q: Do you know what he was doing? 

 

BREMER: He was a college-trained engineer. He died some years after the birth of our 

first child, Paul. 

 

Q: Your father. What sort of upbringing 

 

BREMER: He attended public schools in New Jersey and then went to Hamilton. He 

went rather young and graduated at the age of 20. He had a significant language 

capability which eventually became important to my career and he was an excellent 

athlete. He was an alternate in the Olympic Games in 1936 in fencing after he graduated 

from Hamilton which was in 1935. He went on to get a Masters Degree from Hamilton 

the next year. 

 

Q: Hamilton being a college in upstate New York. 

 

BREMER: He became a teacher of French, Italian and Latin and thatôs what took him to 

Westminster. He taught languages there until the war broke out. 

 

Q: On your motherôs side; where did they come from? 

 

BREMER: My motherôs side was more mixed. Her fatherôs family was Scottish and 

came to the United States a long time ago, in the early 19
th
 century. They seem to have 

been quite well off as early as the late 19
th
 century. They were involved in financial 
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business, both insurance and stock brokering. Her motherôs side was German. Her 

maiden name was Grundner. I donôt know much about my motherôs motherôs side; but 

my mother grew up with her parents and family in Rye, New York, outside of New York 

City. My grandfather, her father, by the 1920s was involved in the stock market and 

seems to have very cleverly gotten out of the market before the crash, so he was able to 

preserve his assets. She had certainly a privileged childhood. 

 

Q: Did she go to college? 

 

BREMER: She did. She started Sarah Lawrence before the war but then got married and 

dropped out. She had finished two years. But she went back to Sarah Lawrence some 30 

years later. She wound up graduating the same year her daughter, my sister Lyn, 

graduated from Sarah Lawrence in 1967. My mother then went on to become a teacher. 

 

Q: How did your mother and father meet, do you know? 

 

BREMER: They met in Vero Beach Florida where her parents had a house. My father 

was in Florida as a tutor for another family. 

 

Q: Were you the only child? 

 

BREMER: No, I was the oldest of five. 

 

Q: Good Heavens. So I wonôt ask what your mother was doing for many of those years. 

 

BREMER: Well, she raised the first three during the war. My father was in the navy and 

subsequently they had two more children. After the war, she taught herself photography 

and became a very successful professional photographer which career she pursued for 

more than 20 years -- until she went back to college. There she studied art history and 

subsequently became a college level teacher of that subject. 

 

Q: Do you know much about your fatherôs naval experience? 

 

BREMER: Again it was somewhat relevant to my decision to go into public service. 

After Pearl Harbor, when he was still teaching, my father decided he needed to get into 

the navy. He was tall and very thin and was in fact under the weight limit, whatever it 

was in those days, to get into the navy. So when he went to the recruiting office, he bent 

his knees, hoping to take a couple of inches off his height so that he would fall within the 

weight. He was accepted and commissioned as a Lieutenant. I am sure that the recruiting 

officer knew exactly what he was doing. Itôs hard to imagine that any recruiting officers 

were being very fastidious about metrics in the wake of the attack. So he went into the 

navy. He served on convoys doing escort duty and they protected our shipping against to 

attack U-boats between the Gulf  of Mexico and the East Coast and eventually also 

convoys crossing the Atlantic. 

 

Q: Did sort of the navy experience sort of permeate the family? 
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BREMER: No, the navy itself was not a big thing. But what was certainly important in 

my decision subsequently to join the Foreign Service was my fatherôs very strong belief, 

which he often repeated around the dinner table to the children, that we had been lucky to 

have been born in the greatest country and at a wonderful time; so every citizen owed 

some public service back to his country if  he could do it. It was a very important concept 

to me. 

 

Q: Toward the end of the war was when you come into remembrance. What was your 

father doing? 

 

BREMER: At the end of the war he went into business, international business, which 

again had some eventual influence on me. He was initially working for a couple of 

German companies involved in the clothing industry, yarn and clothing industry. He 

stayed in international business for the rest of his life. 

 

Q: Where did you grow up then? 

 

BREMER: During the war, we lived in Rye, New York. My mother and three oldest 

children lived with her family during the war since my father was on navy duty and away 

most of the time. We lived in Rye for a couple of years after the war and then we moved 

to New Canaan, Connecticut in 1947, which is where I grew up. 

 

Q: Early post-war New Canaan, what was it like? 

 

BREMER: Well, it was not as fancy as it subsequently became. It was a pretty quiet 

place. It was literally at the end of a railroad line, which it still is. I would have to check 

what the population was but it was maybe 10 or 12,000. It was a small place. My father 

was working in New York so it was a long commute for him; but to me it was a very 

happy place to grow up. It was suburban, not quite countryside, but it was a very happy 

place. 

 

Q: Did you have a town green and all that? 

 

BREMER: We had a God ôs acre town green with three churches on it. 

 

Q: Letôs talk a bit about family life. You mentioned talking around the table. Was this sort 

of a feature of life, everybody getting together and having meals together and all that? 

 

BREMER: It was; although with three older children, then a gap of eight years and then 

two more kids, we were almost two families. But we did get together at dinner; at least 

we tried to eat dinners together if  my father got home in time from New York. There was 

always a lot of talk around the table. 

 

Q: Where did your family fall politically? 
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BREMER: My father was a staunch Republican, a conservative Republican. My mother 

was less politically active. It was not something that she spent a lot of time on. 

 

Q: Did world events come up at the table? 

 

BREMER: Yes, quite often. My father was very interested in world events and with his 

background with languages and the fact that he was in international business, 

international affairs was often discussed around the table. It was certainly an early 

interest of mine. I remember getting involved in my first real history class in seventh 

grade. I started French in eighth grade and had an excellent class in international relations 

in ninth grade. I remember progression in that period where international affairs became 

more important to me and language. 

 

Q: How about religion? 

 

BREMER: My parents were both Episcopalians but they were not big believers. We went 

to church when they decided to go to church. 

 

Q: So it was not a major influence. 

 

BREMER: No. 

 

Q: Letôs talk about growing up as a kid in New Canaan. What did you do through 

elementary school? 

 

BREMER: I played some sports. I took up golf. My father was often the club champion, 

so I played golf although I was never close to his level. That was my major summer sport 

and then we skied in the winter. I had lots of friends. I was in the same school from 

kindergarten through ninth grade so you form a lot of friendships. 

 

Q: New Canaan 

 

BREMER: New Canaan Country Day School, a private school. 

 

Q: Were you much of a reader? 

 

BREMER: Not a great reader. What got me into reading, interestingly enough was 

science fiction. I started reading Heinlein and these guys in the fourth or fifth  grade. That 

got me into reading. Then when I started getting interested in history and international 

affairs, I started to read history. 

 

Q: In school was there anything that particularly, a subject you particularly liked and a 

subject you didnôt like? 

 

BREMER: I liked history and international relations. I found languages interesting 

already. I started Latin in the fifth  or sixth grade and French in the eighth grade. I liked 
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those. I was good in math until later when I hit calculus, at which point I derailed on 

math. I donôt remember any subject I particularly didnôt like. I probably have suppressed 

it. 

 

Q: Any teacher in elementary school that you particularly recall? 

 

BREMER: Yes, my seventh grade history teacher, a guy named Benson was very good. 

Raymond Burns and his wife in ninth grade taught what we would call international 

relations or social studies. They were very good and quite liberal. So I got an early 

opportunity to try out my increasingly conservative views. They were a good and 

sympathetic foil.  My first French teacher Mme Liotard was superb and had a big 

influence on my life. From the first day, she never spoke a word of English in our class -- 

at that time a rather revolutionary system called ñla methode directeò. She was a terrific 

teacher. Those three made a big impression on me. 

 

Q: You finished ninth grade when? 

 

BREMER: 1956. 

 

Q: At that time had sort of the Cold War intruded into New Canaan at all? 

 

BREMER: Obviously it had intruded. Like most school children, we had ñduck and 

coverò exercises from time to time. So that gave us at least a sense of the dangers of 

atomic weapons. 1956 was, of course, the year of the Hungarian Revolution and the Suez 

Crisis but frankly I donôt remember those events making an imprint on me. Though when 

I went away to school in the fall of 1956, at Andover, I met several Hungarian boys who 

had fled the country during the uprising. 

 

Q: It would have been earlier on but I was wondering whether your father brought home, 

did he ever talk about the McCarthy period? 

 

BREMER: I am sure he did but I donôt remember. 

 

Q: When you finished at Country Day, where did you go? 

 

BREMER: I went to Philips Academy Andover. In those days the New Canaan Country 

School which only went through 9
th
 grade, tended to feed to the various prep schools. 

Some of my classmates went to the high school. The New Canaan high school in those 

days was not as good as it subsequently has become because the town did not yet have 

the tax base. So I went to Andover for the last three years of high school. 

 

Q: I spent four years at Kent. I say four years on my knees. It was run by monks in those 

days. 

 

BREMER: Our son went to Kent. He loved it. 
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Q: I didnôt. At the end I really appreciated it. But it took about four years. 

 

BREMER: He made his deepest friends at Kent. 

 

Q: How did you find Andover? 

 

BREMER: I didnôt like it. I was very small for my age and there was still quite a lot of 

hazing going on at boarding schools in those days and I was mercilessly hazed. I did not 

have a happy time. It was a big school; there were over a thousand students. 

 

Q: I went to Seton Day Hall for a couple of months there. 

 

BREMER: Itôs almost a college size with a very large campus. So if  you were small, as I 

was, and not involved in sports it was easy to get lost. The advantage for me was that I 

actually studied at Andover, a claim I cannot safely make for my time at college. I was 

involved in some extracurricular activities -- but, basically, I wound up studying and that 

was probably good for me. 

 

Q: Again, how did you find the teaching? 

 

BREMER: The teaching was excellent. I continued with French, Latin and math as a 

focus at Andover. I did well until I got to calculus which really derailed my math career; 

but I continued French and Latin, I mentioned my father had taught Latin and I had one 

of those conversations that every son eventually has with his father where I said I have 

had enough Latin. I had done five or six years. He said, ñNo, you should continue Latinò 

and I said, ñBut itôs a dead language. What use can it be?ò He said, ñIt will  help you in 

your future with other languages and even with English.ò Of course I ignored my father, 

stopped Latin and he was absolutely right. I should have continued. 

 

Q: I have discovered, my father told me all sorts of things. He was a salesman and all of 

a sudden doing this job I have now, I use an awfully lot of sales talk. 

 

BREMER: None of us ever listen to our fathers. It is a good lesson and one I, without 

notable success, try to use on my son. 

 

Q: Did you find you were able to partake of life in Boston at all? 

 

BREMER: No, we were pretty well  locked up. At most we had two weekends a semester 

or something and I usually tried to go back home to Connecticut when I could. I didnôt 

get into Boston very often. 

 

Q: Was Abbott Academy producing young ladies? 

 

BREMER: Abbott Academy was down the road at that time, separate from Andover. We 

also didnôt have much contact with them. To our constant disappointment the rules were 

all also rather rigorously policed. 
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Q: While you were there, were you pointed towards anything, I mean, were you thinking 

about anything? 

 

BREMER: I guess I would say my interest continued to be in history and international 

relations through my studies. But I would not say I had any real focus. My extracurricular 

interest was in music. I had studied piano from the age or five or six and I liked music. 

My father was a very good musician which went with his languages. At Andover I joined 

the band which in football season was the marching band and the rest of the season was 

the school orchestra. 

 

Q: There you were with your piano. 

 

BREMER: No actually, there I was in the percussion section in the band. In the marching 

band, I carried and played a huge bass drum, which essentially dwarfed me. If  I suggested 

that someone, like my parents, come to a football game to see me playing in the band, all 

they could see was this mysteriously moving drum. Senior year some friends and I 

established a Dixieland band. We played at the school and did some concerts in New 

England. We were not great, but we had a lot of fun. 

 

I donôt think I would say during my time at Andover I had a clear focus on life. 

 

Q: Looking back on it, did Andover since well, two of our presidents have come out of 

Andover; both Bushes went to Andover, didnôt they? 

 

BREMER: I guess, I know this one did. I donôt remember about his father. 

 

Q: Did you have any particular, looking back on it, did this give you contacts to the 

world? 

 

BREMER: No. I have never made much effort to stay in touch with my Andover 

colleagues. But I did get a very good, solid education there. I have been back to Andover 

only once in 47 years and I wonôt go back again. I am sure it is a very fine institution but 

I did not have a happy time there. 

 

Q: Fair enough. 

 

You were there during the latter part of the Eisenhower years. Did you have any feel for 

politics? 

 

BREMER: I will  tell you one thing that made a big impression on me was Sputnik. I 

think Sputnik was launched in the fall of ô57. I heard that it was going to pass overhead 

where we could see it and I remember going out on a very cold New England night, I 

think in November, and standing in the soccer field in the dark and watching Sputnik go 

over. It made quite an impression on me. Did I then think of the broader implication? No, 

but it was a pretty impressive just the same. 
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Q: Normally one thinks of Andover particularly feeding into Harvard and all. What 

happened with you? 

 

BREMER: Actually, in those days Andover fed Yale and Exeter fed Harvard. I went to 

Yale with a number of my classmates from Andover. I graduated in ô59. I applied for 

early admission at Yale. I was accepted in December of ô58 and went to Yale in 

September 1959. 

 

Q: So you were the class of ô63? 

 

BREMER: ô63, yes. 

 

Q: When you got there, how did you find Yale? 

 

BREMER: It was a great, refreshing change. Freedom was the most important 

impression. Andover felt rather monastic and you were pretty constrained. 

 

I went into a program which I think has recently been revived at Yale called ódirected 

studiesô. It was dropped for some years for being politically incorrect in its emphasis on 

the ñWestern canonò of learning. I did not apply for this ñdirected studiesò. As I recall, 

Yale advised me to take that course of studies which was involved taking related courses. 

There was a philosophy course, an art history course, a course in literature and a course in 

history, all of which started back, not quite in pre historic but letôs say at least Greek 

times. So you would be reading Greek philosophers, studying Greek art history, reading 

Greek literature and getting Greek history. 

 

Q: Sounds like the Hutchinson St. Johnôs University of Chicago, St. Johnôs College idea 

of great books. 

 

BREMER: It was all connected. DS, as it was called, involved a selected group of 

students and small classes for the freshman and sophomore years. I found it very 

challenging and stimulating. In particular, I enjoyed the art history courses. My parents 

were both interested in art. My mother eventually became a teacher of art history and we 

had art around the house. But I had never really thought about the art until I started 

studying art history at Yale. 

 

Q: I assume Yale was not coed at that time. To turn out well educated gentlemen, more or 

less. 

 

BREMER: I donôt know what their curriculum objective was but the idea behind the DS 

program was to expose you to the great thinking of the last couple of millennia. No 

women except in the various graduate schools. 

 

Q: I am not using that in a pejorative sense. This is what ideal colleges should do. 
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BREMER: They dropped directed studies at some point, I donôt know when. Apparently 

it has now been brought back at Yale. 

 

Q: Did the outside world, both American political life and also foreign affairs intrude 

much? 

 

BREMER: Yes, by this time I was a little more mature and aware of what was going on. I 

became involved in the radio station at Yale which in those days was like a club or even a 

fraternity. You had to ñheelò or ñrushò to be accepted. These were the early Kennedy 

years. I remember watching the over flight of fighter jets during the Cuban Missile Crisis 

of 1962. I donôt know where those jets were coming or where they were going; but I 

remember standing out and watching them fly over New Haven. 

 

Q: Did the Kennedy election, the Nixon/Kennedy debates and all, it is one of those 

landmark things that people who went through it really got people more engaged than 

almost any other election than I can think of. Did that? 

 

BREMER: I remember reading about it but I donôt think I watched it. 

 

Q: You werenôt engaged in that? 

 

BREMER: No. Kennedy visited Yale while I was there, after he was elected president, 

and I remember watching his motorcade go down to the green in New Haven. It must 

have been in ô62. 

 

Q: Did foreign affairs, diplomacy, anything come to your attention particularly? 

 

BREMER: Yes, I was interested in foreign affairs at this time. I was concerned by 

Castroôs takeover of Cuba which was in ô59 during my freshman year there. I remember 

being critical of the outcome of the Kennedy-Khrushchev summit in Vienna in mid ô61, 

which was followed rather quickly by the Berlin Wall and the Cuban Missile Crisis. I 

remember being concerned that we were being too weak, vis-à-vis the Soviets. 

 

At the radio station, I eventually moved up to become a member of the Executive 

Committee or Board which gave me a chance to write editorials for broadcast. So the 

station became an outlet for my developing interest in international affairs. 

 

Q: Were there political movements on the Yale campus because this is usually where 

political types test out their muscles, getting out organizing? 

 

BREMER: I was in the political union. I had been in something like the political union at 

Andover and I was in the political union at Yale. But I was not active politically except 

for my activities at the radio station. 

 

Q: Do you recall any teachers that particularly stuck in your mind? 
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BREMER: The ones I recall were mostly history teachers. At Yale I began to get deep 

into history and the history of art. Vincent Scully was one of the great teachers at Yale. 

He taught art history courses. John Morton Blum, who was a great scholar and is still 

alive, taught a course on Teddy Roosevelt and early 20
th
 century American history. Hajo 

Holborn was a masterful teacher, probably the best I had. He taught 19
th
 century 

European history. The three of them really stand out in my memory. 

 

Q: I am trying to capture the times. When you are studying history, I would suspect Asian 

history, African history, Middle Eastern history and maybe even Latin American history 

were not particularly well pushed as far as 

 

BREMER: No, I did mostly European. Yale had a good Chinese history department that 

goes back to the early part of the century. 

 

Q: Yale in China. 

 

BREMER: I recall that I did one survey course in Asian history; it did not make a big 

impression. I was really focused on European and American history. 

 

Q: Had diplomacy as a career come across your thinking? 

 

BREMER: It was probably in the back of my mind. I always had in the back of my mind 

my fatherôs admonition about doing public service. But I would not say that it was yet 

developed at that point. 

 

Q: What about the CIA because I have come at a little bit earlier time but it was just 

getting organized. I even applied for the CIA and about three or four of my fraternity 

mates went into the CIA. 

 

BREMER: I have a funny story. My junior year I was approached by a professor who 

said, ñI want you to come to a meeting with somebody I think you should meet. But you 

mustnôt tell anybody. You go to this place at seven oôclock at night and donôt tell 

anybody.ò I said, ñOK.ò. I had no idea what the professor was talking about. This was not 

going to be easy because I had seven roommates at this point. So I made excuses to my 

roommates and scuttled off to this meeting which turned out to be with somebody from 

the CIA, a recruiter at one of the deanôs houses, only to find one of my roommates sitting 

across the table from me at the meeting. We both later had a great laugh about the 

admonition to tell nobody. I guess it was a recruiting effort. 

 

Actually, I wrote my senior paper on the Bay of Pigs invasion, which had taken place 

while I was there, analyzing what I thought were the mistakes that had been made, 

particularly by President Kennedy. Alan Dulles came to Yale at some point thereafter to 

do a presentation; I guess it was still part of the recruiting effort because it was a small 

group of us meeting with Dulles. I told him I had written this paper and he said, ñWell, 

send it to me. Iôd like to see what you said.ò I did. I got it back from him at some point 

saying, ñNice paper.ò Obviously, I didnôt have access to any classified information and I 
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was writing it within six or eight months of the invasion so it probably made no 

impression on Dulles -- if  he even bothered to read it, which I doubt. I had those contacts 

with the CIA and when the time came for me to think about public service, CIA was one 

of the options I considered. 

 

Q: To capture the spirit of the times, I think this is very much an East Coast 

establishment place, as well as the Foreign Service. 

 

BREMER: Thatôs true as I am sure your history shows. One of the smartest things the 

Foreign Service did about this time was doing away with the language requirement for 

entry. Someone realized that by requiring a language to get in, the Service was 

automatically selecting a large part of American society out of the Foreign Service 

recruiting pool because languages tended to be studied more in the Coastal states. It was a 

very smart thing to drop the language requirement for entry. Basically, you can teach 

anyone a language. So from about that period, ô62 or ô63, you no longer had to have a 

language it to come into the Foreign Service. 

 

Q: I took the exam in ô53. Actually, I was in the service and they had a language thing 

and I took Russian but I didnôt pass it but I came in on probation. 

 

So you are getting close to ô63 and graduation. Whither? 

 

BREMER: My father had encouraged me to apply for business school because he, I 

think, felt that I was a good candidate for international business with my languages and 

his background. So I applied and was accepted at Harvard Business School. But 

meanwhile I got it into my head -- I think my father helped put it there -- that I would do 

well before I went to business school to perfect my French by going to school in France. I 

asked Harvard for a deferment on my acceptance which they granted me and instead went 

to Institut d'etudes Politiques of the Universite de Paris for about a year and a half. 

 

Q: This would be ô63 ï ô64? 

 

BREMER: Yes. 

 

Q: How did you find that? 

 

BREMER: Well, I had a great time; I canôt say I studied very hard. I found the French 

educational system at that level rather disappointing, which is surprising because Institut 

d'etudes Politiques is really one of their best. The problem -- and it certainly exploded in 

1968 -- was that the professors were god-like; they had almost no contact with students.. 

So to pass a course all you had to regurgitate what the professor had said in his lectures -- 

and almost all the courses at that time were lectures. The system was well organized. 

Stenographers were allowed to sit in on every professorôs lectures. They produced a 

written record of what the professor had said, verbatim. A student could get from the 

library the printed copy, called ñpolycopiesò, of everything a professor had said 

throughout the whole year. So if  you could memorize what he had said and say it back to 
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him -- the exams were oral -- at the end of the term, you passed. This struck me as a not 

very creative approach to learning; totally different from the American university 

experience. 

 

Q: I am interviewing Beth Jones and she was brought up as a Foreign Service kid and 

she went to school in the Soviet Union and Germany and all where her father was 

stationed and I think she went to Grinnell and said her teacher said, ñAnd what do you 

think about this, Miss Jones?ò and she found herself absolutely floored; someone asking 

her what she thought. 

 

BREMER: It was really quite symbolic. In the lecture hall, there was literally a stage in 

the front. The professors had their own elevator that brought them down backstage and 

they would walk out onto the stage, deliver their lecture for 45 or 50 minutes, turn 

around, go backstage, and take the elevator back to their offices. They didnôt keep office 

hours so it was very difficult  to go talk to the professor. There was no interaction with the 

professor about, you know, what do you mean when you said, ñde Gaulle should have 

done this in 1958 instead of thatò? 

 

I had a great time because all you had to do was memorize what the professor said; I 

actually took exams in three courses where I had never attended a single class and not 

even seen the professor. I just got the transcripts toward the end of the year, memorized 

what they said and repeated it back to the professors. This left me lots of time to explore 

Paris. 

 

Q: In your contact with the students, was there sort of a track system? The ones who were 

going to be the president of France and the elite and all and various prefects and all that, 

were they sort of already identified as being apart and then the foreigners were off to one 

side? 

 

BREMER: To some extent. We could take any courses we wanted. So we were mixed in 

with them. It was clear the French students were the elite. There was no question; they 

were going to be the diplomats and the leaders of France. They were from the upper 

classes of France. How hard they studied, I donôt know. It certainly was not rigorous. 

You could get by with doing very little, as I did, or I suppose you could put a lot into it. I 

havenôt stayed in touch with the French students who were there, though periodically in 

my Foreign Service days I would meet a graduate of Sciences-Po, as the school is known 

in France. 

 

Q: Did you have much of a chance to sit around in a café and talk to other students? 

 

BREMER: Yes, we did. We spent a lot of time at cafes drinking beer and I spent a lot of 

time going to concerts because my interest in music was very strong. I inherited from my 

father a deep love of Bach. There are wonderful old organs in some of the old churches in 

Paris. So I would go through the paper in the morning and find out where the best 

concerts were. So Sciences Po was a fun time and I certainly worked my French through 
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pretty well and I suppose I learned some things. But I did find the educational experience 

was somewhat disappointing. 

 

Q: Did you find the students, the French students, were they engaged in matters or were 

they, I am thinking of politics and all that? 

 

BREMER: There was quite a bit of politics. I didnôt get involved. In those days the 

French unions were pretty well controlled by the communists and they always had 

demonstrations and posters and meetings. I didnôt really get involved in it. 

Q: I am trying to think; this was ô63 to ô64? 

 

BREMER: Yes. 

 

Q: Anything? 

 

BREMER: I remember de Gaulle. This was a period after de Gaulle came back in power 

and he was subject a number of assassination attempts while we were there by the OAS, 

the group trying to reassert French sovereignty over Algeria. I remember watching his 

motorcade go through town. It was really quite a thing to see; it was called ñla flecheò, 

the arrow. He had motorcycle outriders in a wedge in front of his car. The police cleared 

the roads well ahead of time and so his motorcade went 90 or 100 miles an hour down the 

Paris streets. You were well advised to get all the way off the street. 

 

Q: Were there problems of bombs going off in mailboxes and that sort of thing? 

 

BREMER: There was some because the OAS was still active. At night you could hear the 

OAS sympathizers blow their horns as they went through the streets -- it was a known 

pattern -- ñtoot, toot, toot (pause) toot tootò. Which stood for ñAlg-erie Fran-caiseò. They 

never forgave de Gaulle for giving Algeria independence. 

 

Q: Did you find the students, were many of them engaged in that or not? 

 

BREMER: Not that I know of. I think the students at Sciences Po in those days were 

pretty much establishment people and establishment families. You werenôt likely to find 

many revolutionaries among them. 

 

Q: Did you have any contact with the embassy? 

 

BREMER: No, none. In fact I very rarely spent time on the Right Bank. Thatôs not 

entirely true because I actually wound up living on the Right Bank. I found on the 

bulletin board at Sciences Po somebody who wanted an English speaker to teach English 

and help translate her articles into English. She was an author and she and her husband 

had a nice apartment in the 16
th 

Arrondissement which was a fancy area. The trouble was 

what they offered to me and what I took was a room, a ñchambre de bonneò a maidôs 

room which was located on the outside of building. The stairs in those old buildings go 

up the outside and though I grew up in New England, I had never been as cold in my life 
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as I was that winter in an unheated, outside room in Paris. On the other hand, the room 

cost me nothing. The deal was I gave an hour a day of either speaking English to them or 

translating her articles from French into English and they, in turn, gave me the room. The 

other drawback was I only got to use the shower only once a week -- this is France after 

all. 

 

Q: Did your time there give you a taste for foreign life? 

 

BREMER: I suppose it had an impact on me. I enjoyed living in France. I had traveled to 

Europe a couple of times before as a teenager but this was the first time living abroad and 

I enjoyed it. 

 

Q: Where did you travel as a teenager? 

 

BREMER: To France and England and during my year and a half in Paris I traveled all 

over Europe, north and south and once to East Berlin. 

 

Q: Did you go back to business school? 

 

BREMER: Yes, then I went back to business school. 

 

Q: You did that, what, two years? 

 

BREMER: Two years, ô64 to ô66. 

 

Q: This was business school and this was the case method, wasnôt it? 

 

BREMER: Yes. 

 

Q: How did you find it that? 

 

BREMER: I loved it. I mean it was hard but you couldnôt find a bigger contrast from the 

French system of rote learning to the case method where the professor walked in and 

would say without further ado: ñMr. Bremer, please tell us about this case. What would 

you do?ò and thatôs all heôd say. After your answer, he worked by Socratic dialogue to 

draw out your analysis of the case. Then he would invite, no need to encourage, your 

classmates to attack your analysis. It was the best pedagogical system. I have always felt 

in subsequent life when I did exercises, military exercises or diplomatic exercises at the 

State Department, that the case method really brings out the best. It puts you in a situation 

and you have to decide what you are going to do. Youôve got to analyze what is going on, 

identify and assess your alternatives and make a decision -- always with inadequate 

information. Not much time for theories. 

 

Q: We donôt use that very much. Well, in fact our whole, I am talking about the Foreign 

Service, educational system really is lacking in that. 
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BREMER: In my junior officer course we did one. I vaguely remember it had something 

to do with Saudi Arabia and I was playing the ambassador and there was somebody else 

who was the assistant secretary. We did what you could call a case study. I donôt know 

whether they do it anymore. 

 

Q: They had something called the mid career thing that went off to St. Michaels one time 

and I remember we did some case things. I was a consular officer basically my career 

and I found when we had cases, how much different my thinking was than say, political 

officers. Usually as a consular officer you had to make up your mind so you did it. It is an 

interesting process for both sides to take a look at each other and realize your training 

and your background can give you quite a 

 

BREMER: I thought the case method was terrific. I think it is the best way to learn 

something. 

 

Q: This is one of the practical things I hope will  come eventually in future years. People 

will  come back to these oral histories because we are talking about what you did at 

certain times and extract from this, cases and see, use it as training. 

 

Well, then what were you looking at? 

 

BREMER: At business school in those days you had no latitude on what subjects you 

studied the first of two years. It was a fixed curriculum. We were on a trimester system 

and you took a fixed set of classes each trimester. The required courses were intended to 

give you a feel for basic business subjects, like accounting, production, marketing and so 

on. My focus at this time was on international business. Before I went to Harvard, I had 

asked to have a foreign student as a room mate, preferably French and they did assign me 

a French roommate, Eddy Rousselot. The best way to cope with the enormous workload 

at the Business school is to form what they call a ñstudy groupò where you get a number 

of students together to analyze the cases together. We had eight students in the group we 

pulled together and it was quite international -- we had two Brits, a Frenchman, a 

Peruvian, an Austrian and a couple of Americans. And that encouraged me in the second 

year to focus mostly on international business and a bit on finance. 

 

Q: With this international study group, did you find that, were some of the students, like 

the Peruvian taking a different track or something, did you find there was a melding or 

not? 

 

BREMER: Yes, eventually. Some of the non Americans found school very hard. Not 

surprisingly, my French roommate who had come through the French system I described 

found it very difficult  to understand the professor wasnôt going to tell him the answer -- 

that he had to come up with the answer or our study group had to come up with a 

reasonable analysis of the case that we could each defend in class the next day. That was 

true of most of the Europeans. The Peruvian was of German extraction so you would say 

he was more European. The Europeans found it quite challenging. They also had the 
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language issue (except the Brits). I donôt blame them. I spoke English and found the first 

year very challenging. 

 

Q: The American system, I donôt know today, things are changing so much, sort of 

proved itself for bringing out the best in people because there is an awfully lot of ñWhat 

do you thinkò, well, the style of it. 

 

BREMER: If  you go back to this point I made about the lectures at Yale. John Morton 

Blum and Hajo Holborn who were two of the professors I mentioned, their courses were 

among the most popular. There were 500 students in these courses, but to get out of the 

room, the professor had to walk back up through the amphitheater where he was certain 

to be intercepted by students. Very different from the French professors who just 

retreated back stage. Basically at Yale, even the great professors, would stand down front 

and take questions for another half an hour until the next class came in. There really is in 

the American educational system, at least at its best, this interaction, the challenging, and 

the making you think on your own. 

 

Q: We are getting up to what, ô67? 

 

BREMER: The summer of ô66. 

 

Q: Then what? 

 

BREMER: My father who was still in international business said, ñThis is the time for 

public service.ò We were in the middle of a war. As I have told you since you were 

young, everybodyôs got to do public service. Youôve got your education; youôve got to 

pay your debt to the country through public service.ò So I went out and interviewed at the 

CIA, the State Department, and the Department of Commerce since I was getting a 

business degree. I talked to Navy intelligence, army intelligence; I did a variety of 

interviews and took the Foreign Service exam, the written exam. I took it in December of 

my second year at Harvard, passed that exam and went on and took the oral exam in 

Boston some months later and passed that. That helped me decide to join the Foreign 

Service. I had in mind that I would be in the Foreign Service for a couple of years, maybe 

three or four,ò pay my debt to societyò, as my father called it, and then go into business, 

perhaps joining him in business which I knew was his hope. 

 

Q: This was the honey track or whatever you say. So many come in and there is 

something addictive about the Foreign Service. 

 

BREMER: I got married right after I graduated and my wife who had also studied history 

at college shared my interest in international affairs and we never looked back. We stayed 

in for 23 years. 

 

Q: Letôs talk a little about the Foreign Service exam. How did you find the written exam? 
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BREMER: You know, I took the written exam with a friend from business school, a 

classmate who was an engineer. He graduated in the top 1% at the business school, so a 

very bright guy. We traveled to Lowell and took the exam and on the way back in the car 

he was saying, ñGosh that was a lot harder than I thought. They showed that picture and 

asked whether it was a Monet or a David or something. I hadnôt the foggiest.ò I said, ñOf 

course it was a Monet, it was easy to see. But the question that really bothered me was 

when they showed that diagram and asked, is it a molecule or an atom.ò I had no idea 

which it was. He said, ñWell, of course it was a molecule.ò So we concluded that the 

exam was probably was quite fair because he was stumped by a lot of things I found easy 

and I didnôt have a clue about the stuff he could do. 

 

Q: How about the oral exam? How did you find it? This was sort of three on one, wasnôt 

it? 

 

BREMER: Three on one. I rather enjoyed it. I took it in Boston and they knew my 

background, obviously, so they put me in a series of situations. The one I remember was I 

was the French consul general in Boston and I had been asked to, I think it was to give a 

Fourth of July speech or do something about Lexington, I donôt know. They said, ñWhat 

are you going to say?ò 

 

So then I had to think on my feet as a Frenchman now thinking ñwhat would I say?ò They 

did a number of those, I donôt remember the other ones but that one stuck in my mind. I 

rather enjoyed the exam. 

 

Q: I gave that exam, I was one of the traveling people, this was in the ó70s and later I 

think mainly because of pressure from equal rights people, the questions arenôt fitted to 

the person. 

 

BREMER: No, because they are not allowed to know anything about the person 

anymore. 

 

Q: Itôs crazy but it is what happens when sort of the lawyers get into it. 

 

BREMER: It was really rather fun and in those days they told you right away, within half 

an hour after the exam. I sat in some room and they came out and said ñyou passedò. 

 

Q: I took mine back in ô54 and they said, you know, you passed. 

 

BREMER: Yes, they told you right away. 

 

Q: You got married before you came into the Foreign Service? 

 

BREMER: Yes. 

 

Q: Can you tell me something about the background of your wife? 
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BREMER: Francie -- Frances McKee Winfield -- was born in St. Paul a year later than 

me, in 1942. Her father was in international business too and then moved to St. Louis 

where she stayed until she was 12 when she moved to Connecticut. She attended what 

was then called Connecticut College for Women which was about an hour from New 

Haven. We met at a Dixieland concert there. 

 

Q: Connecticut College for Women was basically part of the, I guess it wasnôt óseven 

sistersô but it was damn close to it. It was very much a major, major school. 

 

BREMER: It was a good school. 

 

Q: You came into the Foreign Service in? 

 

BREMER: In August of ô66. 

 

Q: I assume you went to an A-100 course? 

 

BREMER: Yes. 

 

Q: How was it constituted and what was your impression of how you were trained and 

the people in it? 

 

BREMER: I donôt remember a lot of it. In those days a fairly large class -- I think there 

were 54 of us. It ran the gamut from two people who had no degrees from college to a 

couple of PhDs and a bunch of people in between. Some people had no languages, some 

had several languages. I remember the consular part being quite precise. I wouldnôt say it 

was intense but it was obviously material you had to learn. There was the law, the FAM, 

you had to learn it. 

 

I remember a lecture on culture by a guy named Bostain. A very amusing, informed 

lecture about cultural differences. 

 

I passed my language exam in French and did reasonably well in Spanish so I was not on 

language probation. 

 

I have to go back a little bit. After were married, Francie and I drove to Washington and 

we stopped to visit her cousin, who was teaching at Princeton. He was a retired Foreign 

Service Officer, Leon Poullada. Leon had been in Africa, and served as ambassador, I 

think to Togo. What is relevant is we spent the night with him and before dinner he 

showed some movies, as they would be in those days, of his time in Afghanistan. He had 

been an economic officer in Afghanistan in the ó50s and had been James Michenerôs 

control officer when Michener traveled around collecting information for Caravans, the 

book. We were rather struck by these pictures of Afghanistan. 

 

When I got in the Foreign Service and the question came, where should I ask to go, I had 

three principles: I wanted to go to a part of the world I had never been to before; I wanted 
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to go to a medium-sized embassy where I figured I would get responsibility; and I wanted 

to go to a developing country because I had been in Europe and had seen the developed 

world but I wanted to serve in a country that wasnôt developed. So when the time came 

round for requesting my first post, I put down Kabul. The people in personnel were 

obviously flabbergasted. I donôt think anybody had ever asked for Kabul. They obviously 

said, ñLetôs get him out of here before he can change his mind.ò They pulled me out of 

the Consular course and two weeks later we were gone. So we were very happy that we 

had seen Leon Poullada and seen something about Afghanistan. It fit  all my 

requirements. It was a part of the world I hadnôt been to, a medium sized post and a 

developing country. We wound up in Kabul rather quickly. 

 

Q: Was Vietnam, it had to be a factor. 

 

BREMER: It was a factor in our class because at that time the unmarried men in our class 

basically were assigned to Vietnam. Married officers were not at that time, in late ô66, 

assigned to Vietnam because it was an unaccompanied tour. Some of my unmarried 

classmates went to Vietnam. I went to Kabul. 

 

Q: Did you have any feelings about Vietnam? By ô66 I donôt think it was that 

controversial. 

 

BREMER: No, it wasnôt. I donôt remember strong feelings about it one way or the other. 

It was not that controversial, as you say. 

 

Q: Kabul, you were there from ô66 to? 

 

BREMER: We went on a two year tour but we were shortened by direct transfer two-

thirds of the way through. 

 

Q: What was Kabul like in Afghanistan at that time? 

 

BREMER: It was a bit of a contradictory place in the sense that it was extremely 

primitive. On the other hand, from a political point of view, it was -- I certainly wouldnôt 

say it was progressive -- but they had a constitutional monarch, Zahir Shah. There was a 

parliament, a loya jirga. Political life was constrained, obviously. But I think the thing 

that struck me most when we were there was how primitive it was particularly when you 

got outside of Kabul, you felt like nothing had changed for a thousand years, which more 

or less it hadnôt. 

 

Kabul was a city of three quarters of a million people in those days, the size of 

Washington. None of the streets had names, there were no traffic lights, and there were 

open sewers on the side of all of the streets. There were camels and donkeys and God 

knows what. One of the first impressions coming into Kabul was of people pushing cars 

along the streets either because they couldnôt afford the gas or because the car needed 

repairs. So rather than have a car drive, you had ñcars pushersò all over the place. 
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Q: Who was the ambassador? 

 

BREMER: John Steeves had just left when I got there and Robert Neumann came maybe 

a month after I got there. Archer Blood was chargé when I got there. I think Neumann 

came within a month or two. 

 

Q: How did you find the embassy? 

 

BREMER: From a physical point of view, we were working out of what was then called 

ñthe old embassyò which was a ramshackle compound. I was the consular officer. The 

fellow I was replacing got pulled out early for medical reasons and thatôs why they were 

able to assign me so quickly. 

 

Q: Archer Blood was quite a figure. He was one of these people who challenged the 

system, quite appropriately, I guess, both in Bangladesh and also in Greece. How did you 

find him? 

 

BREMER: I thought he was fair, tough minded but fair. I will  tell you an interesting story 

from my first week there that has always stuck with me. I was the consular officer and I 

showed up for work, literally the first day, and there was an Indian consular assistant who 

came in and said, ñMiss So and So is here to talk to you about her visaò and he gave me 

the file. Her husband was a student in New York, at Columbia, I think and she wanted to 

go visit him for Christmas. This was in November and in those days you had to fill  out a 

form; I think it was called an I-20. You had to have permission to bring a spouse. The file 

showed that she did not have the form. 

 

So I interviewed her and told her she had to get that and she said, ñNoò and we went back 

and forth a bit. She had been told this by my predecessor and she thought sheôd just try 

the story out again and I said, ñNo, the law is the law. Even if  I issue you a visa,ò she had 

a diplomatic passport, ñeven if I issue you a visa, it is quite possible the INS, which in the 

end has to decide to let you in, will  turn you back and you will  have to come all the way 

back to Kabul. It is really very simple. Have him send a telex -- there werenôt faxes in 

those days -- to me whatever was needed and I can issue the visa.ò ñNo, absolutely no, 

not at all.ôô She left and about an hour and a half later, Arch Blood the chargé sent word 

to come over to his office. I found this rather scary, I had only been at the post for two 

days. So I thought, ñoh, my God. Over to the charg®ôs office.ò 

 

When I got to his office, Blood said that ñthe prime minister has just been on the phone to 

me about his nieceôs visa. He says you refused to issue the visa. She wants to be with her 

husband at the holidays, at Christmas.ò I explained to the Charge that she did not have 

and apparently refused to get an I-20 form. I had in my memory what the FAM had told 

me in the consular course. ñUnless she gets her husband to send a simple telex, I canôt 

issue the visa.ò He said, ñThereôs no way to issue it?ò I said, ñWell, there are three other 

officers here who have consular exequaturs [which included Blood] and anyone of you 

who wants to issue the visa is welcome to; but I wonôt issue the visa.ò To his credit he 

said, ñI will  tell the prime minister.ò 
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Eventually, it had a happy ending. After several more weeks of back and forth she finally 

got the document she needed and I issued her the visa. 

 

It also taught me a very early lesson which is, you do whatôs right. I wasnôt going to bend 

the rules for her. 

 

Q: Ambassador Neumann, did you have much to do with him? 

 

BREMER: Yes, he arrived several weeks later, I donôt remember when. He was a good 

ambassador. In fact, I have always felt the Foreign Service is lucky that from time to time 

we have non-career ambassadors. They often bring fresh ways of thinking about foreign 

policy. In my experience some of them are very good and some are not -- but some 

Foreign Service officers are not very good either. 

 

Q: I have to say that we have often gained expertise or knowledge that you just donôt get 

within the Foreign Service. 

 

BREMER: I never worked for Steeves who was an old-school Foreign Service Officer, 

from everything I understood and Neumann was a bit more open. He was a good 

ambassador. 

 

Q: Were you a consular officer the whole time? 

 

BREMER: No, I was on rotation. One of the reasons I wanted to go to a medium sized 

post was first I wanted to get responsibility. Also in those days the big and medium sized 

posts had the rotation program which allowed a junior officer to rotate among the four 

sections of an Embassy -- political, economic, administration and consular. Although I 

came into the Foreign Service as a commercial officer because of my background, I 

wanted to get exposure to the other three ñconesò. I was in the consular section for about 

five or six months. It was an interesting time to be in consular work. 

 

Q: Looking back, did you feel having gone through Yale and the Harvard Business 

School, this was certainly the fancy, make a lot of money track for people. Did this bother 

you at all? 

 

BREMER: No 

 

Q: Money just didnôt turn you on? 

 

BREMER: No. I knew that public service was not a way to get rich. On the other hand, I 

did not intend to stay in government more than four or five years. In any case in those 

days, Kabul was a 25% hardship post. I think my starting salary was something like 

$5,000, not a lot of money but you couldnôt spend it anyway, so I saved it. I got a $50 

savings bond each paycheck and I put them in my drawer and put a rubber band around 
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them and saved. The same thing my second post which was also a hardship post. But 

money wasnôt a big focus of mine. Savings made sense in any case. 

 

Q: Letôs stick to the consular side. This was a time when the kids were making their 

excursions and going on drug route and you were at the apogee of that. 

 

BREMER: Yes, Kabul was a big stop in the drug route. A lot of young Americans would 

take the inexpensive Holland American Lines ships to the Netherlands. A group would 

buy a beat up Volkswagen and five people would drive across Turkey, across Iran, across 

Afghanistan. They were trying to get to Kathmandu because the drugs were supposed to 

be very cheap and available in Kathmandu. Actually in1966 -1967 the Nepalese 

government got tired of all these kids being there and pushed them across the border into 

India. The Indians took them and pushed them in turn back into Pakistan. The Paks took 

them and pushed them into Afghanistan. So we had the confluence of two streams of 

these kids, coming from both east and west. As the consular officer, I spent a lot of time 

in the jails and the flop houses trying to locate Senator So and Soôs constituent who 

hadnôt been heard of since Tabriz three weeks before and trying to persuade these kids to 

go home. In many cases I had to do repatriation loans and fix  their passports so that they 

could go home but nowhere else. . 

 

One of the embarrassing aspects that we faced was some of these kids set up as beggars 

outside the gate of the embassy. In Islam you are supposed to give alms to beggars and 

these Americans were at least middle class, some of them upper middle class, or they 

wouldnôt be there. This was one of the poorest countries in the world. It was 

embarrassing to have these Americans with their begging bowls outside the front of the 

embassy. 

 

Q: How did you find, I assume you had to deal with them on various issues, didnôt you? 

 

BREMER: Yes. Most of the time my dealing with them had to do with figuring out how 

to get them home. I remember one cable from a senator, relaying a cable from a father to 

the girl, I think her name was Stephanie. óStephanie, our patience and your money have 

run out. Itôs time for you to come home.ô Basically, thatôs what I said after I found 

Stephanie in a flop house. ñHereôs how we do it and we are going to do a repatriation 

loan. You are going straight home.ò 

 

Sometimes we had to get them out of jail. Afghan jails were not places you would like to 

spend a lot of time or have your son or daughter spend a lot of time. 

 

We also had a different consular problem which was American women marrying Afghan 

men who had come to the US for studies. There was a fairly large USAID program of 

sending Afghans to study in the United States, particularly in the southwest, agriculture, 

geology. Afghan men are rather handsome and American women often found them 

attractive. They would marry the Afghan and then they would come back to Afghanistan 

and two things happened: first, as soon as they landed in Kabul the Afghan government 

took their American passports away. They were not allowed to travel. When the 
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American arrived at the husbandôs home in the compound, she would find at least one 

other wife, several children and usually a mother-in-law living in the compound. It was 

often not a happy situation. Most of them did not speak the local language. One of the 

other things that the consular section had to deal with was helping these American 

women once they decided they wanted to leave. That meant issuing them a valid passport 

and helping them get out of the country legally. Some of them went illegally. 

 

Q: How did you do that? 

 

BREMER: Well, we could issue them passports once they could prove they were 

Americans and that was, of course, always a problem. Sometimes they had to get birth 

certificates and sometimes we could find their records. Of course, there were no 

computers in those days so getting records back and forth was hard. 

 

Q: Was there a problem getting them past passport control? 

 

BREMER: Well, usually once they had the new passport they could get out legally. 

Sometimes they tried to go out illegally and that became a problem. We had a case of a 

USAID employee who befriended one of these unhappy women and smuggled her out of 

the country to Pakistan in the trunk of his car. We found out about it, I think because they 

told somebody at the airbase in Peshawar. In those days we had an airbase in Peshawar. 

We found out that the Russians had found out about it. 

 

I remember being called up to Ambassador Neumannôs office. After welcoming me, he 

gestured me to follow him into his private bathroom. He turned on the water full  blast 

and revealed that we had ñexcellent informationò that the Russians had caught wind of 

the escapade. There was a possibility they might try to blackmail the AID employee 

presumably to turn him into an intelligence asset. . So we had quite a confrontation. We 

had to send the AID employee home. On the whole as far as I could determine, most of 

these unhappy American women went out legally. 

 

Q: How about the jails? What were they for mainly and how did you deal with them? 

 

BREMER: They were in jail largely for petty theft, usually to support their drug habits. I 

donôt think any of them were put in jail for drugs because the drugs were so available. 

The most common drug in those days was hashish. I donôt remember any case of heroin. 

 

We had pretty good relations with the police and basically tried to get the Americans 

remanded to our custody, usually with the hope we would also be able to send them 

home, which in most cases we were able to do. 

 

Q: I interviewed Ann Wright. She came into Kabul about this time on the back of a truck 

and the next time she went to Kabul was as chief of the political section with five people 

and a plane. 

 

How was living there? How did you find, you and your wife living there? 
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BREMER: It was difficult  -- particularly for families with small children because of the 

health problems. You couldnôt drink the water. The embassy had a deep artesian well 

where you got water. You took the water home, you boiled it, and then you put halizone 

in it and you still got dysentery. We were required to have stool checks every two weeks 

for dysentery, amoebic and bacillary dysentery. I remember asking the embassy doctor 

what the results of these were on the whole and he said that they are 90% positive and 

10% false negatives. Everybody was sick all the time. 

 

But because it was such an alien, I would not say hostile, but alien environment, the 

morale at the embassy was very high. People, who could stay, stayed and really enjoyed 

it. We still see people, friends who were there with us. 

 

Q: There has been for years quite a Kabul clique because of that. 

 

As a commercial officer, besides hashish, what else? 

 

BREMER: Well, it was interesting. I think I went first from the consular to political 

section but anyway, I wound up in economic/commercial for some months toward the 

end of my tour. We had no commercial program there and yet the Department of 

Commerce had these trade opportunity programs, which I had learned about, and so I 

decided to hit the road and travel around and see what I could do. One of the key 

products that I thought American companies could sell there was submersible pumps, 

small submersible pumps because obviously it is an arid country, although there is water 

down below. So I developed trade opportunities and submitted them back to the 

Department of Commerce. I canôt say it changed the balance of payments of either 

country but it was fun traveling around and meeting Afghan businessmen and traders. 

 

Americaôs major export to Afghanistan was used clothing. The used clothing bazaar was 

a very big bazaar in Kabul. It was called the Kennedy Bazaar at that time. Basically it 

was used clothing collected by organizations in America, bundled up into big packages 

and sold by the pound, without regard to content, to middlemen, who then flogged it on 

to the bazaar merchants. Once I found a nice, but worn, tweed jacket with the name of a 

Yale classmate sewn in it. 

 

Q: I remember being in Dhahran some years earlier seeing people during the winter 

wearing Navy great coats, German army, Russian army and then the normal, just the top 

of a double breasted suit. 

 

BREMER: We had a barbershop quartet in Kabul and decided we ought to have red 

vests. So we trooped down to the used clothing bazaar and found four red vests in various 

stalls, so we got had our red vests. 

 

Q: How about, it being your first post, was there much contact with the other embassies, 

young officers getting together? 

 



 

 27 

BREMER: I had a good friend at the British high commission as it was called in those 

days, not an embassy. A few others. The most interesting diplomatic contacts in those 

days were with the Russians. This was 1966 ï ô67. It was one of the few posts in the 

world where there was quite a bit of regular and authorized interaction between the 

American and Russian diplomats, like Berlin in a way. We had an active station and the 

Russians had a rather active resident. Every six months or so, alternating turns, the 

Russians Resident would host a rather drunken brawl for the Americans; the Americas 

station would host the next one. This was obviously an attempt by both of our agencies to 

recruit, find the weak points in the other side. So there was quite a bit of contact with the 

Russians, which was of some interest, less so to the political section than to the station. 

 

Other than the Brits, I donôt remember spending a lot of time with other diplomats. 

 

Q: What about with the Afghans? 

 

BREMER: Obviously we had a lot of official contact with those in the government, the 

foreign ministry and in the case of consular, the police and security services. There was 

almost no private sector. I remember only a couple of businessmen. If  you got to 

Kandahar or Heart or Mazar-i-Sharif or some of the other places you would see other 

non-official Afghans. It was mostly men; they rarely brought their wives to a dinner. One 

of the challenges in entertaining there was that you never knew how many people would 

show up.. The men might show up with one or more wives or they might show up with 

no wives but two cousins who were in town or they might not show up at all. You 

basically never knew who was going to come to dinner. So Francie and I quickly realized 

you never planned seated dinners -- at least not at our level. 

 

Q: Politically, you had time in the political section, didnôt you? 

 

BREMER: I did. 

 

Q: Did sort of the politics of Afghanistan at that time? 

 

BREMER: In theory it was a constitutional democracy but pretty much the king and his 

court ran the country. I used the time in the political section to try to travel around the 

country a bit and see parts of Afghanistan outside of Kabul. I made trips to Kandahar, to 

Ghazni, to Herat, and to Jalalabad a number of times. I never got to Mazar-i-Sharif 

because the trip I was making there we had a terrible accident in which one of our fellow 

travelers was killed. 

 

The most memorable trip I ever made in the Foreign Service was with an Afghan friend 

who worked at the central bank who was from a town called Juwayn. If  you look at a 

map where Afghanistan and Pakistan and Iran come together, in the far southwest, thatôs 

were it is. This Afghan had gone to primary school in Juwayn and when he finished, his 

father wanted him to farm. He wanted to get more education and so he had run away, 

went to Kandahar. His father sent some men from Juwayn to kidnap him and take him 

back home. He escaped and made his way to Kabul. There he was taken under the wing 
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of some American missionaries. They arranged to send him to the United States for 

college to become an economist. After several years studying, he came back to 

Afghanistan and took a job in the central bank. He regularly wrote his father and sent him 

money, but he had never been back to Juwayn for 30 years. Together with another guy 

from the economic section, we drove down to this village which is the most foreboding 

landscape I have ever seen in my life. Itôs part of Baluchistan. We went to his little 

village with mud huts, no electricity, to see his father for the first time in 30 years. It was 

a very moving trip and very exciting. The most exciting news was that his father had 

realized the value of education, and had persuaded the local villagers to allow girls into 

the primary school. Believe me, in rural Afghanistan in the 1960s, this was in its own 

way revolutionary. 

 

Q: What about travel there? Was it dangerous? 

 

BREMER: Yes, it was dangerous even in Kabul because there were no traffic signs in a 

city of three-quarters of a million people. So you had to be pretty careful crossing roads. 

Outside the capital, we were competing on road construction with the Russians. We were 

building roads to the south; the Russians were building roads from their borders down. 

On those roads the Afghans, those who could drive, drove like maniacs and there was 

always the likelihood, not even possibility that a camel or a person would suddenly walk 

across in front of you. As Michener wrote in his Caravans, if  you had the misfortune to 

have an accident and you killed an Afghan, there was a pretty good chance you would be 

stoned to death as had happened in one of the scenes in Caravans. We had incidents 

where people had serious accidents and, basically, the instructions were to leave the 

scene and come to the embassy right away. So it was dangerous. 

 

Q: When I was with the board of examiners one of the things we would give was 

óAfghanistan, explain the situation. Say an American comes to you. What do you do?ô But 

then we would put them in England and the same thing would happen and some people 

couldnôt deal with that. 

 

With this were you getting a real taste for the Foreign Service? 

 

BREMER: Oh, yes, Francie and I really enjoyed our time. We didnôt have any children 

yet. I think it was harder, a much harder place to be with children because of disease, 

everybody was sick all the time. 

 

Q: What about other officers in the embassy? Was this did you get together with them 

much? 

 

BREMER: Yes, there was a fair amount of in house interaction and entertaining. There 

were also people from UNDP who were there and from some of the other embassies. 

 

Q: UNDP is displaced person? 

 

BREMER: No, the United Nations Development Program. It was the aid arm of the U.N. 
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Q: Did you get any feel for AID there, what it was doing? 

 

BREMER: Yes, a little bit and it stuck with me. Our biggest aid project at that time was 

south of Kandahar in the Helmand Valley. Itôs become more famous now as a poppy 

growing area. In those days we had people from, I think, Indiana University doing 

advanced planting techniques for corn, for maize. It was by far the largest program in 

those days. The other objective of the program was to try to settle nomads, Kuchi 

nomads, who again who feature in Caravans. They have forever been nomads in that part 

of Afghanistan. 

 

When I heard the phrase, ósettle nomadsô a small alarm bell went off in the back of my 

mind, wondering if  these people havenôt settled for the last three, four thousand years, 

why are they going to settle now? And it didnôt work very well. We built nice little 

houses and schools but the nomads continued to go on their nomadic way. 

 

It struck me then that this was probably not the best way to spend taxpayersô money. 

 

Q: Did India, Pakistan or Iran come across your radar there? 

 

BREMER: Not Iran although when we flew to Kabul we always stopped at Tehran. India 

and Pakistan in this way: first of all, Pakistan because the nearest medical help, western 

medical help, was at the American airbase in Peshawar. 

 

Francie and I had one memorable trip there. I woke up one day with a very sore tooth. I 

went to the Embassy doctor and he diagnosed an infected root canal and said, ñWell, 

youôd better go down to Peshawar and get it fixed.ò That was the nearest dentist. I was in 

a lot of pain so he gave me some codeine. Francie had to drive and it was quite a drive in 

a little Volkswagen. I was lolling half asleep while she had to navigate the hair-raising 

Khyber Pass to Peshawar. We arrived at the base late Saturday afternoon and asked the 

guard where we could find the base dentists. He referred us to the Officersô Club. There 

we repeated the question and a first lieutenant slid off the bar stool and told us to follow 

him. He was two weeks out of dental school making me his first patient for anything 

other than cleaning teeth. Iôm not sure which of us was more nervous, but it was not a 

happy experience for either of us. 

 

Kabul was at the end of long supply line for furniture and furnishings. In effect the post 

got the castoffs from the embassy in New Delhi, desks and chairs and everything. But the 

Pakistan India border was closed to all but diplomatic traffic at this time. So the only way 

to get those materials up to Kabul was to have a diplomat escort the Embassy trucks 

across the border to Delhi and back. So every three months the Embassy ran a convoy of 

three large trucks down to New Delhi. My wife and I were asked to escort one of these 

convoys in the summer of ô67. We rode in the three trucks with our Embassy Afghan 

drivers, to New Delhi, picked up a whole bunch of furniture and drove it back to Kabul. 
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The political impact of the broader region while we were in Kabul was the Six Day 

Mideast War. We had a lot of anti-American demonstrations in Kabul. They were not 

very rough, mostly just noisy. And then we had evacuees out of the Middle Eastern 

Embassies who came to work in Kabul, Foreign Service officers who had been evacuated 

from their posts in the Middle East. 

 

Q: Jerry, there are two things before we finish with Afghanistan. In the first place you 

were in Afghanistan from when to when? 

 

BREMER: 1966 to 1968. 

 

Q: You wanted to mention the Harriman visit and I take it this is a fairly important visit. 

 

BREMER: In substance it was not important. Averill  Harriman was a special envoy for 

President Johnson on Vietnam. This was probably was in mid ô67. He came into town as 

part of a trip to Asia to try to shore up support for our position in Vietnam. What was 

interesting to me was the preparations. It was the first time I had seen a high level visit. 

He had people from the executive secretariat supporting him with trunk loads of 

classified material. He rushed off in a motorcade to see the king. It made an impression 

on me about the effort and work that had to go into a short high level visit like this which 

came back later in my next assignment. When I was finishing my next assignment, in 

Africa, somebody suggested to me that for my first Washington assignment I ought to 

think about working in the executive secretariat, and then I remembered all these people 

rushing around. In terms of substance, I have no idea what came from the visit itself. 

 

Q: You also mentioned the crown prince but also the role of the royal family at that time. 

 

BREMER: In the early ó60s the King ruled in what amounted to a constitutional 

monarchy. He was the head of state. There was a loya jirga, a parliament of sorts which 

met and debated issues, but with little obvious power. He was still running the show but 

on a more or less moderate basis. For example, Zahir Shah was in favor of educating 

women. In western terms he was a moderate monarch. 

 

Q: Did he have a background? Had he been educated in England or anything like that or 

was it pretty much came out of the 

 

BREMER: I canôt remember what his immediate family history was. He was from the 

ruling Pathan Durrani tribe that the British in 1888 had chosen to run the place after they 

had been beaten a second time in a war. They basically went and found a Pathan tribal 

chief, gave him a sack of gold and said, ñSort these guys out, will  you and we will  call 

you king.ò There had been internal tribal coup back in 1929, very complicated. They 

were certainly from the ruling Pathan class. I shook his hand once; I was after all the 

ójuniorestô of the junior officers. I didnôt see king often. 

 

Q: You mentioned a crown prince. Was he a figure at that time? 
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BREMER: Well, we didnôt know. I wound up being his contact at the embassy by virtue 

of the fact that I was about his age. He was maybe a couple of years older and I spoke 

fluent French. In Afghanistan at that time the second language among many upper class 

people was French because the French had established the first school, Esteqlal, back in 

1906. A lot of the civil  servants at the higher level and as it happened the royal family 

had as their second language French. 

 

Some intermediary -- at this point I canôt remember who it was -- suggested that I meet 

the crown prince. I checked with the ambassador and the political section about this 

because it was obviously way above my pay grade. They encouraged me to go ahead 

because the USG would want to know more about someone who might some day become 

King. 

 

Francie and I had the Crown Prince to dinner a couple of times at our house He was well 

polished and charming, brought his wife. They had a couple of kids, as I recall. 

 

There is one other story about the Crown Prince. A couple of us New Englanders at the 

Embassy had found a way to set up a ski tow south of Kabul on the road to Ghazni. We 

got an old unused truck from AID which we jacked up on its rear axle. We ran a rope 

around the rim to create an old New England style rope tow. The Crown Prince told me 

he wanted to come and ski. 

 

So on the appointed day, we met at the ñski areaò, a smallish hill  off the Kabul-Ghazni 

road. I have a lasting memory of the day. Instantly it was clear that my briefing on the 

proper use of a rope tow had been grossly inadequate. For the Prince, with a wave and 

gay smile, bent down and firmly grabbed the fast-moving rope. He was immediately 

lifted off his feet and dragged up the hill.  

 

I watched, transfixed with horror as he was pulled along in an ever growing cloud of 

snow, out of which appeared an occasional arm or leg. As it progressed up the hill,  the 

cloud of snow spewed out one ski pole to the left, another to the right. A glove, a pair of 

goggles, one ski and the Princeôs bright red hat were left in his wake. Watching this 

ghastly sight, it occurred to me that the incident was unlikely to prove career-enhancing: 

the State Department could hardly be expected to overlook the diplomatic consequences 

if  one of its officers had killed off the Crown Prince of a nation with which, at least until 

recently, America had enjoyed good relations. 

 

Fortunately one of the other club members turned off the tow. The Prince, now two thirds 

of the way up the mountain, rather gamely staggered to his feet. Something in his 

expression convinced me that it would not be prudent to suggest he have another go at the 

rope tow. Anyway, he survived. 

 

One of the problems with the royal family was they more or less considered themselves 

above the law. For example, AID paved the road from Kabul down to Kandahar. Before 

the road was opened, the king used to go out and run one of his Mercedes a hundred and 

twenty miles an hour down this road just to see how the road went and how his car went. 
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The crown prince during the time we were there was never much of a political factor; in 

fact, I donôt think he ever became a political factor. They threw the king out in 1973. The 

Crown Prince now lives in quiet exile in the US. 

 

I should say one other thing about the loya jirga, about the political situation because it 

was important later in Afghanistan. There were two deputies in the loya jirga who were 

declared communist. One of them was Babrak Karmal. At some point, it may have been 

after the coup -- it was after we left anyway, -- he exiled himself off to one of the Soviet 

satellites, I canôt remember which one. There in effect Russians kept him in reserve. They 

sent him back in after the coup in 1978 to be a leader in Afghanistan. So there was 

already at the time we were there, quite a lot of, one would call it, peaceful competition 

between us and the Russians in Afghanistan about who built which roads, who did what. 

But the Russians were apparently already planning ahead. 

 

Q: Actually wasnôt there a certain amount of sitting together and lining out to make sure 

you got your roads meeting at the right place and that sort of thing? 

 

BREMER: The Russians built the road from the northern border, Amu Darya River, 

down to Kabul and we built the road from Kabul down to Kandahar and then there was a 

question about the road out to Herat on the other side. We also worked on the road going 

out to Jalalabad to the east. We used to joke before it turned out to be not at all funny, 

about how the Russians had built the road from the north down to Kabul so that they 

could invade Afghanistan. At the time this was sort of a fantasy. This turned out to be 

unfortunately true in the late ó70s. 

 

In the ó60s as we discussed earlier, Kabul was one of the few posts where American and 

Russian diplomats had regular, approved contact. There was Berlin and a little bit in 

Vienna and Warsaw. Today in the early 21
st
 century we forget that before détente 

American and Russian diplomats did not regularly visit each other. 

 

Q: You left there in 1968? 

 

BREMER: In the summer of 1968. I was called up to the DCMôs office about four 

months before our tour was due to end and handed a telegram that said, óTM4 Bremer 

report to Blantyre in two weeks.ô So I asked Arch Blood, the DCM, ñWhat does this 

meanò He explained that it was ñtravel messageò which said we were to take a ñdirect 

transferò to the post in Blantyre, due there in two weeks. ñWellò, I wondered, ñwhere is 

Blantyre?ò and he said, ñDamned if  I know. Sounds kind of English.ò We looked it up in 

the list of Foreign Service posts and found it was in a place called Malawi which neither 

of us had heard of. ñOK. So whereôs Malawi?ò He replied that he didnôt know either, but 

perhaps it was in Africa. Well we looked at the globe in his office and couldnôt find any 

Malawi in Africa or anywhere else. So on a hunch, because Blantyre sounded kind of 

English, I called a friend at the British high commission and asked him, ñHave you ever 

heard of a place called Blantyre?ò He said, ñWhy?ò I said, ñBecause I am supposed to be 

there in two weeks and I donôt even know where it is.ò He said that it was the capital of 
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what used to be called Nyasaland in the federation of Rhodesia. Since Malawi had 

become independent only in 1964, the DCMôs globe had it marked as ñNyasalandò -- 

which at least solved the mystery of where we were headed. 

 

Francie and I then went through one of those rushed routines of packing out and saying 

our farewells. The Embassy Admin people had to figure out how to get us and our 

household effects from Kabul to Blantyre. We broke our backs, we got to Blantyre, 

arrived there about ten days later. The DCM met me at the airport and his first words 

were, ñWhat the hell are you doing here? We didnôt expect you for a few more weeks.ò It 

turned out that the man I was to replace was still at post. I decided that was the last time I 

would pay attention to TM4 orders. 

 

Q: This is a Foreign Service story that is repeated again and again. 

 

Q: You were there from when to when? 

 

BREMER: We were there from the summer of ô68 to the early spring of ô71, just about 

three years. 

 

Q: Letôs talk about Malawi. Whatôs its background, what was going on there at the time? 

 

BREMER: Malawi, in Central Africa, had been a British colony until 1964 when it 

became independent in the rush of decolonization in Africa. It was being run then and for 

some years afterwards by Dr. Kamuzu Banda, a British educated medical doctor who 

came back to become the great independence leader of Malawi. Malawi in those days 

was a country of about five million people, at the time was one of the most heavily 

populated places on earth, I think second only to Hong Kong in terms of people per 

square mile; a small country It is the place where Livingston made his name and Blantyre 

is the name of a Scottish city. 

 

Q: Why did it have so many people in there? 

 

BREMER: Well, itôs fertile country. Then there was the fact that Banda, although he was 

a medical doctor, simply did not believe in family planning. He wanted to build his 

population as much as possible and encouraged people to have as many babies as 

possible. Perhaps 90% of the people are in agriculture. Maybe more. So there was the 

natural desire to have more hands to work the fields. Banda was encouraging a bigger 

population and so the population was growing very fast. . Among other jobs, I was the 

postôs population, or ñfamily planning officerò or whatever it was called which was a 

thankless task. It never got off the ground. 

 

Q: Were we, the United States at all interested in Malawi? 

 

BREMER: Not that I could discern, though there were two aspects of Malawi that 

perhaps had some relevance. First of all, Malawi was at that time the only country in 

Africa that had relations with Taiwan which in those years America still recognized as 
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the government of China. Taiwan had an Embassy there and was helping the Malawians 

establish something called Young Pioneers, like Boy Scouts. While we were there Banda 

became the first and only country in sub-Saharan Africa to establish relations with South 

Africa. One of the big events while we were there was a visit by then President Vorster to 

Malawi. It was the first time, I think, a South African president had been able to visit 

another African country. This did not endear Banda to other African Chiefs of State. 

 

There is an interesting angle to that. When Banda was young, about 11 or 12, like many 

Malawians he left the country to work in the mines in South Africa. This is in the early 

part of the 20
th
 century, probably around 1915. He walked there as Malawians did then 

and probably still do. When he was working in the mines as a teenager, an American 

Baptist missionary group offered him to send him to the United States for his education, 

where he went to college. Eventually he went to medical school in Britain. 

 

Banda used to tell Americans his story, particularly American congressmen, black 

American congressmen who visited and were often outspokenly critical of his relations 

with South Africa. I remember hearing him tell these people how he had walked to South 

Africa and come to the US for school. ñLook, when I was your age, Congressman, I went 

to school in the United States and I saw black men lynched at the school I was at and 

now, forty years later, I see what progress has been made in your country.ò This was after 

the Civil  Rights Act had been signed in the United States. ñI see that progress has been 

made, that whites and blacks can get along in the United States and who is to say,ò He 

would also add ñwho is to say that forty years from now blacks and whites canôt get 

along in South Africa? Shouldnôt we encourage this direction?ò 

 

In terms of American interests, I would say that I never found it a very compelling reason 

to have an embassy there. We did need a consular agent because there were about 750 

Americans in the country, most of them missionaries from various denominations. 

Obviously, we had an obligation to look after them. Very few Malawians traveled to the 

United States so it wasnôt as if  it was a visa mill.  It was a hard argument to make, in my 

view, that we needed an embassy there. I reached this conclusion early on and to show 

how incompletely I understood the mores of the Foreign Service, I committed this 

conclusion to writing in a memo to the DCM. The deafening silence from the ñFront 

Officeò sent a clear message. 

 

 

Q: I think of a famous trip of in the early 60s. An Undersecretary traveled to Africa and 

he went to a couple of places and this one when things were beginning to get ready to 

open up and he made the decision we were going to have an embassy. 

 

BREMER: It was a political decision. I felt as a taxpayer, it was really open to question. I 

could see no compelling national reason why we needed an embassy in every country and 

I certainly, after three years there, could not make the argument for one in Malawi. 

 

Q: Who was our ambassador? 
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BREMER: Marshall Jones, who was a career diplomat. Heôd been in the administrative 

cone and was our ambassador there. Bill  Barnsdall was the deputy. Actually, in many 

ways it was the most fun job I had in the Foreign Service because the ambassador did 

whatever ambassadors did. -- I never could really figure that out, even after having been 

an ambassador. We had closed our AID mission and moved its responsibilities to a 

regional office in Zambia. So the DCM occupied himself largely by overseeing the 

residual AID programs which involved self-help money and a few leftover projects. And 

there was an administrative officer. So that made me the consular officer, the economic, 

the political, commercial officer. It was a great job. 

 

Q: What were the Malawians like? 

 

BREMER: Well, they were very different from the Afghans. They were much more 

outgoing and less reserved than the Afghans. Perhaps they were that way because the 

climate was more benign than in Afghanistan. The sub-Saharan African climate of 

Malawi has a fair degree of altitude; itôs on the Rift Valley so it wasnôt at all tropical 

except in the south. So the Malawians werenôt going to starve to death which you could 

easily see happening in Afghanistan with very rough topography. 

 

We had good Malawian friends; they were easier to get to know, to have to your house to 

dinner than the Afghans had been. 

 

Q: Did the Malawians play a role in Central Africa? Some of these African nations have 

people who ended up as merchants or civil servants or what have you. 

 

BREMER: The Malawian economy was and is almost entirely agricultural. When we 

were there, its main export crops were tobacco and tea, both of which were sold basically 

to the London market. When they had been colonists, the British had established both of 

those industries. But most of the Malawians were on a subsistence economy growing 

maize, cassava and cotton. The Malawians tended to export people to South Africa to 

work in the mines as they had done for a hundred years. It was and is a very poor 

country. 

 

Q: Were the British sort of the predominant embassy there? 

 

BREMER: Yes, the British still had a very strong residual presence. They ran the security 

forces, the guy in charge of the army, the guy in charge of the police; these were 

professional British officers seconded to the Malawians. They had advisers to the 

president in the capital which at that time was in Zomba and they were certainly the 

predominant factor. 

 

Q: Were there any external threats there of any other powers or were the South Africans 

messing around? 

 

BREMER: No. The main threat, which was just a very small threat on the horizon at that 

time, that became a big threat, was the insurgency in Mozambique against the 
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Portuguese; Mozambique was still a Portuguese colony and FRELIMO (Liberation Front 

of Mozambique), the independence movement, was operating mostly in the northern part 

of Mozambique and there was occasional spillover into Malawi. It became much more 

serious after we left. Banda was pretty strict. He didnôt want to have these FRELIMO 

guys operating in Malawi so he did his best to keep them out. 

 

Q: While you were doing this while you were there, the civil rights movement was an 

ongoing thing. How did that, you mentioned Banda was familiar with that. Was that 

something that we were sort of showing what we were trying to do or not or was that a 

theme? 

 

BREMER: No, it was not a particular theme. 

 

Q: You are in Africa and this was the time, the ó60s was the era of the discovery of Africa 

by the United States and particularly the State Department. Did you feel attracted to 

Africa or not? 

 

BREMER: Francie and I liked it a lot. We liked the people a lot and as I said they were 

easier to get to know than the Afghans. We enjoyed our time there; it was a fun post for 

us. I didnôt feel one way or the other about whether I was going to make my career in 

Africa. I did not have the idea that by joining the Foreign Service I was making 

effectively a choice to be a missionary. If  you want to be a missionary, be a missionary. 

We were there to help advance American interests and I just didnôt find that American 

interests in Malawi were very compelling. 

 

Q: What about Vietnam going hot and heavy while you were there? How did you feel 

about that? 

 

BREMER: It didnôt really feature in the discussions with the Malawians. The government 

of Malawi tended to be supportive of the United States in places like the U.N. when votes 

came up. Malawi was a very poor country and they pretty much concentrated on trying to 

develop themselves, in a misguided way, because of Bandaôs attitude towards population. 

 

We had a pretty substantial Peace Corps group there as we had in Afghanistan. Francie 

and I had a Landrover, and we often went ñup countryò to visit the Peace Corps 

volunteers, which we enjoyed a lot. There was a lot of anti-war feeling among volunteers 

which wasnôt too surprising. It wasnôt an issue with the Malawians though. 

 

Q: How about with you? Did you have any feelings? 

 

BREMER: I didnôt have strong feelings about the war. . If  I were asked I would say I 

supported what we were trying to do in Vietnam and I felt much more strongly about that 

later when I came back to Washington and got more involved in it. In Afghanistan it did 

not intrude much either. As we discussed earlier the ó67 Middle East war tended to be 

much more on the front line than Vietnam. 
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Q: After this what you might almost call a parenthesis in your career, you certainly got 

exposed to all the economic, political, consular and administrative side of things. You 

came back to Washington? 

 

BREMER: Yes, I mentioned earlier about the Harriman visit to Kabul. I hadnôt served 

any time in Washington. Weôd been moved very quickly through the junior officer course 

and sent off to Kabul. I really had no idea what I wanted to do in Washington but another 

American diplomat said to me, while we were still in Malawi, ñYou know, you ought to 

think about working in the operations center and the secretariat. There you can really get 

a good quick overview of how the Department works.ò So I wrote a letter to somebody -- 

maybe the director of personnel -- and said that I would like to apply for a job in the 

operations center. To my surprise when my tour was over, I got orders to report to the 

operations center. So thatôs in a way how the Harriman visit influenced where I wound 

up. 

 

Toward the end of our tour, Francie got pregnant and flew home to have our son born in 

Connecticut because she was RH negative and we didnôt trust the Malawian health 

services to deal with that. Also she got malaria twice during our tour there, which was 

probably the cause of the fibromyalgia which she still suffers from. 

 

Q: So you were in that operation center from when to when? 

 

BREMER: We came back from Africa in early 1971. I spent very little time in the 

operations center initially  because I was almost immediately seconded over to the 

National Military Command Center(NMCC). In those days -- I donôt know if  it is still  the 

case -- we had a State Department representative in the NMCC and there was a DOD rep 

in the Ops Center at State. I spent a few weeks in the Ops Center, and then four or five 

months over at the NMCC. Then I came back to the Ops Center. So the total time in the 

operations center was about a year, maybe a little less than a year. 

 

Q: Weôll move to the operations center but first this military center. What were you doing 

and what was happening at the time? 

 

BREMER: The NMCC is in effect the Pentagonôs equivalent operations center ï a 24 

hour watch center with representatives from all the services, from the Joint Chiefs and 

from the CIA, State Department -- I canôt remember who else was there, maybe the 

Justice Department. We were there to provide liaison on issues that might arise in the 

middle of the night or the middle of the day that had a diplomatic, political aspect to 

them. For example, one night there was an incident, I think it involved some Central 

Americans, as I recall they were Hondurans. They were on a small ship, or a boat and for 

some reason an American Navy ship fired on them. Several of those Hondurans got badly 

burned and SOUTHCOM, the command in Panama, was trying to figure out what to do 

with these guys. We had injured them in international waters and the military at the 

NMCC came to me with the idea that they were just going to take them back to where 

they came from. I said, ñNo, you really have a diplomatic problem on your hands here.ò 

Several of them had been badly burned due to our actions. Working with the Pentagon 
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folks and talking back to State on the telephone, we were able to persuade the military 

that we had an obligation to help these people and take them to the burn center in 

Brownsville, Texas. These guys didnôt have passports, didnôt have visas. 

 

Q: When it makes sense, it is usually almost impossible to do. 

 

BREMER: Anyway, we got them there and that worked out. 

 

Another event that happened on my watch one night, I think it was a Saturday night. I 

could tell that there was considerable tension and dismay in the room. The flap was that 

the NMCC had just heard about the pending publication the next day of the Pentagon 

Papers. I started nosing around with some captains and majors to find out what the uproar 

was about. 

 

Q: Explain what the Pentagon Papers were. 

 

BREMER: This was a series of papers relating to the Vietnam War that were published, I 

think first in the New York Times, on a Sunday morning in the middle of the War, 

revealing a lot of the U.S. internal deliberations about Vietnam particularly under 

Johnson; there may have been some Kennedy stuff. It caused quite a flap. I was standing 

the evening watch -- the 4 to midnight watch -- and there was a lot of commotion. The 

Pentagon had just learned the papers were coming out the next day. I was able to alert the 

ops center. I donôt know what happened from there. I presume they told the secretary if  

he didnôt already know which I presume he did. 

 

Q: Particularly Washington being such a political town, this sent tremors throughout the 

town. 

 

BREMER: As the State Department representative over at DOD, you had first an 

obligation to try to deal with the political or diplomatic aspects of events which might not 

be apparent to the military. We were in the middle of a war, after all. We were doing very 

heavy bombing, órolling thunderô was the name of the bombing campaign, B-52 raids 

over North Vietnam at that time, There were a lot of other things happening around the 

world. To a degree if  DOD needed help or advise on political and diplomatic issues you 

were at least the first point of liaison to State especially in the night. You didnôt 

necessarily solve it but youôd plug them in to somebody at State. 

 

And then of course, you were effectively a distant early warning post for the State 

Department on things going on, like the Pentagon Papers. 

 

Q: How did you find working there as a Foreign Service officer with the military? Did 

they have an attitude towards you; did you have an attitude towards them? 

 

BREMER: At this distance it is a li ttle hard to remember. I had a lot of respect for them, 

for what they were trying to do. I think that the political/military nexus is always a 

complicated one. As I also experienced in Iraq, the political and military people 
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understandably approach matters from a different perspective and a different set of ideas 

and principles. It is always complicated to make that connection. I canôt say that this was 

a big problem for me when I was there or in the ops center. At this time there was a 

ómilrepô in the operations center who was a representative of the NMMC, 24 hours a day. 

We often used him to liaise on matters involving the military. 

 

Q: Then you moved over to the ops center. 

 

BREMER: Then I came back to the ops center as an assistant watch officer for a month 

or two. Then I was transferred to what was then called, and may still be called, ñthe lineò. 

This is the secretariat staff, a small group of FSOs, 6 or 8, effectively serving as the 

common staff to all the principals, in those days not just the secretary but to the deputy 

secretary and the under secretaries. 

 

In early ó72 my first big assignment was preparing the briefing papers for President 

Nixonôs visit to Russia which was in May. This was the first visit b a sitting American 

president to Russia since the war and obviously, a major diplomatic move. So a massive 

amount of paper had to be pulled together into briefing books from virtually all over the 

State Department. I am not sure any of the papers ever got read by anybody other than 

me, but anyway it was a challenge to pull it all together in a timely and reasonable 

coherent fashion. 

 

Q: But Nixon studied. 

 

BREMER: He did, but I just donôt know that he read the State Department books. He 

knew what he was doing,. Our job was to get the papers reflecting the Departmentôs 

views on all matter of policies and issues and ship them over to the White House. 

 

Q: Were you picking up anything both in the Pentagon and also in the ops center about 

feelings towards Vietnam at that time? We were getting our troops out at the time. 

 

BREMER: Actually by ô71 we were already drawing down. At that period in ô71 and ô72, 

it was a very ambiguous situation in Vietnam. Weôd had the Tet Offensive in ô68 which 

had been portrayed as a defeat for America. Whereas if  you looked at it from a military 

point of view, it was the Viet Cong that lost. But the political impact in America was the 

important result -- declining support for the war. 

 

Q: The Viet Cong was basically eliminated for the rest of the war. 

 

BREMER: Then you had the major troop movements by the regular North Vietnamese 

troops. I would say the overall military situation in early ô72 was still ambivalent We 

were still conducting large bombing raids still in ô72. It was hard to draw any conclusion. 

I was not working on Asia at that time; I was working on Europe, which is why I got the 

assignment to do the preparations for the Nixon visit to Moscow. Obviously it was an 

issue to talk to the Russians about. And the Kissinger visit to China had taken place in 

1971. 
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Q: You are sort of the new boy on the block in Washington and all that. Did you get any 

feel for how the State Department worked at that time with the Nixon administration? 

 

BREMER: A little bit. There were stories in the press about Kissinger and his 

relationship with Bill  Rogers, at that time Secretary of State, and how the State 

Department had been dealt lower in the chain. I accompanied Secretary Rogers and the 

President to Moscow in May. After that, Rogers asked me to join his staff as special 

assistant so I moved from the secretariat staff to work directly for him. Of course, in the 

secretaryôs office you got more of a sense of the tension between State and the NSC. 

There were the problems of what Kissinger was doing. I think it was during the Moscow 

visit that Kissinger held his first on the record press conference and that, of course, put 

him in a directly competitive status with the secretary. It was one thing if  he was doing 

back-grounding or talking to journalists off the record. But it was quite another thing that 

he was doing things actually on the record sessions. 

 

Q: I interviewed Warren Zimmermann and Warren was working as sort of speech writer 

to Rogers and Rogers told him right away, he said, ñThe main thing is I donôt want you 

to get headlines for me.ò Of course, Kissinger operated in a completely different way. 

 

Going back to the trip to Moscow, what were you doing? 

 

BREMER: This was basically more or less what I had seen of that Harriman visit while 

in Kabul. The secretariat staff traditionally accompanied the secretary of state on his 

trips, prepared him, read and screened his cables, worked on memoranda, helped him 

organize his briefing materials during a trip. So thatôs what we were doing. I donôt 

remember how many of us there were on the trip; there were probably four or five of us 

from the secretariat staff because it was a 24 hour a day operation keeping Rogers up to 

speed on what was going on in Moscow, and around the world while he tended to 

immediate issues being addressed at the Moscow Summit . Now, again, since we were at 

the bottom of the well looking up, I donôt know how much of all the work we did actually 

mattered. But, anyway, we were there beavering away day and night. 

 

Q: What was your impression of Rogers? 

 

BREMER: He was a very nice, genteel man and as I think back on it, essentially 

misplaced. He had been a deputy attorney general in the Eisenhower administration. He 

was a big corporate lawyer from New York and probably was better suited to being an 

attorney general than secretary of state. He did not have any particular expertise in 

foreign policy and was clearly outclassed by Kissinger in terms of his bureaucratic 

abilities. I donôt blame him. Nixon made very clear that he distrusted the State 

Department and wanted to control foreign policy himself. So he used Kissinger to that 

effect which is certainly the Presidentôs prerogative. So even if  Rogers had been a real 

foreign policy expert working hard, I am not sure it would have mattered because, in the 

end, it is the president who decides the set up. 
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I remember one day when I was his special assistant, Rogers came back from the White 

House and called me in and asked me to get someone from the legal adviserôs office up 

for a debriefing of his meeting with the President. We got a lawyer up and Rogers said, 

ñThe president has asked me to have you draft legislation abolishing the Foreign Service 

and I need it on my desk by tomorrow night.ò The event made a big impression on me. 

Apparently some unmentioned new ñoutrageò had been attributed by the President to the 

ñstriped pantsò crowd and he decided he didnôt need our advice any longer 

 

I have told the story many times to Foreign Service officers. It showed me that the 

Foreign Service has a constituency of one and that is the president. If  the president 

doesnôt want and respect or feels he needs the Foreign Service, the Foreign Service is 

pretty much out of business. Obviously, this legislation was never drafted; the whole 

thing went away as it often did with Nixon. He had an impulse and said, ñDo thisò and 

then people let him cool off. 

 

But it made a big impression on me. It showed me how thin the thread is by which the 

Foreign Service hangs. 

 

Q: It is interesting because actually Nixon in my interviews, people who dealt with Nixon 

were, thought quite highly of him. He and George Bush, Senior, are probably the two I 

would say considered by the majority of the Foreign Service who served at that time as 

being the two most savvy diplomats. 

 

BREMER: Thereôs no question that Nixon understood foreign policy, probably better 

than any president in the 20
th
 century except Truman. He was good. My interaction with 

him was pretty modest when I was in the Foreign Service. I saw him more after he 

resigned. He clearly knew his stuff and Kissinger produced very high quality materials 

for Nixon. It just happened that Nixon had a suspicion of the Foreign Service, coming I 

guess from his time as vice president; I donôt know where it came from. He clearly 

thought he did not need the State Department until he moved Kissinger over in ô73. 

 

Q: A troubled relationship there. 

 

As assistant to the secretary of state, did, were you monitoring telephone calls and that 

sort of thing and making notes? 

 

BREMER: No, we werenôt monitoring phone calls, at least I wasnôt, and Rogers didnôt 

have a system. He did have an executive assistant, Maggie Runkle, who I believe listened 

on a number of his calls, essentially for action items. If  he said to a caller ñIôll do thisò or 

ñIôll do thatò sheôd make a note of it and then tell us and we would tell the people in the 

secretariat to send a paper up, say, on the Cuba embargo. Letôs get it by 5 oôclock. 

 

Q: This is one of the things that is often misunderstood by people outside the business. 

You know, you have somebody listening to your telephone call and they think, oh, this is 

eavesdropping. This is business over the telephone and you canôt expect the high and 
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mighty, the secretary of state to make notes of doing this and somebody has to say, ñOK, 

you promised this and we have to do that.ò It is part of the machinery. 

 

BREMER: Absolutely and a vital part of the machinery because otherwise it doesnôt get 

done. Maggie listened to be sure we had follow up to his calls. 

 

Q: Did you find yourself going around chasing people and saying, ñThe secretary needs 

thisò or that type of thing? 

 

BREMER: Yes, of course. When you are in one of those staff jobs your job is to try to 

mobilize the building to support the secretary. Itôs the job of the secretariat to mobilize 

the building to support all of the principals. That can be pretty uncomfortable particularly 

when you are a very junior officer and you are talking to an assistant secretary who has 

been in the Foreign Service for 25 years and rightly considers that he knows better than 

you do. On the other hand, you have to say, ñYeah, well, but this is what the secretary 

wantsò and argue with him. ñHe said he wants a memo on that by 6 oôclock tonight, so 

you will  just have to get the memo up here.ò 

 

Of course, when Rogers was secretary, the secretariat was the main enforcer of that 

process. The role of the secretariat tends to ebb and flow depending on how the secretary 

organizes himself. It was quite different when Kissinger came over. But under Rogers, 

the secretariat really took the main brunt of enforcing the secretaryôs and other principalsô 

needs. 

 

Q: You did this, how long were you doing this? 

 

BREMER: I worked for Rogers for about a year and a half. He resigned in September of 

ô73 and Kissinger came over from the White House as secretary of state and national 

security adviser for about a year. He was double-hatted for a little more than a year. 

 

Q: What was the feeling at the time that the Rogers resigned? Was the feeling that he had 

been shunted aside or defeated? 

 

BREMER: I think there was a sense that he had lost out on the bureaucratic battle with 

Kissinger, particularly when Kissinger replaced him. When Kissinger came over he had 

initially a pretty steep hill  to climb to get the Foreign Service on his side. He brought with 

him a number of people who had worked for him over at the NSC, some of them Foreign 

Service officers like Larry Eagleburger, some of whom were not, like Hal Sonnenfeldt 

who came as his counselor. I think it took a while for Kissinger to really get hold of the 

Foreign Service. 

 

I told Kissinger when he came over, I was pretty tired. I had been doing this for two and a 

half years and you get kind of burned out. He asked me to stay on a little while. I said, 

ñOK, I will  stay on a little while but then I really need to move on to something else.ò By 

this time I had one young child and another one coming and Francie started saying ñYou 

know, you need to move onò So I told Kissinger that I would stay on briefly and then 
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transition to something else. I had no particular assignment in mind, just something with 

a less frantic pace. The trouble was that two weeks after Kissinger arrived, the Yom 

Kippur War broke out in the Middle East. 

 

Q: This was ô72. 

 

BREMER: No, October, ô73. So much for my leaving. And if  I thought I had worked 

hard before, that time looked like a picnic compared to the next years. We basically 

didnôt look up for another three years. I think the war was in a way what forged 

Kissingerôs relation with the Foreign Service. He wound up relying very heavily on 

Foreign Service officers, still had a few people he brought with him from the White 

House who were Middle East experts like Hal Saunders. But he suddenly found he 

needed people like Joe Sisco and Roy Atherton who could help him. On their side, they 

recognized he could get things done because of his understanding of the President and his 

policies. 

 

Under Rogers, very often whatever State proposed got either modified at the White 

House or turned down. In Kissinger, because he was so close to the president, the 

Department suddenly had a real channel to the President. In the last quarter of ô73 with 

the Yom Kipper War and the oil embargo, lots of related problems, these events began to 

forge a relationship between Kissinger and the career service. 

 

Q: So you stayed another three? 

 

BREMER: I stayed until early ô76. 

 

Q: What were you doing with Kissinger? 

 

BREMER: I was his special assistant and eventually his chief of staff. I replaced Larry 

Eagleburger. Larry moved from being chief of staff to being under secretary for 

management and I became Kissingerôs chief of staff. 

 

Kissinger operated in a way that in effect downgraded the secretariatôs role as an 

organization. He moved most of that kind of coordination of the State Department into 

his own office. He wanted tighter control over everything and he certainly exercised very 

tight control of the State Department. 

 

Q: Initially, how did you find working with Kissinger and how did it develop? 

 

BREMER: Well, heôs a very difficult  man to work for. He is extremely demanding. 

There are a lot of stories about that. He worked very hard. In a way, it was another lesson 

that I take from my time in Washington. I have never seen anybody get ahead in this 

town who doesnôt work hard. You cannot be an effective top official in the American 

government and work 9 ï 5; it just doesnôt work. This became clear when Ed Muskie was 

secretary whom I worked when he became secretary. He liked to work from 10 ï 5 or 

what FSOs privately called ñsenatorôs hoursò. 
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Henry worked really hard, long hours, demanded a great deal of his staff, much more 

than anybody thought they could produce, both those people on his immediate staff but 

particularly the State Department. 

 

Q: 6
th
 floor? 

 

BREMER: As a result of his demanding standards, Henry was able to assemble a very 

strong ñ6
th
 floorò team at the assistant secretary level. By most peopleôs analysis, it was 

the strongest group of assistant secretaries since Dulles had been secretary. Most of them 

were career Foreign Service officers and he worked them to death. None of them ever 

complained about not seeing enough of the secretary. He really worked them. It 

persuaded me that when it is challenged and pushed, the Foreign Service is the best group 

of people in the U.S. government. They can produce enormously well, but when they are 

not pushed they tend to fall back to a rather ñget-along-down-here-on-the-sixth-floorò 

approach and ñletôs not bother those top guys on the seventh floor with our problems. 

Weôll cut little deals on our own among ourselves.ò 

 

Henry was on to that. He would say, ñNo, that issue belongs up here with me. I want to 

decide that. I donôt want you, assistant secretary for Europe, making a deal on an 

important policy matter with the assistant secretary from Near East about something 

without my knowing about it.ò 

 

Every day, every assistant secretary had to write a one page memorandum to Kissinger of 

what he or she had done that day. There were 23 or 24 of them. Moreover every other 

principal of the Department, the deputy, the under secretaries, wrote a similar memo to 

Kissinger every day. When he traveled, those memos came by cable, every day. One of 

the things we did on the staff was read them and decide what was of interest to him that 

he should see. It was a mechanism of over watch of the Department which only a 

megalomaniac like Henry who worked that hard could actually do, but it worked. 

 

Q: How did, I have a long interview with Winston Lord, how did he fit into this? 

 

BREMER: Winston was very close to Henry. He had been with him at the White House. 

He came over as director of policy planning and in terms of Henryôs strategic approach to 

the world, grand strategy, Winston was certainly one of his closest advisers. He also was 

the main speech writer. 

 

Kissinger had the view that speech giving by the secretary of state is the way you move 

policy, which was news to me, I hadnôt figured it out. You move policy by what you say 

publicly as secretary of state. So writing a speech for Kissinger was a major policy 

matter. He would say to the staff including Winston, ñI am going to give a speech on 

food policy at the FAO conference in Rome in six weeks and I want to do the following 

four thingsò and all four of them were new policy. The way you got that done was not by 

writing a memo to the president -- well, sometimes you did -- but the other way was you 

circulated drafts of the speech and the people at the Department of Agriculture would 
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say, ñNo, no, no. You canôt say that at the FAO because this is the current policy.ò 

Kissinger would say, ñWell, I think we ought to move the policy.ò Anyway, he used 

speeches as a way to move policy forward in a way I think few secretaries before or since 

have done. So speechwriting was more than just writing putting words on paper; it 

became a way to make policy. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for Kissinger and Nixon, the relationship there? 

 

BREMER: Not a great deal. I had a sense of a mostly respectful rivalry. They both 

considered themselves -- and certainly were -- experts on foreign policy. They were both 

realists, they both saw the world the same way. Nixon, as many people have written, had 

a rather inward-looking personality, I guess is one way to put it. I think he often found it 

very hard, particularly after the China opening, that Kissinger became such a star which 

certainly wasnôt Nixon. He was never going to be a star. So there was a certain jealousy 

there. 

 

Kissinger was respectful of the president, both because he occupied the office and I think 

he understood that the president saw the world largely as he did and he could work with 

him. But it was an up and down relationship. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for the role of say, Congress and all because here you had 

Kissinger who was an anathema apparently to some of the Republican right wing of the 

Republican party. They could hardly wait till  they had a chance to knock him down after 

Nixon left. 

 

BREMER: Certainly for the first year or so, the problem was less with the right than with 

the left because Vietnam was still going on. Senator William Fulbright was chairman of 

the senate Foreign Relations Committee and as I recall most of the issues raised at that 

time were related to Vietnam. The Congress, in the summer of ô73, had cut off funding 

for our military operations in Vietnam. We were drawing out troops by then. I donôt 

remember the right being a problem until later, until maybe ô74, ô75. 

 

Senator Jesse Helms and Senator Scoop Jackson, a Democrat, had problems with the 

détente policy towards the Soviet Union. They believed we should confront the Soviets 

and that the idea of having some kind of cooperative relationship with the communists 

and Moscow was wrong-headed. And, of course, some of them were very upset with the 

opening to China which many on the right considered a betrayal of our old allies, the 

KMT in Taiwan. 

 

Q: Where were you when the opening to China came about? This was before Kissinger 

became secretary of state. 

 

BREMER: I was working for Rogers at that time. I think his trip was inô71, I donôt 

remember exactly. 

 

Q: How did that hit you all? 
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BREMER: I did not know about it ahead, of course. I assume Rogers did. I was stunned 

by the trip as most people were. I saw the opportunity presented by the opening to China, 

an opportunity to use the Chinese to bring some pressure on the Vietnamese where we 

were still in the war and as a counter balance to the Russians to try to make the Russians 

pay a little more attention. I saw it as a part of the chess game of national security policy. 

So once I got over my shock, I thought it was a good move. 

 

Q: I think most of us in the Foreign Service felt it was about time. There is this peculiar 

thing that you donôt talk to people you donôt agree with or something. 

 

BREMER: Yes but this was difficult  and complicated because of the long time war-time 

relationship with the KMT in Taiwan. This was not an easy thing for Nixon to do. This 

wasnôt just ñletôs talkò; this was a major strategic move on the global chess board -- 

obviously one of the more important of the later 20
th
 century. 

 

Q: Were you getting any feel for the Kissinger Dobrynin relationship? He was the Soviet 

ambassador for many years here. 

 

BREMER: Yes. While he was at the NSC Kissinger had established a very close 

relationship with two ambassadors: Dobrynin and Simcha Dinitz who was the 

ambassador of Israel. Particularly after the Yom Kippur War broke out in October of ô73, 

Dinitz was a regular visitor and Kissinger talked to each them very often on the 

telephone. When either of them came to call on Kissinger, the Secretary arranged each 

Ambassador could drive into the basement and park in the basement. In those days there 

wasnôt as much security but you still had to have special permission to get in. So when 

Dobrynin or Dinitz was coming, somebody on our staff would go down and tell the 

guards to let the Ambassadorôs car in. He would then use the secretaryôs private elevator 

to arrive directly at the Secretaryôs office suite on the 7
th
 floor. It wasnôt a stupid practice 

because visits could be done without the press knowing. It became a controversial issue 

when Kissinger left office in early 1977. 

 

I think that Secretary Vance or somebody on his staff made a big thing about the fact 

Dobrynin would have to park out front like anybody else. I could understand this but it 

did mean when Dobrynin came, it was a matter of public knowledge and sometimes in 

diplomacy it is a good idea for not everything to be public. 

 

Q: Did you have the feeling, sort of sitting outside Kissingerôs office when Dobrynin 

came in that things were being decided and you were being told be sure you do this and 

do that? Would instructions come from Kissinger afterwards? 

 

BREMER: Yes, generally I think his records would show that often Kissinger met alone 

with Dobrynin . So on our side, anyway, there was no written record of what happened. I 

assume Dobrynin would go back and dictate a telegram. Kissinger would normally call 

one of us in and say we decided to do this or we decided to do that or I need a memo 

from Art Hartmann who was assistant secretary for European affairs to do this or that. 
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On a personal basis they appeared to have a good, easy-going relationship. Of course, 

they were both professionals so they knew what the limits were. 

 

Q: Did the Chinese connection, was it bearing fruit, did you feel or was this almost a 

major one shot deal just to let the Soviets know we had other fish to fry or something like 

that? 

 

BREMER: I donôt have a strong memory of how the China thing played out. 

 

Q: One does have the feeling that it sort of happened and OK, there it is but not much 

preceded from it, outside of the fact that there was somebody else sitting at the table. 

 

BREMER: Winston Lord would be a much better person to ask; the very fact that I am 

hesitating suggests that it didnôt make a big impression on me. 

 

Going back a bit, how it was to work for Henry. He worked regularly until 10 or 11 at 

night and then he usually went off to dinner somewhere, sometimes later than that. I 

remember an occasion, I think we were working on a speech, which was always a 

nightmare, going through draft number 16 or something -- I mentioned before how 

important speeches were to him. It was about 3 oôclock in the morning. He called me in 

to yell at me about something about the speech and he basically accused me of working 

more closely with one of the assistant secretaries than with him -- kind of questioning my 

loyalty. Here I am at 3 oôclock in the morning and I knew I had to be back at 6:30 in the 

morning. He had secret service protection at that time. Walt Bothe, the head of his USSS 

detail standing post just outside Henryôs office. As I came out, I turned to Walt and said, 

ñYou know, you Secret Service guys are not assessing the threat correctly here.ò He look 

puzzled and I added, ñYou should be looking for people who have access and motiveò 

and I walked away. 

 

Q: Was he one of these people, as with Nixon, who would blow up and the whole idea 

was sort of disengage yourself and then wait for it to simmer down and then go back or to 

forget about it? 

 

BREMER: No, Henry was different. I didnôt have enough direct experience with Nixon 

but I could tell there were times when he would say, ñDo thisò. I told one story about 

Rogers. Nixon did it with Kissinger, you know: ñI want this done by tonightò and then it 

would kind of go away because Nixon had other things on his mind. The bureaucracy 

learned to slow-walk some instructions, even from the President. 

 

Kissinger was quite demanding and he would stick with something until he was either 

persuaded it was the wrong course, or he got his way. He tended to blow off steam to 

those of us on his personal staff, which is, after all, one of the roles of the staff. You take 

the brunt; you are a buffer in a way and thatôs OK. You get used to it or you leave. 
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When we hired new staff, we used to say they were either gone in 24 hours because they 

couldnôt take it, or they stayed on. He was a tough taskmaster but I came to have great 

respect for him. 

 

Q: Did Nancy Kissinger, when she came on board, was she helpful at all? 

 

BREMER: She was. I think she softened some of the edges a bit. One of the more 

interesting sidelights was Francie and I went on their honeymoon with them. It was quite 

amusing. I remember it was a Thursday evening and he had been planning a vacation 

starting that weekend to go to Acapulco as he had done for years -- he had friends who 

loaned him their house for a week. He called me in Thursday night and said, ñI am going 

to marry Nancy Saturday morning and fly down there and Iôd like you to come down to 

keep me staffed during our honeymoon.ò 

 

I said, ñMr. Secretary, Iôve been on the road with you for something like 200 out of the 

last 250 days. Iôve got two young children and a wife and I just canôt do that.ò In the end 

he said, ñWell, you can bring your wife.ò And so Francie and I went to Acapulco on their 

honeymoon with them. The pace for me didnôt relax much. We had State Department and 

White House communications -- he was still both Secretary and NSC advisor -- so we 

received the usual hourly flow of cables, reports, memos, press stories, etc. We were in 

our villa and he had his villa. I would make several runs each day with the cable and 

memo traffic, get his guidance on action items, scurry back to our villa and send off 

instructions to State and the NSC. We were there for about a week. 

 

Q: How did this set, youôre a married man and youôve got two kids by this point and you 

wanted to get out and all of a sudden youôve got three and a half or more years under 

high pressure. How did this hit sort of married life? 

 

BREMER: Not very well and in the end thatôs why I left. I had planned to stay through 

the ô76 election. But in early ô76 Francie put down her foot and said, ñLook, this canôt go 

on.ò It had been five years of this work pace, starting in the secretariat, then NMCC and 

the ops center and then working for Rogers and then for Kissinger. I was pretty burned-

out and she was very burned out. So I told him I just had to leave. Family comes first and 

so that was the end of my assignment. We went off to Norway. 

 

Q: Were you there at the time when the bugging of the telephone situation came out? 

Would you talk about that? 

 

BREMER: When Kissinger came over to the State Department, he imported a system that 

had been established at the NSC which recorded his phone calls; they were automatically 

recorded and then stenographers typed up verbatim records of them. Their purpose was 

twofold: one, for immediate follow-up. He just told the assistant secretary to get him a 

paper on economic policy towards Russia by tonight, so the staff needed to know that and 

to follow up to be sure that happened. And then for historic purposes, in terms of what 

did he say on the telephone to Dobrynin or Dinitz or somebody. 
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When he came to the State Department, I was uneasy about this process of actually taping 

peopleôs phone calls. I am not an attorney so I wasnôt looking at it from a legal point of 

view; I was just saying it makes me uneasy. So I persuaded him that we should not make 

recordings anymore. Instead, the secretaries would listen to the calls and make the notes 

as they listened. We would still get stenographic records, although obviously less 

accurate because you couldnôt go back and forth and hear them. You had to do it one time 

in real time. Those records were then typed up and a copy was circulated to the staff, 

basically for the purpose of follow-up; that was our main purpose. 

 

I canôt remember the sequence of when that happened but it happened soon after he came 

over. Admittedly this was a fine distinction -- between actual tape recordings and 

stenographic records. 

 

Q: There reached a point at some point where instructions were given to bug the 

telephones of 

 

BREMER: Oh, that was before he came to the State Department. Thatôs when he was 

over at the NSC. You are talking about something else. That happened when he was at 

the White House. I was not involved in that. 

 

Q: Peter Rodman just died but who, what was his role? 

 

BREMER: Peter was very long-term associate of Henryôs. He had been a student of 

Henryôs at Harvard, worked for him at the White House in a staff job, came to the State 

Department. I think he worked with Winston in policy planning. He was a beautiful 

writer, had a wonderful mind and supplemented Winston in terms of their ability to help 

Kissinger think about the broad strategic view. Peter was very knowledgeable on the 

Soviet Union and so he was helpful in Europe the way Winston was helpful with China. 

These were the two big subjects. He was very close to Kissinger. 

 

Q: Were you with Kissinger during Watergate or not? 

 

BREMER: Yes during the denouement. The break-in was ô72 when I was still working 

for Rogers. Kissinger came to the State Department in ô73 but I was there for the 

denouement including Nixonôs resignation in ô74. 

 

Q: How did that play in the secretaryôs office? 

 

BREMER: The strategic problem was that we had a collapsing presidency which became 

obvious by the spring of ô74. I went off with Kissinger on the various Middle East 

shuttles, including the 33-day shuttle that brought about the second disengagement 

agreement between Israel and Syria in April  and May. A lot of the activity on that trip 

was encouraged by Nixon. He wanted a diplomatic success of some kind -- in effect, he 

didnôt want Kissinger to come home empty-handed. So for 33 days we shuttled between 

Jerusalem and Damascus and Cairo and Cyprus and all over the place in an absolutely 

exhausting visit which ended in success. It didnôt save Nixon, of course. The 
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disengagement agreement was reached I think in the middle of May and Nixon wound up 

resigning in August. Somewhere I have a copy of his resignation letter because the 

President resigned to the Secretary of State. 

 

Watergate had two effects: making the overall conduct of foreign policy much more 

difficult  because other countries could see we were weakening, our presidency was 

weakening. That in turn had the effect of strengthening Kissinger within the American 

government because he was a high wire act and it was about the only act that anybody 

had going, including Nixon. Thatôs why Nixon kept saying, ñYouôve got to get a 

success.ò In the end, it didnôt save Nixon. So Watergate definitely had an effect. 

 

Q: Did Alexander Haig run across your radar at the time? 

 

BREMER: Yes, but only periodically because he was at the White House. I worked for 

Haig later when he became secretary of state. 

 

Q: How would you describe Kissingerôs relationship during the time you were with him 

with Congress? 

 

BREMER: I would say on the whole, he was quite attentive to Congressô views because 

they had cut off funding for Vietnam and we were going to have to wind up a major war. 

He was under attack from the right for his détente with the Russians and his opening to 

China. So he paid a lot of attention to them. About his relationships with particular 

congressmen, you would to look person by person. 

 

Q: I was wondering whether he made an effort to bring people, you know, senators or 

congressmen over to talk to the president. 

 

BREMER: Yes, they came, they visited. Scoop Jackson came to State a number of times, 

I remember. Most of the time there was interaction on the telephone. He saw them at 

dinners. The Kissingers were quite social; despite his work schedule, he did get around. 

Generally he didnôt go to embassies for dinner. But he saw congressmen at other 

Washington social events. 

 

Q: Did you get hit with night thoughts, telephone calls in the middle of the night at home 

and do this or? 

 

BREMER: Yes, although most of the night thoughts came when we were still at the 

office, since he didnôt leave until 10 or 11 oôclock at night. Most of the time each day was 

long enough as it was. 

 

Q: What was your feeling on these shuttle things during, trying to bring peace in the 

Middle East? Did you get any feel for this? Were there any characters involved in this? 

 

BREMER: There were some big figures. Golda Meir was prime minister in Israel. Hafez 

Assad was president of Syria, Anwar Sadat was in Egypt, and King Hussein was in 
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Jordan. These were important people. You got the impression these were very tough 

people living in a rough neighborhood. Golda Meir with her background didnôt take any 

nonsense off anybody, including Henry. Henry has written stories about his meetings 

with Assad. I sat in on a couple of them. Assad was a very tough character -- charming 

but very tough. Then you had Sadat who had a softness, a kind of humanity, about him 

that was quite striking, compared to these other very tough people. 

 

Q: Just to give a feel for this, what were you doing during one of these shuttle things? 

 

BREMER: It was mostly what a staff person does; help him prepare for meetings and 

help him report back on meetings all the while keeping him abreast of developments 

elsewhere in the world. When Henry was ódouble-hattedô -- he was national security 

adviser and secretary of state -- we had two separate communications channels at this 

time. We had WACA, White House communications, which was handling cables that 

went directly to the NSC and to the President if  necessary and we had the State 

Department, normal secretary of state communications. 

 

So every day there was a huge volume of traffic in both channels in both directions We 

had to figure out what of this he needed to know because as I mentioned earlier, he 

basically ran the State Department even when he was traveling. There was an acting 

secretary but any important decision had to come to the secretary, plus there were the 

daily reports from all of his assistant secretaries. Then there was the question of his 

meetings wherever we were: who was going to go to which meetings and who was going 

to be the note taker and who was going to write the cables. One of us, I or one of the 

other staff, would have to clear the cables on behalf of the secretary unless we thought it 

was sensitive, in which case weôd have to get him to look at them. 

 

There was a daily report to the president. Either one of the other State Department 

assistant secretaries or I would draft the cable to the president. That went through the 

White House channels and not to the State Department on the rather flimsy reasoning that 

Kissingerôs daily report was sent in his role as National Security Advisor. 

 

There were logistics questions; whoôs going over to Damascus today and what time is the 

plane leaving. It was pretty much a full  time operation. Most of the logistics were the 

responsibility of the secretariat staff who, as usual, accompanied the Secretary when he 

traveled, as I had done when in the secretariat on the Nixon trip to Moscow in 1972. 

 

In various meetings I would be the note taker, take the notes and write up the record, 

usually as a cable. 

 

Q: One of the sort of complaints I have heard from time to time, people saying when 

Kissinger would go, particularly on these shuttle things, he wouldnôt always inform his 

ambassador of the particular country what had been said and so this left the ambassador 

in sort of a never-never land, or not? 
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BREMER: I think thatôs correct in some cases. Not so much in the Middle East, though. 

The ambassador in Syria was Dick Murphy and Herman Eilts was in Egypt and Tom 

Pickering was in Jordan. They were all deeply involved in the discussions with the 

governments to which they were accredited. 

 

It depended a lot on whether Kissinger trusted the ambassador. As a general rule -- at 

least on the Middle East visits -- they came into the meetings with the head of state. 

Certainly Henry was secretive and didnôt reveal everything that was going on to 

everybody. I am sure there were times on other visits when the US Ambassador was not 

included. Until he came to know and trust somebody, Kissinger was very circumspect 

about what he would tell. There were degrees of information to different people. 

 

One of the things those of us on his personal staff had to do was remember who was 

cleared to know what. It was complicated. 

 

Q: Did you find when you came out of a meeting and there would be the ambassador, 

saying, ñWhat happened?ò 

 

BREMER: Of course, and you tried to be as helpful as you could within the scope of 

what you thought the secretary would allow, or sometimes more than that because you 

knew the Ambassador had to know. Since I was a diplomat, although not a very 

experienced one at that point, I knew that there was a need to know what was going on, 

and sometimes Henry would say to one of us, ñDonôt tell so and soò and weôd fight back. 

ñLook, heôs got to know because the meeting in Cyprus is coming up in 48 hours.ò 

Usually he would be reasonable once you explained why someone needed to know. He 

didnôt have to know just because he had to know but because something had to happen or 

the Ambassador had to do something. 

 

Q: I am told that Kissinger like so many people who are very tough, if somebody is 

essentially tough back, but to be tough with a reason that he was not unbending. 

 

BREMER: Itôs true that he was both tough and not unbending. Thatôs why I think people 

have assessed that he had one of the strongest team of assistant secretaries. In the end, if  

the assistant secretary wouldnôt stand up to him, Kissinger wouldnôt respect him and that 

guy was going to be gone. He had a very strong group of people around him who were 

not afraid to say, ñYou are wrong, Mr. Secretary. Thatôs not the way itôs going to work. 

Hereôs what happens if  you do that.ò I wonôt say every time he would agree; of course 

not, but he would listen to the argument and where it was a reasonable point, he would 

agree, even if  it meant reversing himself. You could not work closely with Kissinger and 

not be fairly strong because he would run you into the ground if  you werenôt strong. 

 

What offended me in that 3:00 conversation was he accused me in effect of disloyalty. I 

was ñworking too closelyò with Art Hartman or somebody. I was pretty frosted by that. It 

was 3 oôclock in the morning. Word got back to him somehow that I was angry. The next 

morning he was working out of his NSC office. I got word to come over there which I did 

almost every day. He called me in and apologized. He had realized he had gone too far. 
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Q: One thing I wanted to ask you, but it is kind of going back a bit, but I wonder if you 

could talk a bit about Henry Kissinger. I interviewed Peter Rodman who just died. I saw 

that you were at his memorial service. Henry Kissinger really had a remarkable record 

of recruiting people who have done well elsewhere and really very bright people. What 

was it? Did he attract them? Did they seek him out? What do you attribute his success in 

having this cadre around? 

 

BREMER: Henry was able to mobilize the State Department and the Foreign Service by 

being a very demanding secretary. My view is that the Foreign Service is probably the 

most talented group of people in Washington but there is a tendency in the State 

Department towards fiefdoms. Dean Acheson used to talk about the department 

ñbaronies.ò Nothing much has changed in the last 50 years. Each of the bureaus is run 

rather like a fiefdom. So the way the State Department operates in normal circumstances 

is that the assistant secretaries on the 6
th
 floor often try to avoid having big problems go 

to the 7
th
 floor, to the secretary, because they know heôs going to ñinterfereò in their 

planning. . 

 

Q: Screw things up. 

 

BREMER: Or mess up their private arrangements with each other. So when Henry came 

to the State Department in 1973, he replaced Bill  Rogers who was not a very demanding 

secretary of state, a very nice man but not very demanding. He had a bit of a lawyerôs 

approach to foreign policy thinking of each country as a separate client and there was 

little strategic thinking. 

 

Henry couldnôt have been more different. He demanded that all important issues be 

brought to him. He wanted to make the important decisions. He was also demanding of 

the quality of work coming from the assistant secretaries. I think the answer was twofold: 

first, that his style challenged the Foreign Service in a way it hadnôt been challenged 

probably since the 1950s, under Acheson and Dulles. Those Foreign Service officers who 

were capable and able to take the pressure and the demands of Henry proved themselves 

to be quite extraordinary, as you pointed out. Some of them went on to greater public 

service. And as I mentioned in an earlier interview, Henry knew enough to ask good 

questions and to take it well if  an experienced officer told him his plan of action was 

wrong -- as long as he could back up his assertions. 

 

The officers who couldnôt take this brutal pace fell by the way very quickly. Since I was 

his chief of staff, I saw it first hand in recruiting for his personal staff because he was 

even tougher on his personal staff. If  you couldnôt take the pressure and sometimes the 

abuse, you were out very quickly. We had people who we would recruit to be a special 

assistant and 48 hours later theyôd say they really didnôt want the job. 

 

So I think the answer about Henry was first, he was very smart, he was extremely 

demanding, and in the end he forced people to perform above what they thought they 

could do. That certainly was my experience. I was performing at a level I didnôt realize I 
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could. I think it was true of a lot of people and therefore he brought the best out of 

people. As you pointed out, a number of them have gone on to other things. 

 

Q: We have basically covered until you left Kissinger. You left when? 

 

BREMER: In January or February of ô76. 

 

Q: And then what? 

 

BREMER: I went off as deputy chief of mission in Oslo, Norway. 

 

Q: Today is October 7, 2008. Jerry, you are off to Oslo as DCM in 1976. How did the 

DCM job come around? 

 

BREMER: I had been working as Kissingerôs chief of staff for more than a year, maybe 

15 or 16 months by then and I was worn out. I had been in the position working first for 

Rogers, then Kissinger for almost five years. I had two young kids, Francie was fed up 

with the life. So I told Kissinger I had to get out for the sake of my family life. 

 

I was offered the chance to go to Norway in January of ô76 and I immediately took it. I 

hadnôt been to Norway but I was interested in the opportunity. 

 

Q: Who was the ambassador to Norway at the time? 

 

BREMER: It was Tom Byrne but he stayed only a couple of months. He was transferred, 

maybe two or three months after I got there. He went to Czechoslovakia. 

 

Q: Thatôs sort of unusual, isnôt it, to have a Foreign Service officer there? 

 

BREMER: Yes, but Tom had very good connections with the U.S. labor movement. I 

think he was very close to Irving Brown. 

 

Q: So, more or less you were charge? 

 

BREMER: I became chargé almost as soon as I arrived until the arrival of the second of 

the three ambassadors I served under in Norway, who was Bill  Anders. Bill  came in the 

summer of ô76. Bill  had been an astronaut on Apollo 8; he had been an Air  Force officer 

and a nuclear engineer. He was at NASA for a while after that and then he became a 

member of what was then called the Atomic Energy Commission, AEC, which eventually 

became the NRC(Nuclear Regulatory Commission). Again, I am not sure what his 

political connection was except he was offered the job in Norway and came in the 

summer of ô76. 

 

Q: What was the political situation in Norway and then in Norwayôs basic position? 
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BREMER: Norwayôs political situation was quite interesting. I have to go back in their 

history. The Norwegians, like most of the northern Europeans, sat out the First World 

War as neutrals and drew the conclusion that neutrality was an effective foreign policy in 

the 20
th
 century. Well, they were invaded by the Germans, a surprise attack in April  of 

1940, and like a number of the northern Europeans, the Norwegians, the Danes, the 

Dutch, the Belgians -- the lesson they took from the Second World War was that 

neutrality didnôt work. So after the Second World War Norway, like those other 

countries, became an active and vigorous member of NATO. The policy of supporting 

NATO had been carried out by successive Norwegian governments of both right and left 

for the following -- by the time I was there -- thirty years. 

 

In 1976, Norway was under a social democratic government. But there is an important 

distinction in Norway from some of the continental labor movements. The labor 

movement in Norway, called the LO, had never been involved in violent manifestations 

against the government as had been the case in France with the communist labor unions 

or in Germany where labor unions had been somewhat more violent. 

 

In Norway, the whole labor movement tended to be responsible. As a result, the labor 

government which was in power when I arrived in Norway was a very strong supporter 

of NATO which was the key American interest. Norway was the only NATO country 

other than Turkey that bordered on the Soviet Union. This made it a vital listening post 

and observation post for monitoring particularly the Russian North Sea fleet which had 

its base in Murmansk, not far from the Norwegian border. 

 

Q: The Kola Peninsula, military complex. 

 

BREMER: The Russians had a huge naval complex there. One can read in Russian 

history how for centuries their rulers had been concerned to be able to get ships to sea. 

Murmansk filled the bill.  When the Russians deployed their long range submarines, they 

had to come across what is called the GIUK Gap, the Greenland, Iceland, and UK Gap -- 

that section of the North Sea west of the Norwegian coast. Knowing about these 

deployments was vital in arriving at Americaôs overall assessment of Soviet strategy and 

obviously their immediate deployments. Working with Norwegians we had a very active 

anti-submarine program involving P-3 planes flown from Norwegian air fields. 

 

Q: This would be the Orion? 

 

BREMER: The Orion P-3s to survey this area and to track Russian submarines as well as 

their surface fleet. 

 

As a result of their previous neutrality, and out of concern not needlessly to provoke the 

Russians, when they joined NATO the Norwegians specified that they would not allow 

any foreign troops to be stationed on Norwegian soil. We had American military 

personnel in a NATO command which at the time was called AFNORTH, located outside 

of Oslo. But like all other NATO members, we had no forces stationed in Norway. We 

did conduct regular exercises with American, British, Dutch and other forces in Norway. 
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But the Norwegians had also established restrictions on how far north in Norway those 

forces could go. The Norwegians were sensitive to the fact they have a common border 

with the Soviet Union. They restricted the NATO exercises to a line far of the border at 

Kirkenes. 

 

So we had an interest in Norway and an interest in their being a good ally in NATO. That 

was our major interest. 

 

Q: This is slightly before your time but how had the Norwegians been regarding our 

involvement in Vietnam? We know how the Swedes reacted and I was wondering whether 

there was a difference. 

 

BREMER: By the time I arrived we had basically lost in Vietnam. We had abandoned 

Vietnam in April  of ô75. So it wasnôt as hot an issue as it had been before. I remember 

Tom Byrne telling me a couple of years earlier he had become fed up with the coverage 

about Vietnam on Norwegian television. Byrne went in to see the director of the 

Norwegian broadcasting company who made a bunch of excuses about how it wasnôt his 

job to set the policy. Tom told me he pushed his chair back and said, ñWell, I guess you 

are not the right person to talk toò and walked out. I rather admired his approach. But by 

the time I was there, it was not a major issue in our relations with Norway. 

 

Q: What was the embassy like? The staff? 

 

BREMER: By the standard of American Embassies in Europe, Oslo was a rather small 

embassy, medium by worldwide standards. We had a three man political section, maybe 

three in the economic section. We had an active USIA, as it was then called, a PAO, 

Cultural Affairs and Information Officers. We had both a defense attaché and an ODC, 

Office of Defense Cooperation which I thought was unnecessary and confusing but we 

had two. So we had a lot of interaction with what you would call the political-military 

people in the Norwegian government and think-tanks. 

 

The quality of the people at the post varied. 

 

Q: Norway is not at the hub of the universe. 

 

How did you find dealing with the Norwegian government? 

 

BREMER: Compared to my previous experience in Afghanistan and Africa, it was less 

stressful, both professionally and to our family. First of all, the Norwegians are pretty 

open and direct. They pretty much told you what was on their mind. If  they had any 

disagreements, they told you. So dealing with them was businesslike 

 

Q: You were there from when to when? 

 

BREMER: I was there from early 1976 until towards the end of ô79. 
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Q: You were there when we had an election and Carter came in. Carter was sort of an 

unknown force at that time. I was just wondering, particularly a charge when some of 

this was happening, did you find yourself trying to, in the first place, bring yourself up to 

speed, who is this guy, Jimmy Carter, and then trying to explain what this meant? 

 

BREMER: It got quite challenging because, first, nobody knew much about Carter or 

what his policies would be. Then we had a change of ambassadors. I was chargé again for 

a period of time until Carterôs ambassador came. His mother owned a series of 

newspapers in the Chicago area and had been one of the first Carter supporters in the 

upper Midwest, long before anybody knew about him. Her newspapers had supported 

Carter very early in the election cycle. So the reward for her was to have her son, Louis 

Lerner, named Ambassador. Lerner came, I think in the summer of ô77. 

 

In a way, it complicated things. Lerner was undisciplined in his approach. He had no 

background in foreign policy -- I donôt hold that against him -- but he was quite a contrast 

from Bill  Anders, who had been a military man. Bill  tended to take a disciplined 

approach to instructions from Washington. He would sit with his staff, whether it was me 

or his political counselor, and talk about the meeting he was going to have with the 

foreign minister. He would go with somebody, a note taker, they would write a cable, 

standard Foreign Service stuff. All  very disciplined. 

 

For some reason, Lerner made it his habit not to do any of those things. If  an instruction 

came for us to make a demarche of some kind to the Norwegian government, he would 

most often just go off on his own, often without consulting anybody on the staff. 

Afterwards, we often had a hard time finding out what had actually happened in the 

meting, if  anything had happened. This got quite complicated because Carter made a few 

decisions that were very embarrassing to the Norwegian government; cancellation of the 

neutron bomb and the cancellation of the B-1 bomber in particular. The Norwegian 

government was a labor government, therefore a government of the left, and they were 

always under pressure from their left to not be totally supportive of the United States, 

partly coming from the tensions of the Vietnam era. 

 

The key man for us in the Norwegian government was the foreign minister, Knut 

Frydenlund. He was a wonderful man, strong Labor Party guy, very modest and soft 

spoken but a real supporter of NATO and its importance to Norway. The labor 

government had really stuck its neck out -- Frydenlund particularly -- defending the 

initial decision to deploy the neutron bomb and to deploy the B-1 bomber. When Carter, -

- without any pre notification to the allies, at least not to the Norwegians -- publicly 

changed his mind, it was an enormous embarrassment to the government and to 

Frydenlund personally.. 

 

One result was that Frydenlund decided that he couldnôt rely on Lerner to get his 

messages clearly through to Washington. So to my great unease, after a few similar 

fiascos, Frydenlund would wait until Lerner was out of the country or up country and 

then call me in for a meeting and unburden himself on his views on what was happening 

in Washington. This did not improve my relationship with the ambassador, to put it 



 

 58 

mildly. But I understood what Frydenlund was doing and I understood why he was doing 

it. I did my best to square the circle, But it was a clear indication that the Norwegian 

government understood that the ambassador wasnôt a reliable channel. It made it very 

awkward for Lerner and for me. 

 

We had some personnel issues in the embassy at the same time, dealing with people in 

the political section and which had to do with Lernerôs management style which further 

exacerbated things. All  in all it was the hardest job I had in the Foreign Service. 

 

Q: Weôre looking at management styles, could you talk a little about that? 

 

BREMER: Let me tell you what the problem was, without naming names. 

 

I donôt know the immediate cause of this, but I got the impression that I made Lerner 

nervous. I had been there a year and a half, I spoke Norwegian and knew a lot of 

Norwegians, and they knew me. So he was admittedly coming into a difficult  situation 

and had never been involved in foreign policy. I understood this and tried to alleviate his 

angst. But whatever the reason was, he deliberately set about to try to undercut my 

authority as deputy by, in effect, becoming best buddies, first name basis, with the second 

or third person in each of the sections; the political section, the economic section, the 

PAOôs office. That not only undercut me but more importantly it undercut the heads of 

those sections. Itôs hard to imagine how a top manager could make a bigger hash of the 

team of which he was the leader, and which wanted to help him. 

 

We had a particular problem in one section where we had an underperforming counselor. 

I agreed that he was underperforming. Lerner said to me, ñI want him out of here, get him 

out of here.ò I said, ñLou, the system is this; you have to make a case, you have to make a 

record, he has to be counseled. We have to make a record of our counseling. We have 

processes here in the Foreign Service you have to go through. You canôt just send 

somebody home. Those days are over.ò He never really understood that. I counseled this 

particular man a number of times. I made a record of my counseling. 

 

The situation got so delicate that I asked George Vest, at that time director general of 

personnel, to make a slight detour to Oslo in a trip he was making to Europe for some 

other reason. Francie and I invited him to come for Easter the spring ofô78. I unburdened 

myself to George. I said, ñLook, this situation is getting impossible. The Ambassador is 

insisting this fellow be recalled. I canôt make him understand. I need some help here. I 

need some supportò which George gave me. He met with the ambassador and told him 

this is the way the system works. In any case, Lou could never make a convincing case 

either to me or, more importantly, to the system that in fact this fellowôs performance was 

so poor that he should be removed, and so he wasnôt. But again I am sure this rankled 

Lou. 

 

Q: One of the problems at a post like Norway, if you have somebody who is a good 

officer but not wonderful or even not so good, well, we canôt obviously send this person 
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to Tel Aviv, so Norway seems like a safe holding area and I imagine you had the feeling 

you were getting a little bit of this. 

 

BREMER: I felt that fundamental justice wasnôt being done to this guy. He was sub 

performing, no question. In an ideal world, he might not have even been in the Foreign 

Service. But we had to be fair to him. My role as DCM, at least as I saw it, was to 

countervail. Thatôs what a DCM does. If  the ambassador is outward oriented, the DCM 

needs to manage the place. I felt that I had to kind of countervail a little bit. I had to 

defend this guy, and defend the justice of the system. It was certainly awkward and very 

difficult. 

 

Q: I am trying to get the outlook. What was the general thinking on the military side 

when youôve got the Kola Peninsula and youôve got the Soviets sitting up there. If things 

happened, were we looking, expecting an invasion or what? 

 

BREMER: No, I donôt think the plans were particularly concerned about an invasion 

because if  you look at what happened in the Second World War, the Germans invaded 

and occupied Norway in April  of 1940. Hitler wanted to use the bases on the west coast 

of Norway for their fighter bombers to reach over to the northern UK. They could get 

there from Norway. The Germans wound up with 250,000 troops in Norway during the 

war. Thatôs a lot of troops tied up there, most of them north of Tromso, which is the 

northernmost city. I think our military assessment, and we assumed the Russian 

assessment, was that this was a waste of an awful lot of troops. Thatôs ten divisions Hitler 

could have used down in France. 

 

I think our concern in Norway was the movement of the Murmansk fleet, particularly the 

submarines. Also they flew backfire bombers out of there and they had their surface fleet. 

 

Q: Backfire bombers were basically B-29s, werenôt they? 

 

BREMER: No, they were the equivalent of our B-52s. They were the Sovietsô long range 

strategic bombers. They also flew in that same GIUK gap. Norway was a very important 

distant early warning system for large scale movements of Soviet forces. In those days, 

tracking the Russian submarine fleet was a major job of the U.S. navy. . 

 

As a result, military relations were particularly close between the navies, as you would 

expect. 

 

Q: Were the Soviets playing this submarine probing game into the fjords? In Sweden they 

apparently were doing this. 

 

BREMER: You never knew. It was the case that periodically we would see reports of 

Norwegians sighting what they thought were submarines in their fjords. The fjords are 

very deep; some of them are 1,500, 2,000 feet deep; so, in theory, you could run a 

submarine up in there. Itôs hard to say, frankly. 
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One of the interesting things about Norwayôs international relations was their rejection of 

membership in the EU in 1972. This was the result of a hugely divisive political debate 

and popular referendum. One argument then was that ñwe Norwegians are very different 

from those Europeansò. 

 

The Norwegians face west, to the sea -- anyway since the Viking days -- not the South 

toward Europe. If  you ask a Norwegian where he went on his vacation, he will  say ñI 

went down to Europeò in much the same way the British will  say they went ñover to 

Europeò. In other words, they do not psychologically and culturally see themselves as 

part of Europe. There is a big gap. 

 

They had voted down the EU. So one of our objectives at the embassy was to try to 

solidify the NATO tie. The NATO tie they tended to see largely as a bilateral matter, 

when they peeled it all away, between two navies. We tried to get them to broaden their 

understanding of what it meant to have European allies and how that could help Norway 

in a serious crisis. We needed to remind them that Article V of the NATO Treaty meant 

that an attack on one ally was an attack on all. They could understand that if  the Soviets 

came across their border in the cold frozen north, all NATO allies would be engaged. 

They had to see that the same principle applied to, say, an attack on Italy. 

 

So the Embassy ran a series of tours sponsored by USIA taking Norwegians down to visit 

Brussels to see the NATO headquarters. And then out to the Fulda Gap in Germany and 

to other NATO posts. On a tour I led we took 5 or 6 up and coming Norwegian 

parliamentarians out to an aircraft carrier in the Mediterranean, part of the Sixth Fleet, to 

give them a broader understanding of what NATO involved. In fact, Norwayôs 

membership involved the defense of Italy. When the referendum was defeated in 1972, 

one of the less edifying slogans against it was ñthose people down there cook with olive 

oil, they donôt cook with butter.ò There really was a cultural thing and taking them to 

Italy was important. Hey, by the way, you guys are committed to defend this place too. 

 

Q: What about the Swedish connection? 

 

BREMER: It is a love hate relationship. The languages are essentially the same, with 

minor differences; Swedish is written the same as Norwegian but pronounced differently. 

The Swedes historically have looked down on the Norwegians country bumpkins. No 

question, historically Sweden is much more sophisticated. While I was in Oslo the first 

Norwegian oil was coming in and the big status symbol for a Norwegian was to have a 

Swedish chauffeur. 

 

Thereôs a well known story about the Swedes and the Norwegians. In Norway I got 

involved with cross-country skiing. I did a lot of long distance races. The longest and 

most famous race in Norway is called the Birkebeiner race, óbirch pant legs.ô It 

commemorates a 13
th
 century incident. The Norwegian royal family including the heir, 

the crown prince, were staying in the forests near in Rena, a small town near the Swedish 

border not far from Lillehammer where the1994 Olympics were held. A group of Swedes 

came across the border to try to kidnap the Norwegian crown prince. These brave 
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foresters, called the Birkebeiners because they were wore birch leggings, put the prince 

on their back and taken him by ski 62 kilometers across two mountain ranges to safety in 

Lillehammer. The Norwegians argue that these forest men saved the Norwegian dynasty. 

Itôs a great moment in Norwegian Swedish history. Every year the  

Birkebeiner race is held to commemorate that event. Every registrant in the race has to 

carry a 15 kilo pack on his back representing the crown prince. Each skierôs pack is 

weighed at the start to be sure you are a ñreal birkebeinerò. Then you ski the 62 

kilometers over the same two mountains down to safety in Lillehammer. I used to say to 

my Norwegian friends, having done the race, ñItôs a good thing for Norway that I wasnôt 

there in the 13
th
 century -- weôd all be speaking Swedish.ò 

 

Even in the 70s the Norwegians still  resented what they saw as Swedenôs one sided 

neutrality in the Second World War. The Swedes allowed German troop and supply trains 

transit across Sweden and sometimes taking Norwegians back to concentration camps on 

those trains. So the Norwegians felt that the Swedes had, in effect, bent their neutrality 

towards the Germans. 

 

Q: And they did. 

 

BREMER: In any case, it was a matter of, here are the Norwegians sticking their neck out 

for NATO and here are the Swedes. So relations were sometimes touchy. 

 

Q: Was there any quiet cooperation between the Norwegians which we were using and 

the Swedes regarding the Soviet threat? 

 

BREMER: Iôm not privy to what discussions there were directly between the Norwegian 

general staff and the Swedish general staff. The question of what the Swedes would 

actually do in the event of a Soviet assault in Europe was always open, it was never all 

that clear. We would talk to the Norwegians from time to time. If  they had any greater 

clarity than we did, they never shared it with us. I donôt think the Swedes talked to 

anybody much about it at the time. But I assumed, and I think it was the assumption of 

our government, that in the event of a Soviet assault of some kind the Swedes would 

certainly defend Sweden as indeed they had had defended Sweden against the Germans. 

They shot down lots of German planes, even though they were neutral. At the time they 

had one of Europeôs most modern air forces. 

 

Q: How did you find, I know we have a lot of joint exercises, including landing exercises. 

It has been one of the big operations of NATO. How did you find the military to military? 

 

BREMER: The military to military relationship was excellent, particularly navy to navy. 

And marines who came every year for winter exercises up in the mountains. The Dutch 

marines used to go and exercise with the Americans and Norwegians in the winter. When 

I was ambassador to the Netherlands some years later, I went with the Dutch marines and 

bivouacked one night out with them. It was 25 below zero. Norway and the US had a lot 

of exercises. As I mentioned all foreign troops were restricted about how far north they 

could go when on exercises in Norway. The American government understood, although 
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we werenôt wild about it, that we couldnôt base soldiers there. But that was the 

Norwegian policy and you donôt base soldiers where they are not wanted. 

 

Q: How did the Norwegian community, the bachelor Norwegian farmers in Minnesota. 

There is a strong Norwegian community in the United States. 

 

BREMER: They were quite active. First we had a lot of American tourists, many of them 

Norwegian Americans. So we had lots of consular work. Some successful Norwegian-

American businessmen came, although I donôt remember it being a big matter. We had 

good commercial relations but it was not a major market for American goods. We were 

interested in and encouraged Norway to develop its oil. 

 

One of the issues that involved us and the Russians and the Norwegians was the fact that 

the sea border between Norway and the Soviet Union in the Barents Sea, had not been 

delineated. That was potentially a fairly major problem especially as the geology at the 

time suggested there could be quite a lot of oil in the contested area. We worked with the 

Norwegians to try to find a solution. A temporary solution was arrived at by a Norwegian 

minister, Jens Evensen. It established a contested area called the ñGray Zoneò in which a 

temporary condominium was agreed to. I canôt remember the details about how the 

border was drawn differently by the Russians than by the Norwegians. Some years later it 

was discovered that Evensenôs top aide had been a Russian spy, which ended Evensenôs 

career and obviously also his aideôs career. The aide, who had been a friend of ours, went 

to jail. In fact, when his trial was held, I was Ambassador to the Netherlands and his 

attorneys asked if  I would come testify about him. I refused. 

 

Another interesting aspect of Norwegian-Russian relations those days was Svalbard, an 

island located 400 miles north of the northernmost point in Norway; thatôs how far north 

it is, very close to the North Pole. Svalbard is an inhabited island. In fact, it is the 

northernmost inhabited place in the world; at least it was in 1977. After the First World 

War, the question of who owns Svalbard was adjudicated by a treaty which declared 

Norway, if  I remember the details, as sovereign there. But the arrangement also took into 

account that the Russians had established a coal mine operation on the Island before their 

Revolution. There is coal in Svalbard. 

 

So the treaty of Svalbard and the status of Svalbard where there was both a Norwegian 

community in one place and a Russian community in another, both of them mining coal, 

only for political purposes, because it had no real commercial value. It was another 

rubbing point between our ally, the Norwegians, and the Russians. The two issues, 

Svalbard and the undecided sea boundary in the Barents Sea, created a fair amount of 

friction. If  you look at a map, you can see that Svalbard is the first island in the strategic 

GIUK gap we talked about earlier. So from Americaôs point of view, we did not want to 

see the Russians in control on the island. 

 

One of my most memorable trips as a diplomat was a trip to Svalbard in the summer, 

actually at midsummer. You see these pictures of midsummer in post cards in Norway 

and the sun is setting and it comes down to the horizon and goes up. In Svalbard you are 
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so close to the North Pole, that at mid summer, the sun goes around into a tight little 

circle above your head. At 2 oôclock in the morning and at 2 oôclock in the afternoon, itôs 

there. It is always daylight. In the winter of course, it is always dark. 

 

Q: How about Spitsbergen? 

 

BREMER: Thatôs the same thing. 

 

Q: I recall as a kid seeing the commandos landing at Spitsbergen. 

 

BREMER: Thatôs the same place. The Svalbard Treaty came through the Second World 

War intact, allowing the Norwegians to be there. But its territorial status was certainly 

ambiguous because the Russians were there and the Russians kept a substantial presence 

there under the pretext of mining coal. 

 

Q: How stood German - Norwegian relations? Germany was the big power. 

 

BREMER: The Germans kept a pretty low profile while I was there. Memories were still 

pretty sensitive about the occupation. The occupation in Norway was not as vicious as it 

was in the Netherlands where I subsequently served. Of course, the Germans were a lot 

closer on the border of the Netherlands. The Germans kept a pretty low profile in Norway 

in the 1970s. They had a difficult  row to hoe at that point. 

 

Q: What about the whole Quisling movement? Had that and sort of Norway taken care of 

that early on because you know in France they have really never worked out cooperation. 

 

BREMER: Itôs a good question and there is an interesting story. 

 

In the 1950s at some point the Norwegian parliament, the Storting, passed a law or 

regulation which allowed people to apply for disability for psychological stress they had 

undergone in the resistance during the war. By the early 1960s, so many people had 

applied for this disability -- arguing that they had been involved in the resistance and they 

had terrible pressures and it was just awful -- that the Norwegians appointed a 

commission to look into it. An American historian named Petra wrote a book about what 

the commission found which he published towards the end of the ó60s. What the 

commission found was that very few Norwegians actually were actively involved in the 

resistance. The Norwegians did a terrific job of PR in their resistance with several notable 

exploits such as the Telemark incident. 

 

Q: The Heroes of Telemark. 

 

BREMER: The attack on the German heavy water project in Telemark, which is the story 

of that movie. They certainly were very heroic.. The Norwegians played a very strong 

role in the exile community in London. They were lucky because their king, King 

Haakon, was able to escape when Hitler attacked them in April  of 1940. So he was able 

to mobilize the Norwegian people from his exile in London, much as the Queen of the 



 

 64 

Netherlands and de Gaulle did for their countrymen. But the day-to-day resistance turned 

out to have been less than you might have thought. 

 

The discussion of people who collaborated in Norway was pretty much over by the time I 

got there. It didnôt continue as it did in France. This was really not an issue. The Petra 

book had caused quite a sensation when it came out, I think at the end of the ó6os. But by 

the time I was there in the mid 70s, this was not an active matter. Not that the war was 

forgotten; it just wasnôt a big question. 

 

Q: There was a real resentment because Norway had taken in quite a few German youths 

after World War I. Willie Brandt was one of them, I believe. 

 

BREMER: Yes, it is true that the Germans used some of these ñtouristsò or ñvisitorsò -- 

not so much people like Willie  Brandt -- but some of the youths who came in the 1930s 

as spies for the German government. I would hear stories from Norwegians when I drove 

around the country. Iôd go up country and stop in a town, or run into a farmer and he 

would tell you through clenched teeth that some German had arrived in a big Mercedes 

last month or last year with his wife and kids and would tell him ñWe stayed in this house 

during the war. ò The Norwegians did not appreciate that. You heard these stories from 

people who actually experienced them. The German government kept a pretty low profile 

during the time I was there. 

 

Q: How about the Soviet embassy? What sort of contact did you have and how did you 

feel their operation was? 

 

BREMER: I didnôt have much. The ambassador had a little, not much. He would see his 

counterpart at diplomatic things. It was not a big factor. The Russians played a pretty 

careful hand. They didnôt move around a lot, they didnôt try to show a big flag. They had 

a difficult  situation and they played it carefully. 

 

Q: What about exchange visas and Norwegian young people going to American 

universities? Was this much of a thing or were they directed toward the UK? 

 

BREMER: I would say they wanted to go to the U.S. mostly. One of the things I paid a 

lot of attention to there and subsequently also in the Netherlands was the IV program, the 

USIA program. 

 

Q: IV, you mean international? 

 

BREMER: International Visitors is a program where the USG would invite Norwegians 

who we thought might play an important role in Norwayôs future to visit the United 

States. The terms were that they could go visit wherever they wanted, meet with 

whomever they wanted in the US for three weeks. USIA made the logistical 

arrangements. The program objective was to target the coming generation of Norwegian 

leaders in all fields -- politics, the arts, etc. But instead of doing this when I got there I 

found that the program was being used by various section heads to do favors for their 
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Norwegian friends. But lots of those people had already arrived at positions of 

importance or power. I felt that as we moved further in time from World War Two, we 

needed to encourage a range of contacts with the next generation of Norwegian leaders 

and it didnôt seem to me that this was the way the IV program was working. I found the 

average age of the IV  visitor in the two years before I got there was almost 50. I have 

nothing against 50 year olds but that didnôt reflect what I understood to be the programôs 

purpose. 

 

So I established the goal of getting the average age of Norwegian recipients down below 

40. We were going to try to get more women involved and we were going to look for 

people who have some possible path to being an important person in Norway in the 

future. It worked. We selected for IVs a number of people who became ministers and one 

at least who became a prime minister. 

 

We had a similar effort to use the Fulbright program to identify future leaders in various 

disciplines. There were already some relations between American and Norwegian 

universities. I canôt remember many details about them. To the extent we could, we tried 

to focus both the IV program and the Fulbright program on younger people who we 

thought had a future in Norwegian society one way or another. 

 

Q: How did you find the universities? In so many countries the universities are sort of hot 

beds of Marxism. The kids grow out of that but they can cause trouble. 

 

BREMER: In the mid ï ó70s the universities in Norway were leftist but they were not 

wildly leftist. I think you had to wait another 10 years for them to get wildly leftist when 

the anti -Vietnam generation became the professors at the universities and then you really 

had trouble. In 1976 it was still a bit early for those guys. They were to the left but I 

spoke pretty regularly at various universities there and I didnôt have a lot of problems 

with them. 

 

Q: How did we view the oil development? 

 

BREMER: The American government was very enthusiastic about the Norwegians 

developing their oil. I am trying to think what companies were involved. Phillips was the 

big one that was already offshore. More and more companies, including American 

companies, were beginning to base themselves on Stavanger the west coast port that 

became the place of supply for the offshore industry. 

 

So we had to send consular officers to Stavanger on a regular basis to serve what was 

becoming a bigger and bigger American presence. At that time we had a consulate in 

Tromso which is way in the north. That was there essentially for political reasons -- to 

plant the American flag in the far north to ensure that the Russians didnôt by creeping 

assimilation start to take over the north. Again that was an area in the far north where 

NATO exercises were not allowed. So Tromso became northern most American consular 

post in the world. There was a lot of discussion back and forth about whether we 
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shouldnôt move that post to Stavanger. I think long after, they did open a post in 

Stavanger and closed the one in Tromso. 

 

Q: During the Carter administration, here you had been in the center of the Kissinger 

hurricane and all and you were obviously at great remove, but what was your view as 

you were hearing colleagues and reading about it how the Carter administration was 

operated? 

 

BREMER: My main concern was what was going to be Carterôs approach to the Soviet 

Union generally and to Norway, to NATO in particular. As I mentioned I was very 

concerned when he made a couple of decisions on the neutron bomb and the B-1 bomber 

that had two effects: You can argue the military effect of the neutron bomb. Was it a 

good idea or a bad idea and it can be argued either way. I happened to think it was not a 

bad idea. But in any case the political effect of both of those decisions on the alliance 

really disturbed me. It suggested that the president didnôt appreciate the importance of the 

alliance in confronting the Soviets. And as I mentioned earlier, both decisions severely 

undercut politically the pro-NATO politicians in Norwayôs Labor Party which was in 

power then. 

 

When I was posted back to Washington in 1979, just at the time the Sandinistas took over 

Nicaragua and a few months before the Soviets invaded Afghanistan my concerns with 

Carter became even greater. 

 

Q: I talked to people who were in Germany. Helmut Schmidt never forgave Carter for 

this and things got very frosty because what Carter had done was put a lot of pressure to 

say, against Schmidt. Nobody wanted to have this bomb and Carter put pressure on, 

youôve got to approve this and then when our allies reluctantly against their political 

instincts said yes and then we decided not to go ahead. 

 

BREMER: Itôs exactly the parallel case with Knut Frydenlund who was the foreign 

minister of Norway. He was also a Social Democrat like Schmidt. He put himself way 

out on a limb, perhaps not as publicly as Schmidt, but in Norwegian politics he was as far 

out as Schmidt had been in Germany. He was just flabbergasted, absolutely 

flabbergasted. He probably never forgave Carter either, although it was less of a thing 

than with Schmidt. 

 

Q: How did the Norwegians view themselves at that time because later they became 

considerable players in the, as moderators in the peace movement, particularly in Israeli 

ï Palestinian politics. Did they see themselves being a world power moderator? 

 

BREMER: No, not so much then. You have to remember in Europe in the mid ó70s the 

Europeans were still quite strongly in favor of Israel. The Norwegians and particularly 

the Dutch had basically banded behind the Israelis in the Yom Kippur War and in the 

subsequent embargo by OPEC. This was before the Begin-Sadat meetings in Jerusalem 

which took place in ô78. But the pendulum was beginning to swing in Europe and in 

Norway when Begin became the prime minister. They were worried about him because 
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they thought he was going to be too bellicose and too far right. Sadatôs visit to Israel also 

started moving European and Norwegian attitudes more in the direction of the Arabs. So 

you saw a gradual shift, I guess during the time I was in Norway, away from a very 

strong, pro-Israeli position towards a more nuanced position. I donôt think at that time the 

Norwegians saw themselves as a particular player; they were more kibitzers. 

 

Q: The Swedes have sort of embraced people like Nyerere in Tanzania. Where did the 

Norwegians fit? 

 

BREMER: Thatôs a good point. The Norwegians did have a disagreement with us, 

particularly on Tanzania, but on the general approach to promoting socialist economic 

solutions in the developing world, particularly in Africa. The Norwegians also had spent 

quite a lot of money and had people in Tanzania. I think they also had some in Kenya but 

Tanzania was their big focus. 

 

I had lived in Malawi where the economic approach was quite different. The Malawians 

had no natural resources at all. The Tanzanians at least had something to work with 

especially a developed tourism business. 

 

I personally was rather skeptical that socialism was going to work any better in Tanzania 

than it worked in, say, Poland. This was a cause of friction between us and the 

Norwegians. I wouldnôt say it was a major thing but the Norwegians had a different view 

of the developing world than we did. It wasnôt at the top of the list of disagreements 

though. 

 

Q: As we talk about this, I want to hop back to when you were with Kissinger. Because of 

the socialist thing, I was thinking this was about ô74 or so, did you have any insight or 

involvement in the Carlucci/Kissinger shootout? 

 

BREMER: I was working for Henry at the time. Frank had the view that we should be 

open to the possibility that Portugal was going to have a socialist government. Henry 

didnôt agree. I think the question for Henry at that time concerned the reaction of such an 

American move on European socialists; donôt forget this is a time when many European 

politicians were promoting what they called óeuro communismô. Communism in Europe 

was going to be different from the communism in the Soviet Union and China. It was 

going to be more humane and more open. So the question, I think, for Kissinger at the 

time was not so much is it a socialist country. I donôt think he cared all that much about 

the economics. By his own confession, heôs not an economist. It was a question of 

whether what Soares was promoting as Portuguese socialism was a form of euro-

communism and that as a result, under the rubric of ñsocialismò, the European 

communists might gain political authority in places like Italy and Portugal. So there 

certainly was a disagreement. I think history shows that Frank Carlucci was right about 

the opening towards Portuguese socialism. It did not turn out to be communist. 

. 
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Q: This was the dispute. I have talked to Carlucci and others and the idea was trying to, I 

mean there was a very strong, these officers, young officers who took over were strongly 

attracted and the Portuguese communists came in and luckily played with a very heavy 

hand. This and the fact that we didnôt sort of write them off the books, worked out well. 

 

BREMER: Yes, although it certainly didnôt work out too well in the short term for 

Angola and Mozambique. Thatôs a different story. 

 

Q: That sort of had to happen. 

 

BREMER: Yes, but the communists did take over those places and a lot of people 

suffered as a result. 

 

Q: How did you find the USIA factor? Was it a pretty good program or not? Did we need 

it? 

 

BREMER: I thought we needed a USIA program, no question. We wanted to maintain 

Norwegian public support for the alliance. That was our key strategic objective because 

of the importance of Norwegian territory for monitoring Soviet strategic forces. 

 

But, I felt there -- and I felt it even more strongly in the Netherlands -- that a fair amount 

of USIAôs activity was misdirected. For example, having a library in Norway didnôt 

make a lot of sense and I didnôt think it made any sense in the Netherlands to have a 

library. What was the point of that? The Dutch have probably the highest English 

language capability of any non-Anglo country in the world, except maybe Israel. Theyôve 

got plenty of libraries. The question was not do we need USIA; we needed it. The 

question was, how do you focus the USIA effort? As I mentioned I found two USIA 

programs I felt were very important in both Norway and then in the Netherlands; the 

International Visitor program and the Fulbright program. In both countries I felt these 

were misdirected. In the case of the IV, it was too much the section heads doing a favor 

for a friend who happened to be a good friend and so you sent him off to the U.S. for 

three weeks. 

 

The case of Fulbright was even more noticeable in the Netherlands than it was in 

Norway. In both countries it was the USIA-appointed Fulbright committee doing favors 

for their favorite professor somewhere. The grantees tended to be 50. 60 or even 70. They 

were clearly nice people but thatôs not what was important. Both programs in my view 

should be looking for candidates who could be influential in the future. We were able to 

shift the focus on both programs. USIA found the money and we did it. 

 

Q: Were there any incidents that stick in your mind during that time that got you or the 

embassy involved? 

 

BREMER: I mentioned a couple of decisions on NATO that really caused us a lot of 

trouble. A totally different matter was a major tourist bus accident once where a lot of 
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Americans were killed. That was quite a shock for people, and involved some emergency 

consular work But thatôs the kind of thing that happens. 

 

I should have mentioned that Bill  Anders, who was the second of the ambassadors, was a 

tremendous success with the Norwegians because he fit  exactly the Norwegian image of 

a hero. This is a man who had been to the moon. I vividly remember he hosted a 

reception at the embassy where we had the last survivor of Scottôs trip to the North Pole, 

a Norwegian who had climbed Mount Everest and Bill  Anders. I remember the front page 

of all the papers the next day, ñThree Heroesò. Anders was also very active -- he took up 

cross country skiing and that was good. It is almost a national passion for Norwegians. 

Every one skis. Bill  Anders was also often seen out skiing. He did a very good job as 

ambassador there. He fit  what the Norwegian wanted and was a worthy and respected 

representative of the United States. 

 

Q: I have talked to people who have served in Norway and you know, it seems like 

everybody shuts down for the weekend and they all head off to the country and either 

bask in what little sun there is or go skiing. 

 

BREMER: It is almost impossible to overstate the importance of skiing in Norwegian 

culture. When you went to a reception on Monday, the very first thing someone will  ask 

you is where did you ski yesterday? What kind of wax did you use?ò In those days you 

waxed your skis. Did you use blue or green or was it klister? How was the weather? 

Skiing was an absolutely essential part of the experience. I remember often skiing on a 

Saturday or Sunday and along would come the king with his two dogs and his guard 

behind him. I loved the skiing, being a New Englander. We taught our two young kids to 

ski there and they still do. And have taught their kids to ski. 

 

But many diplomats, especially those who were from the south -- the Venezuelans, the 

Brazilians -- were miserable in Norway because they just couldnôt get into it. Many 

Americans on our staff couldnôt get into the sport either. I set up a program where we 

paid a very good skier from our commercial section, a Norwegian, to offer free cross 

country ski lessons on the golf course just to get our staff out into the world most 

Norwegians lived in. 

 

Francie and I did a trip along the north coast of Norway in the middle of winter on 

something called the Haute Route. This is the mail boat that calls in little tiny towns 

along the fjords north of Tromso, way in the north which have no access by land even in 

the summer. Everything has to come by sea. This boat comes once a week and drops off 

the mail, picks up the mail, picks some people up. We did this in the dead of winter, and 

our sophisticated Oslo friends thought we were crazy. When we got to towns along the 

way, weôd go call on the mayor and the editor of the newspaper and the head of the labor 

union. They would say, ñThis is great because everybody comes here in the summer but 

if  you come in the winter, it shows you are really interested in what our life is like.ò All  

of those towns have cross country ski trails that are lighted at night, and we took our skis 

and we skied all across north Norway in the middle of winter. The skiing and the climate 

are a very important part of Norwegian life. If  you didnôt get out and enjoy the winter, it 



 

 70 

was a tough assignment which is why I tried to encourage people on our staff to learn to 

ski. Get out, even if  you donôt do a lot, just get out and enjoy it. 

 

Q: Well, you left there in ô79? 

 

BREMER: Yes, the summer of ô79. 

 

Q: Whither? 

 

BREMER: Vice President Mondale visited Norway. 

 

Q: Heôs of Norwegian ancestry. 

 

BREMER: Yes and he came to visit his ancestral town which is called Mundal. It is one 

of these towns on the end of a fjord with no land access. Mondale came and did very 

well. He was enormously popular. During that visit, I had a dinner with Peter Tarnoff 

who at that time was executive secretary under Secretary Vance. Over dinner we started 

talking about what was I going to do next and Peter brought up the idea of my coming 

back and serving as one of his deputies because he was having some turnover in the 

summer. Long story short, thatôs what happened. I came back to Washington as deputy 

executive secretary, working for Peter Tarnoff, in July or August of ô79. 

 

Q: How long did you do that? 

 

BREMER: I did that until I was made executive secretary when the new administration, 

the Reagan administration came into office in January of ô81. 

 

Q: What is the executive secretary secretariat? At that time? 

 

BREMER: It started when George Marshall became secretary of state, after the Second 

World War. Heôd been a good army man and a good army chief of staff and had a good 

understanding of the importance of staff work. He looked around the State Department 

and said, ñThis is a bordello. Where is the staffing? How do I know Iôm getting the right 

information as secretary of state?ò So he established a rudimentary secretariat to try to 

coordinate information flow, decision making, follow-up -- implementing a good staff 

system at the State Department. 

 

That developed in various ways over the 1950s. After the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, it 

also became apparent the State Department didnôt have a 24 hour watch center. That 

became the operations center which was folded into the executive secretariat. In effect, 

the secretariat by the time we are talking about in the late ó70s, had become what I used 

to call the vortex or the funnel through which all information coming from within the 

department was received, reviewed, coordinated and passed along to the top principals -- 

the secretary of state and his deputies. The Executive secretariat was also designated as 

the point of contact for all interagency information coming into and leaving the State 

Department, going off to Treasury, NSC, DOD, wherever. So if  the secretariat is doing its 
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job properly when the secretary of state receives a memo asking for a decision on what to 

do about the Sandinista takeover in Nicaragua, he has the views of all the relevant parts 

of the State Department in front of him; not just the Latin American bureau but the 

political military bureau and maybe the strategic planners, maybe congressional relations, 

whoever has a stake in the issue. 

 

The executive secretary oversees the secretariatôs four departments: the operations center; 

the secretariat staff, where I had once served; the Information or archiving section; and an 

administrative support section. 

 

Q: the Secretariat staff was a sort of a breeding ground of 

 

BREMER: A breeding ground for the staff officers. There were about 250 people overall. 

After Norway, I was one of two Deputy Executive Secretaries. 

 

Q: When you arrived there, this would be the summer? 

 

BREMER: Summer of ô79. 

 

Q: How would you describe the relationship between Tarnoff and Secretary Vance and 

how Tarnoff sort of operated? 

 

BREMER: Peter had a very close relationship with Vance. He had been with Vance from 

the beginning of the Carter administration. So he had been there more than two years. 

Peter was one of his closest advisers. 

 

I should say the executive secretary, in those days was actually ódouble-hattedô. He was 

the executive secretary of the Department and therefore running the four divisions I told 

you about, but he was also special assistant to the secretary and that put him on the 

secretaryôs personal staff. Peter had both those titles as I did when I became executive 

secretary. To the degree the executive secretary is seen in the building as having that 

special assistant relationship, it increases his bureaucratic authority in the building. Peter 

had that. 

 

Q: How did he use you? What were you doing? You had been in that same position in a 

lower category before. How did you find things at that time? Different administration, 

different people, was there a different atmosphere, a different way of operating? 

 

BREMER: Oh, yes. Under Kissinger the executive secretary and to some degree the 

secretariat was a bit on the sideline. As I mentioned earlier, Henryôs style was to try to 

keep as much of that within his immediate office as possible. When I worked for Henry, 

particularly when I was his chief of staff in ô75, ô76 his personal staff, did a lot of the 

coordination that the secretariat normally would do, certainly of sensitive stuff. The 

secretary can run the Department how he wants; thatôs how Henry wanted to do it, in my 

view not the best way. By the time I came back in ô79, I think the secretariat had regained 
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a lot of its authority in the bureaucracy, largely because Peter was close to Secretary 

Vance. 

 

Peter had two deputies; I was responsible for managing the operation center and the 

information system. His other deputy, Ray Seitz, ran the secretariat line staff and the 

administrative part. So, each of us oversaw two parts of the secretariat and we tried to 

focus as well as we could on particular bureaus. In other words, one of us might have a 

particular relationship with the European Bureau or the Political Military Bureau, Latin 

American or International Organizations so that we got to know better what their issues 

were and could better coordinate relations. 

 

I think it worked pretty well when Peter was there. There was a tendency, as there is with 

most secretaries, for Vance to rely on an inner circle, which included Tarnoff and that 

was helpful to Peter. 

 

Q: Did you get a feel for the Carter Vance relationship? 

 

BREMER: By the time I got back in mid 1979, there was a fair amount of tension 

between Vance and Brzezinski, the national security adviser; not actually that surprising. 

This particularly became clear as we faced the international situation got increasingly 

tense over the next year and a half. The Sandinistas had just taken over Nicaragua. The 

Cubans had begun to ship an entire army to Angola. In the fall of ô79 we had the takeover 

of our embassy in Tehran on November 4
th
 and subsequently the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan. Things got pretty tense internationally. 

 

I canôt remember a specific incident but it was clear on a day-to-day basis that relations 

were uneasy between Vance and Brzezinski. I didnôt get a sense that Vanceôs relations 

with the president were in any way strained, but they certainly were with Brzezinski. 

 

Q: Sort of by folklore, Brzezinski was very anti-Soviet where Vance was more the lawyer 

maneuvering between. 

 

BREMER: I think it is fair to say Brzezinskiôs general foreign policy approach was 

tougher toward the Soviet Union than Vanceôs was. Vance was a wonderful human 

being. I had great admiration for Vance, but I did feel that his approach to foreign policy 

tended to be rather ólawyerlyô. We have a client here and another on over there -- without 

a great deal of overarching strategic approach to foreign policy. In that way he reminded 

me a bit of Bill  Rogers who was also a lawyer. Some of those tensions came out both 

with the takeover of the embassy in Tehran and, in particular, the invasion of Afghanistan 

on Christmas day of ô79. 

 

Q: You say that as early as September there was some signs of about this. I have talked to 

people who were in Afghanistan at the time. It remained a puzzlement of why the Soviets 

invaded a communist-run country. 
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BREMER: It is an interesting question. Having served in Afghanistan, I look back to the 

coup in 1973 where the Kingôs relatives deposed him and the kingôs cousin, Mohammed 

Daoud, took over, it appeared with at least the tacit support of the Soviets. As I 

mentioned earlier, when I had served in Afghanistan in the ó60s there had been a nascent 

Communist Party headed by Babrak Karmal. Babrak eventually came to power in the 

coup in 1978. I think the Soviets started down a slippery slope with the coup in 1973. 

Each time they tried to replace the guy they put in first in the coup in April  1978 

installing Babrak and when Hafizullah Amin overthrew Taraki in September of ô79, each 

time it happened the situation didnôt get better for them, it got worse. 

 

What was their objective is a very good question. One of the things I remember seeing in 

September of ô79 was a report from another part of the U.S. government about Soviet 

activities in Kandahar. Americaôs single largest aid programs during the time I had been 

in Afghanistan were in the south; one was a big agricultural program south of Kandahar 

and the other building a huge, modern airport in Kandahar. The report that I remember in 

September ô79 in retrospect was one of those things you say ñI wish I had paid more 

attention.ò It reported about Soviet military or intelligence survey teams doing something 

at the Kandahar airport. In retrospect, one possible Russian objective of invading 

Afghanistan, in addition to whatever stabilization they thought they could do in the 

government in Kabul, might be to find a base for MIGs. At the time Russian MIGs based 

in the Soviet Union, including Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, could not reach the Gulf of 

Hormuz .They couldnôt get down there and back. But if  they were based in Kandahar 

they were another 3 or 400 miles closer. In theory, you could have a base in Kandahar, at 

the American built airport, which would allow then to run missions out over the Strait of 

Hormuz with the MIGs they then had in service. So you could conceive of an argument, a 

political military argument for the Soviet invasion. 

 

Q: Thereôs also the geriatric answer that the Brezhnev group is getting kind of old and 

not as with it. 

 

BREMER: Possibly. The Soviets had seen us lose in Vietnam which had been followed 

by major cuts in our defense budgets, and congressional investigations on our intelligence 

services. I donôt think these things are ever without cost. They had seen Carter reverse 

two major NATO decisions on the neutron bomb and the B-1 bomber. They had watched 

the resulting frictions in the alliance. They had seen us, in effect, not react to the takeover 

of our embassy in Tehran, and the burning of our embassy in Pakistan -- both just 6 

weeks before their invasion. Somebody could have made an argument in Moscow that the 

American government is not going to react and basically we didnôt react very strongly if  

you weigh the effect of the weak sanctions we imposed after their invasion. 

 

A lot of those things presumably went into the discussions in the Kremlin. 

 

Q: Letôs talk about the Sandinistas. How did you view and what were you getting from 

your colleagues about the Sandinistas? 
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BREMER: I had been to Nicaragua on a visit by Secretary Rogers in ô72 or ô73. Somoza 

was in power at that time. I was just a staff guy carrying a briefcase around but even so 

you could tell this was a pretty unattractive government. So although I was certainly not 

an expert, it was not all that surprising that there were people opposed to him. 

 

Still I have never been much attracted to communists which is what the Sandinistas were. 

I went with Secretary Vance on a trip to the inauguration of the new Bolivian president. 

This was some weeks after the Sandinista takeover and one of the Sandinistas was at the 

ceremony. It might have been Ortega. He and Vance had a photo op together in which 

they jokingly said they wondered which of them would be in more trouble in their own 

capital for having their picture taken.. 

 

I was uneasy about the Sandinistas. I donôt say that I foresaw that they would become a 

major factor as they did in Central America and would work as a base to try to subvert El 

Salvador. Whether we could have done more, I donôt know because I wasnôt in 

Washington until the matter had been settled by the Sandinista overthrow of Somoza. 

 

Q: Did you get the feel that this was an administration that wasnôt sure of itself or maybe 

a little too soft on the threat from the Soviets? 

 

BREMER: Yes, but I had that feeling already from my time in Norway as we discussed. 

Being overseas, it was hard to tell how much of what I saw as weakness was the president 

or the secretary or something or someone else. Sitting in Oslo, I didnôt know the players 

in Washington. But I was uneasy, particularly about the approach to NATO which I 

considered to be soft. 

 

One of the very first things Carter had done when he came into office in ô77 was to 

propose withdrawing our troops from Korea. 

 

Q: I was on the country team in Korea. This raised hackles on my head, on all our heads. 

 

BREMER: Fortunately, Richard Holbrooke talked him out of it. But that was also a 

signal that things were not good. The President gave his speech some time after I came 

back, saying we shouldnôt be motivated by ñan inordinate fear of communism.ò All  of 

this struck me as a little bit fairyland approach to what I thought was a pretty serious 

challenge. 

 

Q: How did the op center respond to the taking over of our embassy? This must have 

really engaged us. 

 

BREMER: Yes, it did, although I tell you I remember more dramatically the attack on the 

embassy in Islamabad. We got an open line to the embassy from the ops center and I 

went with Secretary Vance down there. We were talking to somebody in the embassy 

who was in the communications center on the top floor. The embassy was on fire. He was 

saying, ñThe embassy is on fire. I can feel the floor getting hotter. There are gunshots 

outside.ò The Pakistanis had delayed responding to repeated requests for assistance from 
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the Embassy. It was very hairy for those trapped in a burning Embassy. In the end we 

finally did get some people in through the roof to get our people out. Somewhere along 

the line, the communications went out and we didnôt know what had happened and then 

they came back. It was a very dramatic number of hours. 

 

I have no specific memory of being in the Ops Center the day November 4 when the 

embassy in Tehran was taken 

 

Q: Bruce Laingen was at the Iranian foreign ministry and was in fairly continuous 

communication. 

 

BREMER: I was almost in that job. When I was in Norway and was not very happy with 

my DCM situation there, Walt Cutler contacted me. Heôs an old friend and said he was 

slated to be ambassador to Tehran. This was before the shah fell, so sometime in ô78. 

Walt asked if  I would be interested in being his deputy because I had served in 

Afghanistan and I still, in those days, knew some Persian. I discussed it with Francie who 

said, ñAbsolutely not. You are not going back to that part of the world. No, absolutely 

notò so I didnôt go as DCM. Of course Walt Cutler never got there either. 

 

Q: With the Soviets moving in through the Cubans and all but also Soviets were involved 

in the Horn of Africa, did you get the feeling that things were tipping the wrong way? 

 

BREMER: I considered those years, even more so now, very dangerous. It really was a 

dangerous series of events; there was this sequence of steps on NATO, the signal on 

Korea that was reversed but you had to ask yourself what did the Chinese and Koreans 

really think our intentions were on the Korean Peninsula and in the region. There was the 

takeover of Nicaragua, there was the Cubans in Angola, there were Cubans in Yemen, 

Egyptians and Cubans and in the Horn of Africa. Then there were the major events of the 

takeover in Tehran and the invasion of Afghanistan. To me it looked pretty dangerous. 

 

I felt that the Russians had drawn the conclusion that they could push out in a lot of 

different directions. 

 

Q: I think in retrospect it was pretty hairy at that time. 

 

What about the rescue attempt to get our hostages out and the fiasco and resignation of 

Vance and all? Did you see that playing out? 

 

BREMER: Yes. The reaction of the State Department and Vance to the invasion of 

Afghanistan by the Soviets was very weak, I thought. The invasion happened on 

Christmas Day. As it happened, Tarnoff was away and so I was acting executive 

secretary for the better part of a week or ten days. We tried to put together a package of 

sanctions. We had done nothing in Tehran. I felt, and said so at the time, that if  we had 

moved some elements of the Fifth Fleet around a little bit, we might have very well 

scared away the students who had organized the takeover. 
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The same with the sanctions on Russia. In the end, the main thing we did was boycott the 

summer Olympics in 1980 which was not a much of a sanction. 

 

Q: No, it wasnôt. As a matter of fact, I think there was even talk about doing this in 

Beijing over human rights and all. Itôs a stupid move. It means our side doesnôt 

participate. 

 

BREMER: Well, it was about the only thing left when you eliminated any more vigorous 

action. Then Carter announced his rose garden strategy in early 1980. He wasnôt going to 

leave the White House until the hostage crisis was resolved. This was also weak and silly. 

It made him look very weak because he effectively turned himself into a hostage. 

 

I didnôt know about the rescue thing ahead of time. It was kept very closely; Tarnoff 

knew about it. I was shocked when it failed. I thought it was to his honor and credit that 

Vance resigned. I disagreed with him but I thought it was an honorable thing to do. 

Before the rescue operation Vance told the president that he didnôt support it and was 

going to resign whether it succeeded or failed. This was a brave and honorable course, 

because if  the rescue had succeeded, and he had resigned, he would have looked like a 

goat. I thought he was wrong and that we should be prepared to use force to free our 

people. 

 

Something always goes wrong in complex military operations. The word ñsnafuò comes 

to mind. In this case, the operation itself was probably too complicated. 

 

 

Q: Situation normal, all fouled up. 

 

BREMER: Right. The expression comes from an understanding of what normally 

happens. This operation was too complicated. Helicopters here, going there, people 

coming into the stadium; it was too complicated. With so many moving pats, something 

was bound to go wrong and it did. So Vance resigned and it was an honorable thing for 

him to do since he thought the entire operation was wrong. 

 

The operation was in April  and I think Muskie wasnôt appointed until the end of the 

summer, August or something like that. 

 

Q: How did this affect your operations? 

 

BREMER: It was the second time I had been through a change of secretary because I was 

working for Rogers when he resigned and Kissinger came over. There are two things that 

happened; obviously from a policy point of view, there is a degree of uncertainty for a 

period of time because A, we didnôt know who the person was going to be in the case of 

Muskie for some months and B, we didnôt know how it was going to affect things. 

 

From a secretariat point of view, the big problem is mobilizing the building to brief the 

new secretary, getting him ready which involves thousands of pages of briefing materials 
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that have to be pulled together. Warren Christopher was acting secretary. The Secretariat 

helped mobilize the bureaucracy to help get Muskie briefed up for what was going to be 

very intense period. The election was only three months away when he came in. Get him 

ready on a range of issues that were pretty difficult.  

 

Q: Did you get any impression of Muskie? 

 

BREMER: He was a very nice man and I liked him. There is always awkwardness 

when people from the legislative branch come into the executive branch . At base 

they need to learn that that in the executive branch, you execute. 

You have to give some speeches but, in the end, you also have to make things happen 

which is not often how it goes on the Hill.  So there is a conceptual difference and Muskie 

found it, I think, initially,  not an easy transition. 

 

Secondly, he was accustomed to the hours on the Hill  and on the Hill  members tend to 

show up around 10, 10:30 in the morning and maybe by 5 you are off unless there is 

some committee thing. It doesnôt work that way at the State Department. The secretary 

doesnôt show up at 10 oôclock in the morning; not if  he wants to get his work done and 

play a serious role in policy making. And he will  almost certainly be at the office long 

after 5PM. 

 

So I think he found the adjustment in both respects, both conceptually and from a 

practical point of view, difficult. He was a very nice, decent man and I li ked him but he 

never really got hold of it. He was only in the post a few months and he didnôt put in the 

hours. He was working for an administration that was really in trouble by that time. 

 

Q: How did this play out for you? 

 

BREMER: I stayed on. Tarnoff stayed on. We all stayed on because this was not a time 

to leave, abandon ship, obviously. You had to have some continuity and so we stayed on, 

all three of us: Tarnoff, Seitz and I. When the Republicans won, Tarnoff assumed and 

pretty much decided that he had been so close to the Democratic administration that he 

would not stay on; plus he had been there four years. He was tired. 

 

I was approached in late December of 1980 by Woody Goldberg who was Al  Haigôs staff 

guy. Goldberg came to my office and asked me what I wanted to do in the new 

administration. I said that I would do whatever the secretary wanted me to do. He asked if  

I would be willing to be considered to be executive secretary and I said if  thatôs what the 

secretary would like, of course I would serve. Then at some point I met with Haig, I think 

before the inauguration, and Haig asked me to stay on as executive secretary, so I did. 

 

Q: How long were you with Haig? 

 

BREMER: I was with Haig from ô81 until he resigned which was about a year and a half 

later. 
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Q: Today is November 14, 2008. You had become executive secretary, Muskie left and we 

are picking up when you took over with the new Reagan administration. 

 

This would be in 1981? 

 

BREMER: Right. 

 

Q: Was there talk about well, letôs get a new team in? 

 

BREMER: I had a meeting with Haig before the inauguration and he asked me to stay on 

or to become executive secretary. 

 

Q: What was the impression you had and your fellow colleagues, a new secretary of state 

coming in and there is a lot of buzz and gossip and all that and what was sort of the 

impression of Haig becoming secretary of state? 

 

BREMER: I donôt have a memory of it very much, frankly. I by this time had already 

served four secretaries of state. I was sure there would be a difference in style and 

everything else. 

 

One of my first jobs was to try to put my own team in place. One of the other deputy 

executive secretaries, under Peter Tarnoff, was an old friend of mine, Ray Seitz who 

eventually became ambassador to the Court of St. James. Ray and I had been very close 

friends for a very long time. Ray had become deputy executive secretary about the same 

time I had, in the summer of 1979, and I was anxious for him to agree to stay on at least 

in the interim transition because I needed someone who knew the ropes and who I 

trusted. Ray agreed to stay on briefly to see me through the interim and I went about 

trying to find somebody else. 

 

What I remember most about the initial period of Haig was that, and it became public 

rather quickly, he made an effort immediately to establish with the president that he, 

Haig, was in charge of foreign policy. I didnôt know all the ins and outs of this at the 

time, but it became clear that Haig had a concern that the president had around him his 

kitchen cabinet, most of them from California. Most had served the government under 

Reagan when he was governor. Haig himself having had the experience of serving at the 

White House under Nixon was quite sensitive to the question of how much authority the 

White House staff would have versus the cabinet secretaries. 

 

This led him, and in the end he would agree, probably unwisely, to give the president, 

almost at the inauguration, a memo which he had not shown to me and I donôt think had 

shown to others at the State Department which asserted a very broad scope of authority 

for Haig. This is important because in the end it is what led to the problems of Haig 

eventually resigning a year and a half later. This was drafted for him by another colleague 

who had worked with Haig and Kissinger in the Nixon years, Dick Kennedy, who 

eventually became under secretary for management. 
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Q: He was a military officer. 

 

BREMER: Yes. Dick apparently drew up this contentious memo. 

 

Q: There also was the phrase, óhe was a vicar of foreign policyô or something? 

 

BREMER: Well, that was the pressôs term. It was not Haigôs term. Anyway, the story got 

out that he handed this memo drafted by Dick Kennedy to the president. It immediately 

was leaked to the press by the White House people whom Haig was intended to sideline. 

It started things off on a rather shaky start. 

 

Haig wanted to reassert what he felt was the lost influence of the State Department over 

the interagency process of foreign policy lost during the Carter years. I think his 

assessment was that in the struggles between Brzezinski and Cy Vance, State had come 

out second. There was some truth in that. State had lost some of its influence. Haig 

wanted to be sure the mechanisms for interagency consideration of major foreign policy 

issues were chaired by the State Department, not chaired by the NSC, as had been the 

case under Kissinger when he was National Security adviser. 

 

So we went working with the State assistant secretaries to identify the working groups 

that would be set up and establishing these interagency groups, usually chaired by the 

deputy assistant secretary. This too, in retrospect, had a negative effect on the way the 

White House saw things. They saw this as consistent with an effort by Haig to become 

ñthe vicarò of foreign policy, whatever the term was. It certainly set things off on a very 

difficult  period. 

 

Then we had the assassination attempt on Reagan. 

 

Q: When you came on, Haig of course, had been in this almost, served in this paranoiac 

White House under Nixon and all. Were you all, I am speaking of you and the others, or 

talking to Haigôs counselors, saying, you know, these political types have a completely 

different view? The military wants a nice line of command and what you do and it makes 

good sense but this foreign policy is sort of a political toy which you can play with too 

and you donôt want to take that away or at least give them a chance to do their 

 

BREMER: Yes, well, as my relations got close to Haig over the months, I had a number 

of conversations with him about the need to be more careful about how he approached 

the problem. He was taking to calling them the three musketeers at the White House, 

Baker, Deaver and Meese. Baker was not part of the California clique but he was there. 

 

Behind all this it became clearer that there loomed the question of the Reagan succession. 

You had a vice president, Vice President Bush, who considered himself to be a potential 

candidate. I think at that point probably Jim Baker saw himself as a potential candidate 

and they all saw Haig as a potential candidate. So there was some pretty big politics 

behind a lot of this bureaucratic skirmishing. 
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Q: Did Haig when he came in, one of the stories of the Foreign Service is when George 

Marshall became secretary of state back in ô50 or so that he established the executive 

secretariat. He wanted things done in a military way and Haig being a military man, but 

had been also very much at the center of the political circle under Nixon. Did he have a 

military approach? 

 

BREMER: He had a military manôs appreciation for good staffing. He believed as I do 

that an orderly process to bring decisions forward to the secretary and the president was 

on the whole likely to produce better decisions. So he was very supportive. Haig, much 

along the lines of what is written about Marshall, believed that when he made a decision 

he ought to have the benefit of the advice of any interested parts of the State Department. 

If  Latin America had an issue, and the Europeans had an interest, then both of their views 

should be heard -- the famous clearance process. He believed that the decision-making 

process should be orderly; he did not encourage end runs, and that helped strengthen the 

executive secretariatôs role because that was our role, to try to make things more orderly. 

 

Q: So youôve got hold of the controls. How did you find the State Department, 

particularly geographic bureaus but other ones were responding to this new way? 

 

BREMER: The State Department, in my experience, wants the secretary of state to 

succeed and generally speaking, they want him to be influential with the president. Under 

Secretary Rogers, the first secretary I served, it was quite clear that Nixon and Rogers 

didnôt have a personal rapport, that Nixon had put Rogers in State precisely because he 

wanted to downgrade State for a whole variety of reasons. I think, in general, when Haig 

came in people thought ñwell, here is a breath of fresh air. Heôs energetic.ò Muskie had 

not been a very active secretary. Heôd only been secretary for six months. So the 

department in general welcomed him. They welcomed the idea that the State Department 

should play the central coordinating role on major foreign policy issues. 

 

Q: Was Judge Clark the é 

 

BREMER: He was the deputy secretary. 

 

Q: Who was the national security adviser? 

 

BREMER: Richard Allen. 

 

Q: Who left rather quickly? 

 

BREMER: He was there a year. 

 

Q: In a way, it seemed like an advantageous position because Haig had a name, he had a 

reputation and a very solid reputation and the national security adviser was somebody 

you had to think what his name was. Did this seem to be working out well or was this 

triumvirate or whatever you want to call it of Deaver and Baker and Meese, were they 

was this a competition for the soul of Ronald Reagan, at the beginning? 
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BREMER: At the beginning there were unfavorable stories about Haigôs trying to seize 

power. But it quieted down a bit. Then we had the assassination attempt on Reagan. Haig 

called me in to say that he thought he should get over to the White House right away, 

which he did. I went and stayed with Bill  Clark, who was deputy secretary, and we were 

on an open line to the White House. 

 

As he has written, when Haig got to the situation room, he found, unbeknownst to 

anybody else beforehand, that Secretary of Defense Weinberger had raised the defense 

condition from DEFCON 4 to DEFCON 3, which is a fairly major upgrading of the status 

particularly of our nuclear forces all around the world. Haig knew from his experience as 

SACEUR and time in the military, that the Russians would pick up this change of alert 

status immediately. They would understand that we had suddenly done something major 

with our forces all around the world. 

 

It is important to remember the atmosphere of early 1981. We had a newly elected, 

conservative president who was well known for his strong views about the Soviet Union. 

He had been elected on a platform that was quite clear on his policy to build up our 

defense and to confront the Soviets. Haig, I think correctly, judged that there was a real 

risk that the increased alert would be misinterpreted by the Russians. At this point we 

didnôt know if  the president would live or die. Vice President Bush was not in 

Washington, he was on an airplane in Texas. Haig concluded that it was important to 

ensure the Russians understood that a responsible officer was trying to organize the 

international aspects of a major crisis. 

 

So when he heard what Weinberger had done, Haig ran upstairs from the sit room to the 

press room. He got up there out of breath and went to the podium and said, ñI am in 

control.ò He has been ridiculed and criticized for this. Actually it was, in my view, the 

right thing to do; he was trying to send a message to the Russians that they werenôt about 

to get attacked. 

 

Q: This was a young man named John Hinckley who did this, a real nut. 

 

BREMER: Right, but we didnôt know much at that time and we didnôt know what kind of 

problem we had. We had no vice president in town. It was a very difficult  time. 

 

Then once things calmed down, the president lived. This then became another part of the 

narrative of Haig being overbearing in his approach, which I think was not justified, in 

this case. I think he was trying to do the right thing. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel as Haig was getting his feet wet, his relations with Caspar 

Weinberger, secretary of defense? 

 

BREMER: They became rocky; I canôt remember if  they were already so in this first 

quarter of ô81. They became rocky as they always do between the secretary of state and 
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the secretary of defense, they always do. There are always quite legitimate bureaucratic 

reasons why these two positions take a different perspective on international affairs. 

 

They became more strained later although the real strains came between Shultz and 

Weinberger. They werenôt as bad under Haig but there were problems. 

 

Q: How did you find being executive secretary, were there changes or did you, you had 

been around for a long time. Did you see things you wanted to improve? 

 

BREMER: Well, when you are the executive secretary, you are basically the house 

plumber. Youôre making sure the pipes all work, donôt freeze up. It was, I thought, 

advantageous to the State Department to have a secretary of state who was energetic and 

who, in my view, had a good solid grasp of geopolitics. Because of his background, he 

knew the world. It was good that State was going to play a more active role. 

 

It was a hectic period. There was the assassination attempt on the Pope shortly after the 

presidentôs. Sadat was then killed. Another major event was the Russian occupation of 

Poland in the winter of ô81. There were problems with the Europeans. It is hard to say 

where to begin. 

 

Q: Letôs talk about, again from your perspective. Youôve got a lot of things happening but 

how about with European affairs? In the first place, I would think the State Department 

would have a problem that they had gone through with Ronald Reagan coming on. I can 

remember, I was consul general in Naples at the time, trying to explain to my Italian 

colleagues, this guy was not just a movie actor, that he had been running a state which 

had a gross national product equivalent to Italyôs. There was a problem with Reagan and 

also Reagan was a problem to himself in that he was used to talking off the cuff and all 

that. At your level did you see efforts to make this man appreciated by the rest of the 

world? 

 

BREMER: It obviously was a theme. We saw a lot in the cables coming in from our posts 

overseas and in the press but I had no particular responsibility to respond to it. Mine was 

an internal job, not an external job. I remember, the press was reporting that he was just a 

grade B cowboy; the Europeans were saying that. We would send memos to the President 

and react to his decisions or questions. 

 

I remember one big issue was arms sales to Taiwan. President Reagan had been in the 

part of the Republican Party that really never forgave Nixon for opening to China. So this 

was a sensitive issue. One weekend the President was up at Camp David, we sent him a 

hefty memo on some element of Taiwan; I think it was arms sales. It came back down 

from Camp David. Haig was traveling and Bill  Clark was acting. I remember Clark called 

me to his office and showed me page after page of notes from Reagan on this 

memorandum. I didnôt necessarily agree with his criticisms but, it was clear that this was 

not a fool we had as president. It was very clear that he understood what had been 

proposed, and he didnôt like it. He after all had been out talking about foreign policy for 
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25 years before he became president. Over time it was pretty clear to me that Reaganôs 

instincts were good. 

 

Q: Yes, I think time has proven this. 

 

BREMER: Yes, there was criticism. I heard much more about it when I was eventually 

ambassador; then I heard it all the time. 

 

Q: Did you have or sense a problem of turning the State Department soul around or 

whatever you want to call it? It had been with the Carter years and had a hell of a 

problem with human rights and all but it takes time but all of a sudden there is a 90 

degree turn into Reagan. 

 

BREMER: When you see it from the perspective of the secretaryôs office, you probably 

donôt hear all the grinding of teeth and wailing that is going on down on the fourth or 

fifth  floor. I am sure there were plenty of people who were just discomforted by the 

change. But then the State Department tends to be a pretty disciplined organization. It 

may not be quite military; it tends to bitch and moan and then say, ñAye, aye, Sir.ò It was 

a change, but hard to judge from where I was sitting how hard a change. 

 

Q: I think too as opposed to the military there should be a certain challenge in the State 

Department to policy by saying, ñThis is fine but itôs not going to work.ò 

 

BREMER: Yes, here are the consequences. Haig listened to argument. He didnôt throw 

people out of the office. He listened to argument, he could be persuaded. I am sure some 

people in the Department found the shift from Carter to Reagan difficult  as people find 

every change of administration difficult. 

 

Q: Probably even more difficult was from Nixon or Ford to Carter. 

 

BREMER: Yes, although my own personal most difficult  was from Reagan to Bush, but 

thatôs a different story. 

 

Q: Did you go on any trips with Haig? 

 

BREMER: No. My approach to the executive secretariat was that my job was to be in 

Washington and try to help keep the State Department plumbing working for the 

secretary wherever he was. I had seen Tom Pickering travel as executive secretary under 

Kissinger and it was a mistake. If  the executive secretary goes along on a trip, thereôs 

nobody really back home making the place go and he gets sucked into the immediate 

policy questions. I would have one of my two deputies travel with the secretary. 

 

Q: Who were your deputies? 
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BREMER: Initially Ray Seitz who stayed on and Ambassador Al  Adams who was a 

colleague who had been involved in Vietnam and was a colleague from the 

Kissinger/NSC days. 

 

Q: What was your impression of Judge Clark as deputy secretary? 

 

BREMER: Judge Clark was a Californian. In terms of personality, he was different from 

Haig. The president and the California guys wanted him over at State to keep an eye on 

Haig. Clark was probably the closest of all the Californians to the president. When Clark 

spoke about talking over an issue, the verb he used was ñround tabling itò -- Letôs 

ñroundtable it.ò Thatôs an interesting image because there is no head of a round table. A 

different approach from Haig who was a retired four star general. He would be at the 

head of the table. Clark always talked about a round table. Clark had, as he admitted, 

little foreign policy experience but his value to Haig and to the State Department was his 

relationship with the president. I used to hear from Foreign Service officers complain that 

ñJudge Clark doesnôt know anything about my issueò. And I would say, ñListen guys, 

Judge Clark is the guy, any time, day or night, picks up the phone and talks to his friend, 

Ron, and gets something done. Thatôs pretty good for the State Department.ò In 

particular, Clark had the central role in the appointment of ambassadors, or at least the 

nomination of ambassadors to the president. Thatôs pretty important too. If  we could 

persuade Clark that Mr. X or Ms. Y was the best candidate to go to No-name-istan, it 

would happen. He would go to the White House and just brush aside the White House 

personnel people who always had their candidate. So Clark provided a useful channel of 

communication directly to the president and to the White House staff to whom he was 

close. He could be used and was used by Haig as a channel back over to the White House 

staff on various issues. 

 

The role of deputy secretary is extremely difficult  to define. It is very rare that they play 

an important policy role. Their role is mostly that of helping manage the building or 

manage the White House or if  he has a particular background or something. Itôs not an 

easy role. On the whole, I think Clark did it well. 

 

Q: How did Clark and Haig fit? 

 

BREMER: They fit  pretty well, actually. They had an easy going relationship. Clark has 

a wonderful personality, very warm and engaging guy and he always had his good humor 

to get Haig through tough times. I donôt want to speak for him, but Haig was smart 

enough to understand that Clarkôs job was to keep an eye on him and he could turn that 

around. A good counter intelligence guy knows how to use an agent and in the end Clark 

was helpful, although he clearly saw the warning signs of all the problems coming from 

the White House staff. 

 

Q: Did you get information about what was going on at the NSC? How important was the 

NSC during this period? 
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BREMER: During this period the NSC was not as important as it had been under 

Kissinger. We did succeed in establishing a fairly significant role for the State 

Department on interagency matters. I donôt remember there being any major blow ups 

about the NSC. We had the usual range of problems with the Defense Department again. 

 

Q: Leading up to the dismissal or resignation of Haig, was this a buildup situation? 

 

BREMER: Yes, it was. It went all the way back to the famous Kennedy memo and the 

Time Magazine ñVicarò article and ñI am in controlò. It reached its apogee during the 

Falkland War, which was in the spring of ô82, April,  I think. Our good friends and allies, 

the British, shipped their navy halfway across the world, quite rightly in my view, to 

throw the Argentines off the Falkland Islands. 

 

Haig saw the potential danger of letting this develop into war. He wanted to avoid the 

war and made a decision -- which you can justify or criticize -- to personally engage in 

what amounted to shuttle diplomacy between Argentina and the UK. I believe that some 

of the White House senior staff saw this as a high wire act, that Haig was going to get his, 

Nobel Prize or whatever he was going to get and this would position him to run for 

President. Perhaps thatôs the way Haig saw it too. I donôt know. 

 

He didnôt succeed. The war happened. 

 

Q: I remember this plane with no windows. 

 

BREMER: Yes, I canôt remember if  that was the Falklands or if  that was part of the next 

trip he made but, in any case, rather than getting the plane the secretary of state normally 

gets, which in those days was a modified 707, for some reason he got a tube with no 

windows. 

 

It was a calculated effort to put him in his place and it worked. It worked in the sense that 

the tensions had been rising. Haigôs view was that the senior White House staff people 

who were not knowledgeable about foreign policy, they really didnôt understand it. He 

felt that by this constant pinprick attack against him, they were not serving their country 

well. One can make an argument that in some cases this was true. The trouble was that 

Haig, unfortunately, let himself be provoked by this and it got more and more tense. 

 

I remember many times he would come back from some meeting at the White House, call 

me and the relevant assistant secretary in for a debrief. Haig would tense, smoking 

heavily, jiggling his right leg up and won. He would then criticize the White House staff -

- ñ These people donôt know this or thatò or ñthey donôt know what they are talking. 

Everybody would leave and I would stay afterward and say, ñMr. Secretary, you really 

ought not to say things like that about the White House staff in front of a lot of people. If  

you want to unload on me, fine. I donôt talk to the press. I am here to try to make this 

place work for you but if  you say things like that it will  get back to the White House.ò 

And sooner or later the stories get in the press, as they always do. 
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These series of provocations and pinpricks, in effect, worked; the windowless plane 

message was clear. It was pretty clear at that point that Haig couldnôt get around the 

White House staff; he couldnôt defeat them in a way that allowed him to conduct foreign 

policy the way he thought it should be done. I donôt know what the presidentôs view was, 

but in any case he certainly accepted his resignation. 

 

Q: During the Haig time, did you get involved from sort of your unique role, in any of the 

diplomatic initiatives or episodes? 

 

BREMER: I wasnôt personally involved because I didnôt have any line responsibility. 

Other than that, I was involved in everything. 

 

Q: Are there any that occurred during this Haig time that stuck in your mind as the 

observer? 

 

BREMER: There was an ongoing discussion with the Europeans about what our position 

should be vis-à-vis, the Soviet Union. There were very large nuclear freeze, anti-nuclear 

movements, particularly in Europe. A lot of discussion in the alliance about the decision 

to deploy Pershing cruise missiles to balance the SS-20s the Russians were putting in. 

 

Q: Just from your observation, did you feel that we were pursuing a reasonable course in 

foreign policy? 

 

BREMER: I did. I am a Republican and I was sympathetic to Reaganôs general world 

view. I thought he was right about the Soviet Union. It was a real threat to us and to the 

people of Europe and I felt that we needed to confront them. To give him his credit, 

Carter started the military buildup in ô79 and Reagan continued it, But Reagan did it with 

more vigor. 

 

Haig shared that view. That was Haigôs great strength; he did share the general view that 

we had to continue the policy that every administration had followed since ô45 of 

containing and eventually rolling back the Soviets. 

 

Q: Did you find that Haig, since he had been SACEUR, a problem come up which might 

go to the assistant secretary for European affairs. I know whoever it is, I can call. In 

other words, he used his particular ties that he built up over the years. 

 

BREMER: Yes, I am sure it happened. He did know particularly the European leadership, 

not just the military leadership, because SACEUR is basically a political job. He knew 

most of the prime ministers and key players in Europe and was at ease with them. When 

he went to the regular NATO ministerial meetings twice a year, he pretty much knew 

everybody. He was good at that. 

 

Q: How did his resignation happen from your perspective? 

 



 

 87 

BREMER: Shultz had been asked by the president at some point to undertake a mission 

to Europe before Haig left. This was ô81 or ô82. In retrospect, but only in retrospect, it 

appears that he maybe he was being tried out in ñNew Havenò before he came down to 

ñBroadwayò. Whether there was a mysterious hand behind that at the White House, , if  

someone had decided sooner or later they would have to get rid of Haig, I donôt know. 

Anyway, the administration was ready with Shultz quite quickly. I think Haig resigned in 

late April  or early May and Shultz was named rather quickly. 

 

I canôt say that I was surprised that Haig resigned because I had seen tension building for 

virtually 18 months and in particular towards the end with the famous windowless 

airplane and so forth. None of us knew what to expect. I basically stayed on. When 

Shultz came in, he asked to see me. I told him that if  he wanted to have his own team 

here, he should do that. He asked me to stay, so I stayed. 

 

Q: What sort of reputation did Shultz come in with? 

 

BREMER: My impression was that he came with a good reputation. I think it is right to 

say, a larger number of Foreign Service officers would have heard of Al  Haig than would 

have heard of George Shultz. Shultzôs previous positions had been largely out of the 

international affairs and he had been out of office for, by that time, six years, He had been 

running Bechtel.. At least people who were involved in political/military affairs had 

heard of Haig and had some contact with him as SACEUR. 

 

Q: Weôve known later secretaries of state, particularly Baker sort of arrived with their 

own cadre and all that. 

 

BREMER: Shultz did not. 

 

Q: Did Haig arrive with a group? 

 

BREMER: He arrived with Woody Goldberg who was his chief of staff who basically 

had been for a long time. He brought in Dick Kennedy to be undersecretary for 

management. He had Clark given to him by the White House staff. His undersecretary for 

political affairs, but Haig did not bring a big group of people. He brought a couple. Bud 

McFarland came as his counselor and Bud, who had been a Marine colonel, was another 

person from the Nixon/Kissinger NSC staff. Larry Eagleburger eventually became 

undersecretary for political affairs and he had known Larry also from the Kissinger years. 

 

Q: So it wasnôt a tight group? 

 

BREMER: It was not a tight group. Since he had been involved in foreign policy, Haig 

had a pretty good and respectful view of the Foreign Service. He was a serviceman 

himself and saw Foreign Service as service. He understood the importance of being sure 

to pull up from the building whatever information there was in the building to help him 

make decisions. He was a career military man and so he looked at orderly decision 

making, which depended on good staff work, as essential to success. 
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Shultz came with nobody. He didnôt even have a spear catcher. He just arrived. 

 

Q: How did you start working with Shultz? What did he want from you and how did he 

seem to operate? 

 

BREMER: One thing I forgot to say about the Reagan years before we leave it. When the 

assassination attempt happened, the immediate question was, what do we do about telling 

posts? How do we set up a task force? It turned out we had no documentation in the State 

Department, not surprisingly. When Kennedy had been killed there was only an 

operations center. Nobody kept any records of what State had done in 1963. So within an 

hour of the assassination attempt I asked Dick Kennedy, undersecretary for management, 

to head a task force to try to figure out what we should do. Dickôs team drafted a slew of 

telegrams, -- fi rst flash telegrams to all diplomatic posts saying what was going on. 

Obviously, stating that there was going to be continuity, the usual kinds of messages you 

would expect. We sent out a number of updates as information came to us. When the dust 

settled, we wrote a manual the unlikely event an administration had to go through that 

again. 

 

It was the kind of thing that falls to the secretariat when there is a crisis. 

 

Q: I was consul general in Naples and the next thing I knew I had the mayor of Naples, 

who was a communist coming to express his concern. 

 

BREMER: With Shultz, as with every change of the secretary, the most important thing 

the secretariat can do is try to get his briefing papers ready for his confirmation so that he 

is up to speed as much as he can get, at least on the major issues. So we worked with 

Shultz. Basically the State Department is a paper mill  -- you donôt have to ask for papers 

in the State Department. You do sometimes have to tell them to stop. Anyway, everybody 

mobilized. Every bureau writes up all of its favorite subjects and shoots them up and 

briefing books are prepared and so forth. I donôt remember any details but there were 

obviously lots and lots of issues that Shultz needed to get up to speed on. He would meet 

with people and talk about it and then of course, we had ómurder boardsô before he had 

his hearings. 

 

Q: You might explain what a ómurder boardô is. 

 

BREMER: Well, a ómurder boardô is a Washington tradition where before a confirmation 

hearing or a hearing of any kind, on the Hill  or sometimes before a press conference, a 

group of staff will  come in and ask the tough questions to the secretary; all  the nasty 

questions you can think of and see if  he is ready to answer them and how he answers 

them. I have been through a number of them myself, both as a murderer and a 

ómurdereeô. It is a very useful device and because it surfaces things. The secretary might 

give his answer to a nasty question and some counselor might say, ñWell, if  you say that, 

hereôs the impactò. So it is very useful. 
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We did a lot of that with Shultz. He was confirmed rather quickly as I recall. I think 

before the summer was out. 

 

At some point after Shultz became secretary, the president gave his famous speech on the 

Strategic Defense Initiative or SDI which was sort of sprung on the State Department and 

on our allies. 

 

Q: And on the military too. 

 

BREMER: It turned out to be a brilliant idea. But I remember spending a very long night 

with Larry Eagleburger and the secretary trying to figure out what to do. The president 

was going to give the speech the next day and we had to somehow alert at least our close 

allies what was coming. 

 

One person Shultz did choose very carefully was his deputy, Ken Dam. Ken Dam is a 

real expert on international trade and somebody Shultz had known from his days in the 

Department of Commerce or Labor. 

 

Shultzôs personality is very different from Haigôs. He was a very good listener; he would 

listen very carefully and speak very carefully. He would take an idea or memo and just 

sort of sit back. I remember him often just looking out his window, obviously thinking 

about things. This was not Haigôs style; Haigôs style was to get down to it, read the 

memo, ask some questions and make a decision and move on. Shultz was much more 

professorial. By the end of his time six years he had clearly developed great respect for 

the professionals at the State Department, which was reciprocated. 

 

Q: In my interviews it comes out as probably the most admired secretary of state in the 

whole course of an interviews I have had, maybe with the exception of Dean Acheson but 

that was way back. 

 

BREMER: He was certainly admired. He was a real heavyweight in the administration. 

The circumstances under which Haig left put the Department in a difficult  position 

bureaucratically. We had lost Haig who had asserted, perhaps too strongly, Stateôs central 

role. Haig was gone and one had to assume that this probably was going to leave a bad 

taste in the mouth of the president and his advisers about the State Department. So there 

was a credibility problem and Shultz was able to reestablish credibility just by the force 

of his intellect and seriousness. 

 

Q: We have of course this famous relationship between Caspar Weinberger and George 

Shultz. They really didnôt like each other. They didnôt agree but often when you have your 

two principals of departments or anything else disagreeing and the government has to go 

on, it develops a whole framework underneath the unofficial one of how to make this 

work. Did you find this going on with the Pentagon and did you have any connections to 

it? 

 



 

 90 

BREMER: Under Carter a system had been set up where Secretary Brown who was at the 

Pentagon, Vance and Brzezinski every week would have lunch, the three of them. The 

NSC staff and the executive secretary staff would set up an agenda that would be agreed 

by the principals. Then papers would be produced and usually, in the Carter 

administration, one assistant secretary would also attend the luncheon and report back to 

the executive secretary what happened. So we tried to follow, more or less, that model in 

the Reagan administration. It is an arguable case whether is a good thing or a bad thing 

for government if  the secretary of state and the secretary of defense have lunch every 

week. 

Haig had started that with Weinberger. Allen as I recall was not involved in those 

luncheons. It was a bilateral lunch. 

 

Under Haig and Weinberger it was not as big a problem; under Shultz and Weinberger it 

became a problem. They had known each other in business before and there must have 

been some history back there. 

 

There were obviously lots of communications at the assistant secretary level. The 

problem between State and Defense was exacerbated by the fact that there were two 

assistant secretaries who were also at loggerheads; Richard Perle at the Pentagon doing 

what was then called International Security Affairs, or ISA and Rick Burt at the State 

Department doing Europe. It wasnôt just that they disagreed; they had a very important 

issue which was the implementation of a NATO dual track decision taken in 1978 to 

deploy cruise missiles unless the Russians didnôt deploy SS-20s.. This was sort of the big 

issue in U.S./European relations, apart from Soviet gas which also became an issue about 

that time. 

 

Q: You are talking about commercial gas, not military gas? 

 

BREMER: Yes. In the case of State-Defense relations, I donôt remember if  it was tense 

right away with the Pentagon; but it certainly developed that way and it developed that 

way pretty quickly. 

 

Q: I am interviewing Beth Jones and she is talking about how she would have to have a 

meeting at 3 oôclock in the afternoon to get all the unanswered requests from the 

Pentagon, which all went up to Rumsfeld to get them cleared so she had to go to Powell 

almost once a day for him to call Rumsfeld. It was a very, very difficult situation. 

 

BREMER: Thatôs a slightly different problem. I saw a bit of that from my most recent 

experience in Iraq, but it was a different problem. There you had the secretary of defense 

basically instructing his staff not to work with the interagency system. 

 

Shultz established himself as a serious professional, calming influence on the 

bureaucratic problems that had come up during Haigôs time. 

 

Q: Did Schulz zero in on certain things or pretty much economic things or Europe or the 

Middle East or something and turn other things over to deputies? 
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BREMER: It is very hard for the secretary to figure out what the deputyôs job is. It is up 

to the deputy to figure out what his job is. It is not an easy job. The under secretary for 

political affairs and the under secretary for management are all pretty clear; the deputy is 

less clear and it is not like being a DCM at an embassy. It is just very complicated. 

 

When Dam was deputy, he is one of the countryôs leading experts on international trade, 

GATT, and heôs written books on GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade). It 

was an area of interest to Shultz but that was one he left largely to Ken. 

 

Shultz had a better understanding of the economic dimensions of foreign policy than any 

of the secretaries I worked with -- not surprisingly, given his background. He had worked 

in economic policy. So, yes, he paid more attention to that than other secretaries. 

 

Q: How long had you been executive secretary? 

 

BREMER: When he came I had been there about a year and a half and then I stayed 

another year and a half, roughly. 

 

Q: Is there anything else we should cover? 

 

BREMER: At a certain point Francie said ñyou need to get out of there.ò I had been 

doing this too long. But I also knew I wasnôt likely to get out of there unless I had 

someone around that I knew Shultz would be comfortable making executive secretary. 

He didnôt want to waste his time looking around and I knew -- itôs an old rule in life -- if  

you donôt have a successor it is hard to get out. Soon after Shultz arrived the Israelis 

invaded Lebanon; they moved all the way up to Beirut. During that crisis, the country 

director, Charlie Hill,  had often come up to brief Shultz and had impressed him greatly. 

Charlie was sort of like Shultz. Heôs very thoughtful and very knowledgeable. So I 

started my plotting to leave the secretariat. At this time, my hold-over deputy, Ray Seitz, 

was getting ready to move on too. So I asked Charlie Hill  to come up to be my deputy. I 

had it in mind that after a few months I would go to Shultz ask to leave. This would be 

possible if  I could suggest to him that Charlie become executive secretary. That is how it 

worked out. 

 

Charlie did not stay very long as executive secretary because Shultz found him so 

valuable he wanted him as his backroom guy. So Charlie moved from executive secretary 

to become Shultzôs closest adviser. 

 

Q: Before we leave that, there was this Haig and Ariel Sharon and did Haig give the red 

light to Sharon? Did any of that pass into your periphery? 

 

BREMER: As far as I know it didnôt happen. I donôt remember what Haig said in his 

book. 
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Q: Did the Israeli invasion of Lebanon during this period, ô82, wasnôt it? Did that affect 

you? Did you get involved at all in this whole thing? 

 

BREMER: The problem of being executive secretary you are involved in everything; you 

are not involved as a substantive officer. Phil Habib was brought in to go off as a special 

envoy. I think we had to send a team to support him. Thatôs the kind of thing we did. I 

think the invasion happened just shortly before Haig resigned because I know the crisis 

was in full  bore when Shultz came in. 

 

Q: That didnôt have any particular different impact than everything else? 

 

BREMER: No. 

 

Q: We are coming to the time when you became ambassador to the Netherlands. How did 

this come about? This is usually a political appointment. 

 

BREMER: I had made the transition from Vance to Muskie to Haig to Shultz and was 

working as Shultzôs special assistant and executive secretary in 1982 and 1983. At this 

time I had the background of having served in Europe in Norway and spoke Norwegian. 

The assistant secretary for Europe, Rick Burt, approached me with the idea of going to 

Europe as an ambassador. Shultz also spoke to me about it and he initially focused on 

Denmark because I spoke Norwegian. But as I looked into it and talked to both the 

secretary and Rick Burt, Rick argued that the Netherlands would be more important 

because of the problems we were having getting the Dutch to accept the deployment of 

Cruise missiles. 

 

The strategic context was that in the mid 1970s the Russians had begun deploying 

intermediate range, or theatre, nuclear missiles, the SS-20s, in the Warsaw Pact countries. 

The deployments threatened our European allies and raised an important question about 

the credibility of the American ñnuclear umbrellaò over our allies. That is, would 

America be prepared to respond with our strategic nuclear forces in the even the Soviets 

attacked an ally with theatre, or tactical, nuclear weapons. Thus, it was an issue that went 

to the heart of the NATO Article V commitment of ñone for allò. That is no doubt why 

the Soviets deployed the SS-20s, as a way of breaking NATO. 

 

In 1978, NATO took the so-called ñtwo track decisionò which called for counter 

deployment of American intermediate range missiles, Pershings, onto selected NATO 

counties. The decision also declared the Allianceôs willingness to negotiate with the 

Soviets the reduction or elimination of both sides theater or intermediate nuclear forces 

(INF). Five NATO countries agreed to station the Pershings on their territory. By early 

1983, four of the five countries ñdeploying countriesò, as they were called in Europe, had 

gone along and agreed to take these missiles. The Dutch were the only deploying country 

holding out. It was a key issue for American policy and I felt it looked like a more 

challenging place to be than Denmark. So it came about that on Shultzôs recommendation 

the president nominated me for that position in the spring of 1983. 
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Q: Did you have any feeling that you were nudging aside some starry eyed aspirant for 

the job? 

 

BREMER: There may have been some campaign contributors angling for the job but I 

never heard anything about other candidates. I was succeeding another Foreign Service 

officer, Bill  Dyess, who had been the State Department spokesman at the beginning of 

the Reagan administration. The way it looked from Washington, Bill  was pushing rather 

too openly for the deployment of missiles. Thereôs no question we wanted them to take 

the missiles, but he was doing it in a way that was viewed by people in Washington as 

counterproductive because the Dutch are notoriously touchy. Shultzôs seemed to want to 

have a steady pair of hands in the Netherlands for what was becoming more and more 

important as an issue. 

 

Q: This shows when the going gets tough, you go to a professional. It makes sense. 

 

How did you prepare to go there? 

 

BREMER: First Francie and I started studying Dutch. It turned out Norwegian was an 

advantage in doing that. I read briefing papers, talked to all the former American 

ambassadors to the Netherlands that I could lay hands on; Bill  Middendorf -- who had 

been Nixonôs Ambassador -- others. I did the usual round of talks with people in the CIA, 

Pentagon, Treasury and preparing for hearings. 

 

Q: Were there any interest groups that were particularly important? Not just on the 

defense side, but Holland, Michigan people or something? 

 

BREMER: There were a number of groups representing the Dutch American community. 

There was the Netherlands America foundation based in New York. The American 

business community had important interests in the Netherlands. At this time, the United 

States was the largest foreign investor in the Netherlands and the Netherlands was the 

largest foreign investor in the United States, largely because of the holdings of Shell Oil 

and Phillips. Already in the ó80s the Dutch were investing tens of millions of dollars of 

pension funds into American real estate much of it in Atlanta and Florida. So there was a 

very strong business connection between our countries. I spoke to a number of 

businessmen, both American, Dutch-American and Dutch before I went over there and 

that turned out to be a very important part of the job. 

 

Q: Other than the missile thing, were there any other areas that were areas that were 

simmering or a problem? 

 

BREMER: On the economic side of U.S. - European relations, we were still feeling our 

way about how we related to the European Community as it was then called. The Dutch 

were founding members not only of that, but of the European Coal and Steel organization 

back in the ó50s. The Dutch along with the British were by far the most liberal -- in the 

classic economic sense of the word -- governments inside the EC. The Dutch were an 

important source for indirect American influence into the EC because they were willing 



 

 94 

to talk about what was going on in the EC. We and they shared a general liberal outlook 

on economic policy, open economic trade and in general the principles of a liberal order. 

The Netherlands is a trading country, it has been for centuries. In addition to the 

American/Dutch commercial relationship, there was an important economic relationship 

that involved our ability to talk to the Dutch in a very frank way, confidentially, about 

what was going on behind the scenes in the European Community. Those were the three 

main things; Cruise missiles by far the most important, then the U.S. - Dutch commercial 

interaction and then U.S. - Dutch economic relations. Those were the three areas. 

 

Q: Norway was not in the European Community? 

 

BREMER: No. 

 

Q: What were you getting from your contacts and talking about this not early but middle 

period of the European Economic Union or European Union? Was there concern, just 

quiet anticipation of this as being maybe either a great thing or a commercial and 

perhaps political rival to the U.S.? 

 

BREMER: At that time I think views in Washington were mixed. I think it was generally 

viewed as being in Americaôs strategic interest for the Europeans to be united because 

our main problem in the early ó80s was countering the Soviet Union and the Warsaw 

Pact. It was generally understood it would be useful if  our partner, Europe, had both 

political power and an economic dimension. The economic dimension being some kind 

of unity in the European Community as it was then called. At that time there were a 

couple of concerns: one was as the European Community developed its mechanisms and 

institutions, they might progressively exclude the United States from their deliberations. 

This became more of an issue in my next job when I came back as ambassador at large 

for counterterrorism. 

 

The second concern was actually quite interesting as we talk in 2008. There was a 

legitimate concern on the part of the American government that the Europeans were too 

eager to do large scale commercial deals on energy with the Soviet Union. In 1982, 

before I went to the Netherlands, the president was concerned enough about this to ask 

Ambassador Galbraith, our ambassador to France, to make a trip around Europe to try to 

point out to the Europeans the potential danger of becoming over reliant on Soviet energy 

sources, particularly gas. The Europeans didnôt take kindly to that view. I must say, now 

looking back 25 years later, I think they should have thought more carefully about it 

because they are certainly much more dependent on Russian gas now than they ever were 

on Soviet gas. 

 

Q: How did your Senate hearings go? 

 

BREMER: They were fine. I donôt even remember them, they were so quick. I think there 

were probably two senators there. It was not a controversial appointment. 

 

Q: You were in the Netherlands from when to when? 



 

 95 

 

BREMER: July of 1983 until late August of 1986. 

 

Q: What was sort of the political situation in the Netherlands when you went there in 

1983? 

 

BREMER: It was extremely complicated as it always is in the Netherlands. The Dutch 

have legitimate claim to being one of the oldest representative governments in the world. 

They canôt quite go back as far as Magna Carta but they go pretty close to it. They are a 

rather contentious lot so that there are lots of parties. It reminded me of the political 

situation in Israel where you have lots and lots of parties. There were 8 or 9 parties in the 

Tweede Kamer, the lower house of parliament when I got there. It was a coalition 

government. The prime minister was from the Christian Democratic Party and they were 

in coalition with the liberals, the Dutch Liberal Party, the VVD as itôs called. The VVD 

was solidly in favor of NATO and of deploying the cruise missiles. But the Christian 

Democrats were deeply divided on this key issue. They were split into at least two 

factions. One faction represented by the foreign minister, Hans van den Broek, was very 

strongly pro-Atlanticist, pro-NATO and very much in favor of making this extremely 

controversial decision to deploy Cruise missiles. 

 

The minister of defense, Job de Ruiter, was from a softer wing of the Christian 

Democratic Party. They were in favor of NATO, but opposed putting in the cruise 

missiles. Then there was the prime minister, Ruud Lubbers, whose position was never 

entirely clear as to which of these two courses he favored. These three men were the key 

decision makers though there were lots of others. 

 

Q: The prime minister was? 

 

BREMER: Ruud Lubbers. One of the things I learned very quickly was that the Dutch 

system is quite different from other parliamentary systems. The Dutch prime minister has 

no direct authority over the other ministers and explicitly not over the foreign minister. 

This became a problem at some point because Washington kept sending letters from the 

president to the prime minister about cruise missiles. The first time this happened, I 

delivered the letter to the Prime Minister and as a courtesy, gave a copy to the foreign 

minister. The foreign minister took several layers of skin off me the first time pointing 

out that, under the Dutch constitution, he was personally responsible for foreign policy, 

not the prime minister, which is true. I had to explain this to Washington. I donôt think I 

ever fully succeeded explaining that fact to Washington. From then on I always delivered 

the original letter to the foreign minister, and copies to the Prime and Defense Ministers. 

 

Q: Looking at how one deals with a different bureaucracy, could the president write to 

the defense minister or the foreign minister? Would it be Shultz writing to the foreign, 

how did? 

 

BREMER: We didnôt use written letters that often. What we finally wound up doing is I 

would call on the foreign minister first and tell him what was going on and then tell him, 
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unless he had some objection, I intended to inform the prime minister and as necessary, 

the defense minister. I basically handled it that way, whether my instructions told me to 

or not. 

 

Q: You really had to keep running from stool to stool to keep everybody informed. 

 

BREMER: Yes, and beyond that, those three were just the top of a very complicated lay 

down of MPs, mayors, governors throughout the country, politicians who were taking 

sides on this. This was a very hot political issue all over the country. Francie was 

reminding me this morning that shortly after I got to the Netherlands, The Hague was the 

site of the largest peace demonstration in European history. I think even to date, no 

demonstration has been bigger. We had anti-Cruise missile, anti-nuclear, anti-American 

demonstrators bused in from all over Europe, 750,000 of them, who mustered in a big 

park in central The Hague and then marched past the American embassy. It took 

something like 8 1/2 hours for all these people to march past the embassy, all of them 

opposed to deploying the Cruise missiles. Fortunately it went off peacefully. 

 

Again, the strategic context was that four of the five deploying countries had agreed to 

take the missiles, so effectively, the Russians had made the decision they could break 

apart the unity on this issue, and perhaps even more broadly on NATO, by persuading the 

Dutch not to deploy cruise missiles. Our job was to say to the Dutch, ñYou have a 

responsibility as a NATO member. You are protected under Article 5 of the NATO 

Treaty by America, our troops and our weaponsò. Unlike Norway, we had American 

troops stationed in the Netherlands. ñThey are here to defend you and part of your 

responsibility is to accept the NATO decision which was made years before to deploy 

these missiles.ò 

 

In addition, the Dutch were on a sensitive NATO group called the NPG, the Nuclear 

Planning Group, a small group of NATO members who dealt with the most sensitive 

issues dealing with nuclear weapons. Our private message to the Dutch was ñYou canôt 

very well expect to stay in the Nuclear Planning Group if  you are not willing to meet 

your responsibilities.ò So it was a very difficult  issue and we had to play a quiet but firm 

game of hardball with them. 

 

Q: You arrived at the embassy. Who was your DCM? I would have thought you would 

have had some problems in that the Netherlands sounding like a good place to put good 

old Joe or good old Mary. I have been in personnel. We did this. It was such a vital issue 

and such a complicated government, the two donôt quite square off. 

 

BREMER: I was lucky. I told my predecessorôs deputy that I was going to bring my own 

deputy. In those days in the Foreign Service, the ambassador effectively could choose his 

deputy chief of mission -- that was about all you could do by way of choosing your staff. 

I asked a good friend of mine, Art Hughes, who had worked with me in the secretariat 

years before. Art had been a special assistant to the under secretary for management 

when I was special assistant to the secretary of state. In 1983, he was serving as deputy 



 

 97 

chief of mission in Copenhagen in a very difficult  situation. He had a difficult  

ambassador. 

 

I called Art in Copenhagen and asked him if  he would be willing to come down and be 

my deputy. He was delighted to be free of what was a very difficult  situation in 

Copenhagen. He had the right experience in Europe; heôd been in a NATO country. He 

was what I needed as a deputy which was the exact opposite of me. He was a real inside 

guy, he really knew how to operate with people, and he was very, very good. And he 

never hesitated to tell me when I was wrong. 

 

I inherited a strong political section and a strong economic section. I was lucky. I wound 

up with an extremely strong embassy, largely through luck, except for my choice of 

DCM. 

 

Q: Letôs stick to the cruise missile thing. What was, we are talking about the ó80s and this 

is long past the time when the Soviets pushed the peace button as in Helsinki and in other 

places, there were tremendous demonstrations. What was causing this? 

 

BREMER: As the files have become more available with the fall of the Soviet Union, it 

has become clearer that the Soviets were funding many of these peace movements in 

Europe, particularly in Germany. The ostensible organizers of first this major 

demonstration -- and we had them all the time -- were the peace movements in the 

Netherlands, and Germany but also in some of the other countries as well. The Soviets, I 

think from their point of view, clearly saw an opportunity to try to break, to fracture 

NATO over this issue, particularly the Dutch. 

 

Again the strategic context here is under President Carter NATO had agreed to the 1978 

Two Track decision about the cruise missiles. Carter had started a defense buildup in the 

late 70s; Reagan had continued it. Reagan by then had announced the Strategic Defense 

Initiative which I think concerned the Soviets greatly, as documents have shown since the 

fall of the Soviet Union. 

 

Q: This was the so-called óStar Warsô, anti-missile defense. 

 

BREMER: Anti-ballistic missile defense. At that time the Soviet leader was Andropov. 

Eventually Gorbachev seems to have understood how weak their economy was. They 

may have had a better understanding than we did. We donôt seem to have understood it 

until it fell apart. 

 

Q: This is one of these things one wonders about our intelligence. 

 

BREMER: I think a lot of the people who were against the cruise missiles were 

legitimately and sincerely opposed for whatever reasons. I think they were wrong but I 

donôt question their motives. I met frequently with the leaders of the Dutch peace 

movement. They were decent, well meaning men and women. Just wrong about the 

Soviets. 
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Q: Were these the same people who had made life hell for our people in our consulate in 

Amsterdam? 

 

BREMER: Sometimes the peace movement held demonstrations in Amsterdam. But the 

most active demonstrations there, the ones that occasionally attacked our consulate, 

concerned Central America. This issue boiled along the entire time we were in the 

Netherlands. The Sandinistas had taken over in Nicaragua in 1979. In the 80s America 

was supporting the government of El Salvador in their efforts to stop the Sandinistas in 

their efforts to overthrow the government in El Salvador. This became a very big issue on 

campuses and universities of the Netherlands, for reasons that arenôt entirely clear. My 

predecessor said one memorable thing about why the Dutch could get so exercised about 

Central America: ñAfghanistan is too far away. Poland is too near. Nicaragua is just 

right.ò I thought that was a very good way of describing the Dutch attitude. 

 

We had demonstrations and sometimes attacks on our consulate in Amsterdam and 

demonstrations at the Embassy in The Hague every Friday. These were our weekly pro-

Sandinista and anti-American demonstrations. There was probably some overlap between 

those people and the people in the peace movement; but it was another issue. Sometimes 

the demonstrators would come over the wall in Amsterdam, the police would fire tear gas 

and a number would be arrested and then let go. We finally had to put bigger fences up in 

Amsterdam. The demonstrations in Hague rarely got violent, but they were very regular. 

 

Q: I assume these were mostly students or were they sort of the people hanging around 

the drug scene? 

 

BREMER: In Amsterdam you could never really tell the difference. I think most of the 

people who were into serious drugs probably couldnôt have gotten themselves anyplace 

on time, and unlikely get over our walls. I think it was mostly students. 

 

I went to the Free University in Amsterdam where I had been invited to give a lecture of 

some kind to a class. I was protected by Dutch security, and my security guards found 

people sitting in the hall outside and refusing to let us past into the hall. Matters became 

rather heated and the students started shouting anti-Americanisms through a loud speaker. 

When one of hem took a breath, I asked to borrow the loudspeaker myself and I said to 

this group of students, ñThis is a country that has prided itself on its open and liberal 

approach to ideas and trade for 400 years. Itôs rather discouraging that you wonôt let me 

come and present my case to you.ò I added that I was disappointed to read that the Free 

University had just decided to become a partner with the University of Managua, which 

was at that time run by communists and which could by no reason be assumed to share 

these historic Dutch values. 

 

This little speech did not have a calming effect on the students. My security detail was 

increasingly uncomfortable with the rising tension, so they said we had to leave. We 

ended up leaving under a hail of stones thrown at the car. This was the kind of thing that 
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was going on. But this dispute over Central America was a sideshow; the real question 

was the cruise missiles. 

 

Q: Youôve got this thing. How did you find your line of attack? 

 

BREMER: One thing I quickly learned as I talked to the Dutch, both before I went and 

after I got there, was that the Dutch have an expression, they say ñwe Dutch have very 

long toes.ò Itôs very easy to step on their toes. Despite the fact that the average Dutchman 

or woman wonôt hesitate to tell you whatôs wrong with America or Europe, they do not 

take well to being lectured themselves. The advice I got was to be careful about what you 

say publicly about cruise missiles. In the three years I was in The Netherlands, I never 

once publicly said, ñThe Dutch should deploy the cruise missiles.ò My predecessor said it 

all the time and it appeared to have been counterproductive. 

 

I planned our campaign with my political team. It was to work quietly behind the scenes, 

particularly on the soft part of the Christian Democratic Party. The Labor Party, the 

PVDA, which was in opposition, was dead set against the cruise missiles as labor parties 

were in most of Europe. So there was not much chance we were going to turn the PVDA 

in favor. Therefore the question was going to depend on this soft part of the Christian 

Democrats. The liberals were with us and the strong part of the Christian Democrats, 

represented by the foreign minister. The key question was going to come down to the 

minister of defense and people in his part of the Christian Democratic Party. 

 

We approached them in a number of ways; I used one on one private meetings, usually 

lunch at the residence, no note takers on either side, just one on one. I usually kept it 

light, just talk through Dutch history, Dutch American relations, our NATO alliance, etc. 

There were lots of buttons you could push. America and the Netherlands have the oldest 

unbroken diplomatic relations between two countries in the world. We had liberated the 

Dutch in September of 1944. There is a huge cemetery with almost 9,000 Americans, one 

of these beautiful battle monuments at a place called Margraten in the south. There is a 

residual sense in the Dutch about the importance of the American relationship quite apart 

from the NATO part. 

 

The principal argument to these people, including the minister of defense, was to try to 

make a case that Dutch security was threatened by the Russian deployment of the Russian 

SS-20 missiles; that NATO had to respond to protect their people including the Dutch, 

and that it was a responsibility of a NATO member, including the Netherlands, to carry 

out the decision that had been made by NATO back in 1978 to deploy these missiles. 

Moreover in 1983, the Netherlands was the only country of the five deploying countries 

that hadnôt made the decision. So an effort to embarrass them on not playing a full  

alliance role. 

 

Q: The other countries being Italy, Germany and? 

 

BREMER: The UK and Belgium. We recognized this was an extremely difficult  decision 

for the Dutch. Dutch public opinion polls showed strong opposition to deployment. But 
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we reminded the Dutch that the opinion polls had been very strongly against the decision 

in Germany until Helmut Schmidt took the decision and then he won an election. So one 

of the arguments we made to the Dutch politicians was, ñwe understand the political 

difficulties you face, but you have to show leadership. Yes, the opinion polls area against 

it but leadership involves making taking tough decisions and explaining them to your 

people.ò 

 

Q: Wasnôt the SS-20 menace, I mean it was so obvious what this was. 

 

BREMER: It wasnôt so obvious to people who didnôt want to deploy them. Or it was 

obvious and they discounted it. One of the things we did, as did our embassies in other 

deploying countries in Europe, was to arrange for highly sensitive briefings of the leaders 

by people from our intelligence services. 

 

Some members of the peace movement actually argued that we had made the whole thing 

up, that there were no SS-20s. The second argument was we were exaggerating the 

numbers of missiles. A way to take away that argument was to have a team of photo 

interpreters with their photographs and the other intelligence come and share it with 

selected Dutch government members and members of parliament. This strengthened the 

hand of those like the foreign minister who wanted to deploy these missiles. 

 

Q: Was the Soviet hand apparent, was it heavy or light? 

 

BREMER: No, it wasnôt heavy, except that shortly after I got there, the Russians changed 

their ambassador and sent a guy who was almost out of central casting, I donôt remember 

his name but he was one of these guys with a pork pie hat. He spoke only Russian, maybe 

some Polish. He really had no way of moving around and being effective with the Dutch 

So he turned out to be, to us, a blessing because he was so crude and so oblivious in what 

he was trying to do. 

 

In The Hague, as in most posts, when you are a new ambassador you call on the other 

ambassadors who preceded you in presenting credentials. The tradition in The Hague was 

this was done by couples. So as a new Ambassador you and your spouse would go to the 

other ambassadorôs residence. When Francie and I went to call on the Italian ambassador 

we went to his residence for tea. Most of the ambassadors there were effectively in a 

retirement post. They had been rewarded. The Italian was an older man who had a droopy 

eye and as we sat drinking tea at 4:30 in the afternoon, he literally started falling asleep as 

he was talking. I was tired. I started to fall asleep until a spoon dropped off his teacup on 

the hard wooden floor and woke all four of us up. Francie said after that, ñThatôs the last 

time I am going to one of these things. It is a waste of time for me. From now on, you go 

on your own or see them at the office.ò I said, ñFine.ò 

 

So the new Russian Ambassador had to call on me and I said, ñCome to the embassy. I 

am not doing it at my house.ò He came with his interpreter and I had our political 

counselor as note taker. The Russian started with one of these traditional diplomatic 

niceties along the lines of ñwe hope while we are together in The Hague our relations that 
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were so historically so good between our two countries could develop furtherò. I stopped 

him and said, ñMr. Ambassador, let me tell you something. My first assignment was in 

Afghanistan, 15 years ago and you guys have now invaded Afghanistan.ò This was 1983, 

so they had already been mucking about for four years. They were already beginning to 

run into trouble. I said, ñLet me tell you something. I donôt know who made the decision 

in the Kremlin to invade Afghanistan but they obviously hadnôt studied Afghan history 

because if  you had studied Afghan history, you would know it is the only country which 

in the 19
th
 century twice beat the British army and held back the forces of people trying to 

come in from outside. Our relations, U.S.-Russian relations, will  not improve until you 

get out of Afghanistan.ò Well, that was the end of that short ñcourtesy call.ò He left after 

ten minutes and I never had another meeting with him. 

 

He turned out to be, at least in terms of what he did overtly, pretty ineffective. I donôt 

know what he may have been doing behind the scenes. 

 

Q: How about our USIA operation there because this should have been quite important 

at that point. 

 

BREMER: We had a good PAO, a part of the team I inherited, a very active cultural 

attaché, and a good IO as well. 

 

Q: Information officer. 

 

BREMER: Yes, he was very good with the press. It was important. We did a lot with 

them both in terms of exposing the Dutch to NATO through NATO tours, using the 

important visitor program. I had a substantial battle over the Fulbright program, not with 

my staff but with the Fulbright board. In fact, I had need to fire the entire board and start 

over because it had drifted off course. 

 

Q: Had it drifted toward the reward as opposed to the opinion? 

 

BREMER: I described earlier how I had been uneasy with how the IV  and Fulbright 

programs had been run in Norway. When I got to The Hague, I asked to see list of the last 

three years of Fulbrighters -- their background. I found that the board members who were 

largely from Dutch universities were rewarding colleagues. I have nothing against 50-

year-old men, but these were 50 or 60 year old economists going on Fulbrights. I took a 

look at the law that established it and at our guidance from USIA and it was clear we 

were off base. The program in the Netherlands is governed by a bilateral commission in 

which the American ambassador and the Dutch minister of education are the ex officio 

chairmen of the board. I went to the minister of education, Wim Deetman, who was a 

very able guy and said, ñWim, hereôs the situation with Fulbright. We have a real fight on 

our hands because we are going to have to change the whole board to make the program 

more effective. I canôt do it without knowing you are going to support me because all 

these universitiesò, there are 22 universities in the country, ñare going to start squealing 

like hell.ò He said, ñLetôs do itò. So we fired the board and appointed a new board. He 
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and I met them and gave them clear directions to look for younger people who would 

help develop the Netherlands. 

 

It was much the same problem with the IV program which I already mentioned 

addressing in Norway. I found the same problem in the Netherlands. This program had 

been used, in this case, by embassy staff to reward their friends and friends of their 

friends. But thatôs not how I saw the purpose and value of the IV  program, which was to 

identify young leaders and send them off to the United States to do whatever they wanted 

to do on the assumption that America sells itself. So we turned the IV program around, 

too. 

 

On the whole, the USIA staff was good. The Dutch take culture very seriously. One of 

the concerns I had was we seemed to be spending American taxpayer funds on cultural 

events which didnôt strike me as a good use of our money because American artists, 

musicians, writers go to the Netherlands all the time on regular commercial ventures. I 

didnôt think that was a very good use of American money, nor did I think having a 

reading library was a good use of our money. First of all, the Dutch have the highest 

English language capability of any country in the world, except perhaps Israel. They all 

read. There are more books published in English in the Netherlands than in Dutch. They 

all read books; they have read books for 400 years. Why should the American taxpayer 

support a library with people coming off the street, with all the attendant difficulties and 

costs of security? 

 

I felt that we had a little bit of an ñold USIA lookò in terms of promoting culture in a 

country, where after all, they knew American culture. We werenôt going to be able to 

compete with American television and American movies which regrettably are a part of 

American culture. We werenôt going to be able to bring artists except on a very 

exceptional basis because they came as a matter of course anyway. So we had to reorient. 

 

Our general public posture was complicated by the fact that I concluded that I would not 

say anything publicly about cruise missiles. I could give speeches and I did all the time 

But in those I talked in general terms about our long bilateral relations, about the alliance 

and various political things but I would not say in public ñYou must deploy the cruise 

missiles.ò 

 

Q: What happens if you have an eminent journalist who is talking to you? He or she 

obviously is going to ask about the cruise missiles. 

 

BREMER: I would say that this is a Dutch decision to make and we understand it is a 

very sensitive one for them. They gave up asking at a certain point. 

 

We had visitors come through, government officials, the vice president visited. He stayed 

three days and had a variety of meetings with people. 

 

Q: George Bush? 
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BREMER: Yes. I donôt think that he said anything about the missiles publicly. The most 

interesting statement that was made publicly was made by the French president who was 

a socialist, Francois Mitterrand. He came on an official visit to the Netherlands I think in 

1985 and spoke to the Dutch parliament. He bluntly told them they should deploy the 

cruise missiles. It was really quite a moment. To have a French president, a leftist, tell 

them they had to take the cruise missiles. Rather embarrassing for the Dutch Labor Party 

which stood foursquare against deployment. And brave of Mitterrand. 

 

Q: How did your political section work? 

 

BREMER: The head of the political section, Mike Habib, was married to a German and 

had served already a number of years both in Germany and in Austria. He had good 

Dutch. So did his wife. There were two or three other people in the embassy who had 

good Dutch. I studied Dutch every morning and got to a point I could get along in Dutch 

pretty well. Mike was an excellent political officer. He was the kind of guy who got 

around, talked to people, understood what questions to ask, used his entertainment money 

well to get at people who were in that gray area we were trying to influence. It is not that 

we ignored the people who were our supporters or the Labor Party; we had regular 

discussions with the Labor Party too. But we knew in the end the Labor Party was not 

going to vote in favor of the cruise missiles when it came before parliament. Though I 

should add that there were some Labor party members who privately told us they 

supported deployment. But it would have been political suicide to admit it publicly. 

 

Q: During the time there, how did things develop, vis- a- vis, the cruise missiles? 

 

BREMER: It was a very long and in effect, difficult  negotiation that took the better part 

of three years. We had ups and downs, largely related to the internal debates within the 

Christian Democratic Party. We found that it was important to try to help strengthen 

Hans van den Broek, the foreign minister who was in favor of the deployment. In the fall 

and winter of ô85-ó86 we started having secret meetings with him in Brussels. I believe it 

was the assistant secretary for Europe, Rick Burt, who came up with the idea of having 

conversations with him away from The Hague where van den Broek would be a little bit 

less constrained by what was going on and could perhaps speak more openly abut how to 

resolve their political problem. 

 

We arranged a series of meetings through van den Broekôs special assistant, a fellow 

named Jaap de Hoop Scheffer who happens today to be NATO secretary general. At that 

time, his uncle, also called Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, was the Dutch ambassador to NATO. 

So the meetings took place at the Dutch ambassadorôs residence in Brussels. Van den 

Broek and I would proceed down to Brussels separately and have a meeting, usually 

before or after dinner at the Dutch ambassadorôs house, and then drive back to The 

Hague. The purpose was to try to get some sense from van den Broek about how he saw 

the internal situation within the party and how we could help get the right decision out of 

the government. These meetings took place, I think there were five or six of them, in the 

winter of late ô85 and winter of ô86. 
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Q: In a way, you say the process but basically was it a yes or no or three missiles here 

and two there? 

 

BREMER: It was going to be a yes or no. What we tried to do in the broadest sense was 

to remind the Dutch of the importance of the Dutch-American relationship and not talk 

about the cruise missiles publicly and then have the discussion of cruise missiles take 

place within a broader context. So for example, I traveled all over the country. I visited 

all 15 provinces and called on the governors. Every time I went to a provincial capital, 

USIA would line up meetings with the press. We would meet with the American business 

community, the Dutch business community, and go do the tourism and get lots of press 

attention to that. All  of that would be in the broader context of U.S.-Dutch relations. We 

always looked for opportunities to remind the Dutch of the depth of these relations. 

 

Every year, for example, on Memorial Day, there is a large celebration commemorating 

the liberation of the Netherlands at cemetery I mentioned, in Margraten, in the south. 

Almost 9,000 Americans killed in World War two are buried there. Very often the Dutch 

prime minister or one of the top cabinet ministers and the American ambassador would 

go. It was an occasion again to invoke the long U.S.-Dutch relationship going back to the 

loan they made to John Adams that got us through the Revolution, the first recognition, 

and the longest relationship. In other words, it was important to stress, as I did in my 

speeches, the importance of our economic relations, each otherôs largest investor, talking 

to businessmen to put the kernel of the immediate issue, the cruise missiles, into a 

broader context. That was a large part of our public strategy and USIA played an 

important role in that. 

 

Q: Was anybody looking at the whole cruise missile versus the SS-20 and seeing this at 

the time and saying, ñWell, one will  eventually cancel out the other and the Soviet Union 

is getting weaker.ò Was this ever part of it? 

 

BREMER: No. Again, I was in the Netherlands until late ô86 and I donôt know whether 

there were people at that time beginning to get the sense that the Soviet Union was 

weaker than we thought at the time. I just donôt know. It was not clear to me in the 

Netherlands, anyway. 

 

Q: Were there any strong voices in the Netherlands, natives there of supporting us? Or 

was this the sort of thing nobody wanted to get too involved in? 

 

BREMER: There were very few people who wanted to get involved in it. There were 

some leaders of the Dutch Liberal Party, the VVD as it is called, who publicly made the 

fundamental points we were making. The SS-20s posed a threat to Dutch security;; the 

Dutch had a national reason to want to respond and they had an international obligation 

to respond as members of NATO. There were a few people in the Dutch think-tank world 

who felt that way and said so. But there were not a lot of people who were going to get 

out and say so publicly. Most of the public discussion was from the opponents to the 

cruise missiles. There was one newspaper, the De Telegraaf, the largest circulating a 

broadsheet, that favored the deployment of cruise missiles. But the Volkskrant which was 
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the Labor Partyôs paper, was adamantly against it. Algemeen Dagblad which was in the 

middle only at very end came out in favor. The NRC Handelsblad which was the most 

respected, rather like the Financial Times, took an ambivalent position. The national 

television, of course, was basically opposed. So it was a hostile media environment. 

 

Q: I would see reports here about the Dutch contribution to NATO and it wasnôt sort of 

weekend warriors; in fact, just the reverse, that the navy would come in on a weekend 

and everything would shut down. It came back that it didnôt seem to be a very effective 

force. Was there diminution in support of NATO? 

 

BREMER: The Dutch are basically a naval power. They had been at sea for 500 years; 

they were pretty good in their golden age, the Gouden Eeuw, before the British took them 

on. The Dutch military, in particular the navy but also the army were an important part of 

the equation and supported the deployment quietly. But of course, they could not take a 

political position and they were rigorously non-political. 

 

As for their effectiveness, about two weeks after I arrived there was the annual large scale 

NATO exercise, with many Americans involved, which in those days took place every 

September in the south of the Netherlands -- a couple of divisions moving around with 

the Dutch in a big exercise. I told my defense attaché I wanted to attend it. As usual it 

was pouring rain. I needed something to wear to the exercise and so they got me a Dutch 

privateôs outfit. I remember SACEUR (Supreme Allied Commander Europe) was there 

and we were watching a pontoon bridge be thrown across a raging stream for troops to 

move across. Somebody brought him over and introduced me to him as the American 

ambassador and he looked at me in this Dutch privateôs outfit and he said, ñWhat?ò 

 

He and I then got to talking about the capability of the Dutch troops. If  you looked at 

them -- they all had ponytails and rings in their ears -- and you think, is this serious? He 

said, ñI will  tell you something. These are among the best troops in NATO because they 

are very well educated.ò It was a conscript army so everyone had to go in, ñThey are very 

professional. They get in a foxhole or take their position and they know exactly what 

their area of responsibility is. They know how they are going to defend it. They have 

good ideas, they take the initiative. They are wonderful troops.ò So looks can be 

deceiving. 

 

Q: I heard later during the Balkan crisis that the Dutch air force, particularly the women 

fighter pilots were superb. 

 

BREMER: Another example of the Dutch culture came to me from the American 

business communityôs experience. Something like 1,100 American companies that had 

their European headquarters in the Netherlands; thatôs a lot, more than in any other 

country at that time. It is partly explained by the countryôs central location and good 

transportation, but also liberal economic policies, light and open regulations and a light 

tax regime. But beyond that it was productivity. I remember visiting on one of my 

provincial trips a Xerox factory down in the south near Margraten, south of Maastricht. 

We went through this factory where they were assembling Xerox machines. The director 
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of the factory, a Dutchman, told me he was very proud because their factory had the 

lowest unit cost of any Xerox manufacturing plant in the world. This is in a country 

where at that time the average Dutch wage was already above the average wage in 

America, and on top of that you had the social cost -- the burdens, the taxes and so on. 

 

We estimated the average wage really worked out to almost 50% more than the average 

American wage but their productivity was better than anybody. I said, ñHow can that 

be?ò He said, ñBecause they are extremely well educated and they are forthcoming with 

ideas. So down on the factory floor somebody says, well, why do we move to our right to 

get that gizmo when we could have had it done the other way?ò And thatôs a classic way 

to lift  productivity. 

 

It was in many ways typical of the Dutch; very highly educated, very outspoken. They 

were never afraid to tell you if  they thought you were wrong; or if  they thought the 

machine was put the wrong way -- they would tell you. A lot of that also came through in 

their fighting forces, that same ñwe know how to get this job done well -- we could 

maybe even do it a little better.ò 

 

Q: Was the cruise missile situation resolved by the time you left or was it still ticking? 

 

BREMER: No, it was resolved. In the spring of 1986 we finally got to a point where the 

prime minister, who had been reluctant most of the time to do it, believed that he had the 

votes in parliament to get the formal parliamentary approval for the cruise missiles. So he 

put it to the parliament. There was a very long, almost all night session of parliament. I 

decided it would not be appropriate for me to show up in parliament for such a politically 

sensitive vote. The Prime Minister had to be able to make his case without obvious 

American pressure. I sent the Mike Habib, the political counselor and asked him to call 

me. We had a pre-positioned telegram ready to go at the embassy. The debate went on 

until 2:30 or 3 in the morning and they passed it, and we sent a message back to 

Washington. 

 

Q: Were you there when this mass demonstration or was that before you got there? How 

did you handle it? 

 

BREMER: As mentioned, the big demonstration, the largest in European history up to 

that point, took place a month after I arrived in 1983. My security detail said they didnôt 

want me at the embassy that day because they didnôt know if  it might turn violent. So I 

stayed at the residence. We had staff at the embassy that day. So it was pretty gentrified. 

We reduced the Embassy profile in order that we not have a lot of people coming and 

going. I stayed regular telephone contact with the DCM, Art Hughes, who was at the 

embassy. We just watched it go by. But Francie left the residence on a bicycle and rode 

down to check out the demonstration. She came back and said the crowd was full  of 

families, with women pushing baby carriages. There was no violence. 

 

Q: What do demonstrations do for foreign policy? We are always having these things and 

everybody participates. Any effect or not? 



 

 107 

 

BREMER: I think this one probably encouraged the opponents of NATO because it 

wasnôt just against the cruise missiles and particularly in the Netherlands. It was a very 

big show of force. It was well organized, well disciplined and had had the effect of 

emboldening the peace movement in the Netherlands which got a lot of bump out of it; 

they helped organize it. Obviously, the demonstration got a huge amount of press, not 

only in the Netherlands but throughout Europe. This demonstration was unlike the 

weekly violent demonstrations about Nicaragua, which I donôt think had much effect at 

all. But I think these big peace demonstrations helped to shape the political environment. 

We were, after all, trying to do the same thing. We were trying to shape the political 

environment through our constant emphasis on U.S.-Dutch relations, the Dutch 

responsibilities to NATO, NATOôs commitment to the Netherlands. 

 

At one point Art Hughes and I were talking to a Dutch politician over one of these small 

luncheons at our house and the guest expressed some doubt that the United States would 

really come to the defense of Europe. That was always another problem; would we really 

in fact defend Europe? ñHow can we be sure,ò he asked, ñthat Americans were willing to 

defend Europe?ò Art replied ñGo visit the air force base at Soesterbergò, where we had F-

15 squadron, ñyou will  see over a billion dollars and 3,000 American lives which are a 

clear marker of our intention to defend the Netherlands.ò It was a very good remark that 

shut the guy up fast. There was always the question, even among the people who wanted 

to deploy cruise missiles, about whether we would be willing to use them. So you had a 

separate side of the argument you had to make. We are prepared to defend the 

Netherlands but you Dutch have got to be prepared to carry your responsibilities. 

 

Q: By this point was there much sympathy for the Soviets, you know, seeing the future? 

 

BREMER: No, not much. There was a little bit on the far left. But it was more that there 

was a fair amount of anti-Americanism. President Reagan was much derided in the 

European press as an uneducated cowboy. I was there during the 1984 election -- Reagan 

versus Mondale. The pollsters were very active in the Netherlands and the polls before 

the election showed that if  the Dutch had been asked to vote, they would have voted 92% 

for Mondale and 6% for Reagan and 2% undecided. Some of that was anti-American, 

most of it anti-Reagan. But I donôt think it would be right to assume that there was much 

attraction, except on the far left, for the Soviets. The Dutch have been free for a very long 

time -- for centuries. They had been under German occupation and so had an active 

memory of how intolerable it was to live under an authoritarian government. Like the 

Norwegians, they had made the mistake in the First World War, assuming that neutrality 

would protect them; and like the Norwegians had found in the Second World War, 

neutrality wasnôt enough. So, like the Norwegians, they joined NATO after the Second 

World War. Part of the argument was just a sense that the alliance and particularly 

America was overreacting to the Russian SS-20 deployments. Some of them thought that 

the SS-20s didnôt exist; some of them thought there were fewer than there were; some of 

them thought they werenôt really a threat; some of them thought that they were a threat 

but that America, in fact, would not defend NATO or the Netherlands when the chips 
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were down. So there was a panoply of arguments. I donôt think the Soviets had much 

attraction. 

 

Q: Were there pretty good reports coming back about the Soviet Union and life there? 

 

BREMER: No. It was not a factor. 

 

Q: How about life in the United States, racial problems? You mentioned Reagan was 

unpopular. Particularly this was the first term of Reagan, sort of feeling his way. Later I 

assume it probably changed somewhat because well, the situation changed. 

 

Were there news documentaries of poverty in the United States and the racial situation? 

 

BREMER: Yes, there was a lot of that, particularly on television. We export a lot of 

negative culture ourselves from television and movies and there is nothing we can do 

about that. We tried in ways we could, using the IV program, Fulbright and other things 

to try to expose people to the better sides of the United States. I have always argued, I did 

in Norway, that the United States sells itself. Let the IV visitors go for three weeks, let 

them decide what they want to see and let them go see whatever they want. 

 

Q: Was this sort of the designated place where the Dutch students would go for masterôs 

degrees or not? 

 

BREMER: Not as much as we would have hoped because the Dutch system did not 

recognize American advanced degrees. So if  you had a law degree from the United 

States, you couldnôt practice law in the Netherlands without then getting a Dutch law 

degree; same with other professions. Because there is a large Dutch American 

community, a lot of Dutch people visited the United States. There were quite a few 

students going both directions. We tried to do more but here wasnôt as much as you 

would hope. 

 

Q: On the economic side, his main problem was KLM landing rights. Did that come up or 

not? 

 

BREMER: No, these were days before we got to the open skies discussions. 

 

On general economic matters, the Dutch were the easiest place to do that kind of business 

with. For example, by the time I got there we had had for decades American Department 

of Agriculture people doing inspections of plants under American law, in Dutch territory, 

for the export of flowers. They were pre-inspected in the Netherlands, which in effect 

was an assertion of American law inside the Netherlands, to enable them to export their 

flowers to the United States which they did and still do. During our time in the Hague, 

the Netherlands was either the first or second country ïthe British might have been first, 

to agree agreed as terrorism picked up to have pre inspection by American customs and 

immigration people for people taking flights from the Netherlands to the United States on 

American carriers. I think at that time we had TWA, I donôt remember whether there 
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were others. The travelers went through American immigration in a foreign country. You 

had American immigration officers in American uniforms basically clearing peopleôs 

passports and visas before they got onto American carriers. 

 

There were some difficult  issues. The Dutch had a much more liberal attitude towards 

drugs and pornography than the United States did or does and those were difficult  issues 

which often became very contentious with the Dutch government. 

 

But on the trade issues, the Dutch were very open. 

 

Q: Letôs talk about drugs. You had Amsterdam; did you find, was the care and feeding of 

Americans there, protection or getting out of trouble over Americans? 

 

BREMER: Yes, the consulate in Amsterdam had its hands full.  Part of the problem was 

that very few people ever got put in jail for using drugs. The drug laws were lax and at 

least in terms of hashish and marijuana essentially not enforced. 

 

While I was there it became obvious that the Dutch were beginning to have a hard drug 

problem, most of it heroin coming out of Afghanistan and the Golden Triangle in Burma. 

The trade took advantage of the fact the Dutch airport, Schiphol, was one of the major 

transit points for that traffic and the Dutch began to arrest people there. The Dutch did 

not take kindly to hard drugs; they were certainly very soft on marijuana and hashish. 

One of our constant points of friction was the argument by American officials that if  you 

were soft on soft drugs, eventually the soft drugs were a path for people to use hard 

drugs. The science on this is ambivalent but, in any case, that was our argument. 

Certainly the Dutch did not like the fact of hard drugs. 

 

As you would expect, from time to time Americans ran into trouble with drugs, and high 

on either drugs or alcohol, some wound up breaking up bars. We had a Marine break up a 

bar once in the night somewhere and I had him shipped out the next day. 

 

Q: What about relations between the Dutch and the Germans at that time? Did we play, I 

mean here are two of our allies and they obviously they werenôt on the greatest of terms. 

 

BREMER: The Dutch had an even more vivid memory of German occupation than I had 

found among the Norwegians even though our stay in the Netherlands was ten years 

further from the war and the occupation. 

 

Q: As you mentioned in Norway, I wonôt say benevolent; it never is but I mean it wasnôt 

of the same nature. 

 

BREMER: Except for a few Norwegian cities in April  of 1940 and in Narvik a bit later, 

there wasnôt much military action involved in the occupation of Norway. On the other 

hand, the Germans basically destroyed Rotterdam and overran the whole country in the 

Netherlands and then they sat very hard on the Dutch people. 
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The German government had an extraordinarily able ambassador, Otto von der Gablentz, 

-- a career German diplomat who came about the same time I did. He was a little bit older 

than I was but still fairly young, learned and spoke very good Dutch, had a warm and 

outgoing personality, handled himself very well. He did not carry a high profile, which I 

think was appropriate, but he got around and talked to lots of people. Otto was from the 

Social Democratic Party, so he had some appeal to the left in the Netherlands. He 

supported the deployment of Cruise missiles, as his government did. His was a very good 

face for Germany and he handled his post very well. 

 

South of the Rhine in the Netherlands is the area where the largest battles of liberation 

took place. The liberation of the south started in early September of 1944 and then 

Operation Market Garden which in the end failed, A Bridge Too Far, which took place a 

few weeks later with the allies fighting all the way up to Nijmegen. This area of the 

Netherlands was really fought over pretty hard. It was the only area of the Netherlands 

where I remember being welcomed as the American ambassador with crowds waving 

flags. It is the most Catholic part of the Netherlands. So it is a more conservative area. 

 

Q: Were the Dutch when you would meet them talking about too many German tourists? 

Was this sort of a theme that ran along? 

 

BREMER: No, not so much. There were still sensitivities about the Germans, certainly. 

 

Q: How about in Belgium? You had the Walloons which I am told is basically Flemish. 

Did that overlap? Was that strictly confined to Belgium or did the Dutch play any role? 

 

BREMER: No, they didnôt play any role. Itôs really more of a dialect. The Dutch spoken 

in the Netherlands is slightly different than the Dutch or the Flemish spoken in Belgium 

and there are regional accents inside the Netherlands as well. By the way, Frisian is still 

spoken in the northern islands a little bit. 

 

Overall the Belgians did not involve themselves much in Dutch matters. The only 

connection was the tax regime. The personal income tax regime was such that if  you 

lived in Belgium and commuted to the Netherlands, you ended up paying less tax. So 

some businessmen who worked in the Netherlands south of the Rhine tended to live in 

Belgium and then come across the border to their work place. 

 

Q: Did the French play much of a role? 

 

BREMER: No, although as I mentioned, Mitterrand gave an extremely important speech 

on the cruise missiles when he came on a visit. The French and American embassies were 

side by side. And I saw the French ambassador often. I established a tradition of the 

French, German, British and American ambassadors having lunch once a month to 

discuss the cruise missiles to try to find out what each of us knew about what was going 

on. The French, although they were not in the NATO military part of NATO and 

although they were obviously not a deploying country, nonetheless, supported the 

deployment of the missiles. 
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Q: Why? 

 

BREMER: I think Mitterrand understood the threat of the Soviet Union. Despite having 

had communist sympathies when he was young -- or perhaps because of that -- 

Mitterrand was a real Gaullist; he took a very hardheaded view of Europe and didnôt want 

the Soviet Union to gain strength. 

 

Q: Did you find yourself engaged in a lot of discussion trying to deal with the Sandinistas 

in Nicaragua and El Salvador? 

 

BREMER: To me it was largely a distraction. As I said, I agreed with Bill  Dyess; 

Afghanistan is too far away, Poland is too close, Nicaragua is just right. If  you are a left 

wing Dutchman, that just covers everything. 

 

We did have the regular demonstrations but I didnôt spend a lot of time on it. We had 

speakers come from time to time and they would go around and talk about it with no 

evidence success. 

 

Q: How did you find the socialists? Were these sort of really committed to socialism or 

was this just a left wing party? 

 

BREMER: I would think it was more of a left wing party. The Netherlands then had and 

had had for a long time a pretty active private sector. There really were very few 

companies in the Netherlands owned by the government. So it was not socialist in the 

classic French sense of the word where you nationalize big sectors of the economy. 

 

I have a vivid impression of the first luncheon I went to after I got to the Netherlands. 

Maybe ten days after I presented my credentials, I was invited to a lunch by an important 

Dutch business organization in Amsterdam. I was surprised to find the prime minister and 

three cabinet members at this lunch. It said to me, ñthese people take business seriously.ò 

It was a lunch for businessmen; it wasnôt about politics. It was about ñhow we promote 

business?ò I guess I was invited because the organizers figured, correctly, that US-Dutch 

commercial relations were important to both countries. The government ministers were 

not from the Labor Party, but it showed a certain business orientation that goes through 

Dutch society. The Labor Party was not about to go out and do something rash. As in 

Norway, the Dutch had a responsible labor movement, not like the radicalized movement 

in France. 

 

Q: What was the role of the royal family? 

 

BREMER: The royal family has enormous respect in the country. They have had now 

three successive queens for a period of over a hundred years. The present queenôs mother, 

Wilhelmina, fled the country at the German invasion and lived in exile in England. She 

sent most of her family to Canada during the war and just as King Haakon had done for 

the Norwegians, the Queen rallied the Netherlands to the resistance to the Germans. She 
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returned as a genuine heroine at the end of the war. Her daughter, Beatrix, the current 

queen, was educated at the Free University. She graduated in 1964 and married a German 

diplomat, Klaus von Amsberg, who had a successful diplomatic career, had served in 

Africa. Once he married her, he became like a Japanese emperorôs wife. He had to give 

up his diplomatic career and almost literally follow three steps behind her, which I 

suspect became a considerable psychological strain for him as the years went by. 

 

Beatrix succeeded to the throne some years before I became ambassador. In the Dutch 

tradition, the queenôs authority is limited on paper but more real behind the scenes. All  

conversations with the queen are considered privileged and, therefore, conversations are 

not to be talked about in public. 

 

She had graduated at a time of considerable leftist agitation in Dutch universities in the 

ó60s. Her general political inclination was clearly to the left though naturally she didnôt 

speak publicly about political matters like cruise missiles. I never talked to her about 

cruise missiles. I would often talk to her about the importance of the U.S. relationship and 

the alliance. But from what I heard from other people ho knew her well, the Queen was, 

at a minimum, skeptical about the cruise missile issue which gave an additional 

dimension to our problem. 

 

It became very clear when we had a visit one day from Jesse Jackson. 

 

Q: Heôs a well-known African American politician. 

 

BREMER: Jackson at the time held no elected office but was clearly and outspokenly 

against the cruise missile plan. He was on a trip through Europe to major NATO 

countries. He had been in London the day before he was to visit the Netherlands. That 

morning International Herald Tribune had a picture of him on its front page standing with 

the American ambassador to Britain and denouncing the entire proposal to deploy cruise 

missiles, denouncing Reaganôs administration. I could not imagine that the American 

Ambassador was pleased, and I certainly did not look forward to the same treatment. 

 

I was scheduled to meet Jackson at the airport when he flew into the Netherlands later 

that morning. I said to our public affairs officer that I was not going to allow myself  to 

have my picture taken and put on the front page, splashed on the front pages of Dutch 

papers, with Jackson who was denouncing cruise missiles and denouncing the 

administration. So we had to figure a way to not have the press around when I met with 

him. We arranged for the VIP room at the airport. I happened to have another meeting 

that morning in Amsterdam which was the reason we gave for my not going out and 

greeting him at the gate. 

 

So Jackson came into the VIP room. We had no cameras and no press. I briefed him on 

the sensitivity of the cruise missile issue, because he was going to call on the queen. I 

reminded him that all the conversations with the queen were. I encouraged him to say 

whatever h wanted to in the meeting, but to remember by long-standing Dutch protocol, 

all conversations with Her Majesty are off the record. Oh, yes, he understood that. So he 
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and his party went off. No one from the Embassy accompanied him on any of his 

meetings and by late afternoon he had already left the country for a visit to Germany. In 

late afternoon a wire service ran a story based on a statement he had released to the press 

after his meeting with the queen -- and after he left the Netherlands -- saying in his 

meeting with the queen she had expressed her opposition to the deployment of cruise 

missiles. 

 

You can imagine what hit the fan. The Chamberlain of the royal court called me saying, 

ñThis is outrageous, donôt you Americans understand that conversations with Her 

Majesty are privileged?ò I called on all my diplomatic experience and groveled. Our PAO 

got hold of Jacksonôs staff guy in Frankfurt and told them they had to publicly clear up 

the mess that they had left behind. I think in the end Jacksonôs spokesman -- not Jackson 

-- put out a wishy-washy apology, trying to cover it up by saying that heôd been 

misunderstood or some such political dodge. 

 

It was painful because I suspect it was the truth; I never asked but I suspect she probably 

did tell Jackson she opposed deployment. Certainly it was out there on the record which 

was a problem because she was extremely popular. 

 

Q: Why would he get to see her? 

 

BREMER: I donôt know. He organized the meeting through the Dutch embassy in 

Washington. I donôt know what they told the Palace. Someone said she should see him 

and she probably wanted to see him. Anyway, it was not a happy circumstance. It caused 

lots of problems. I was very disappointed in his behavior. 

 

Q: I donôt know but I have watched pictures of Jesse Jackson. He has the longest neck I 

have ever seen which in any pictures seems to come up out. He obviously is somebody 

who likes the press and wants his picture taken. 

 

BREMER: Thatôs the way it happened. It was not a comfortable situation for us because 

it allowed people who were doubtful about the cruise missiles or opposed it to invoke the 

queenôs name in their private discussions. I mean that while people didnôt go out and talk 

about the Queenôs alleged opposition to deployment, it clearly played a role. She was an 

important, influential and well informed monarch. Her usual main political role comes 

after an election when she gets to choose the person who tries to put together the next 

government. She has a lot more latitude than the Queen of England has in those 

circumstances. So she is a substantial figure, politically. 

 

Q: Before we move on, is there anything else? 

 

BREMER: There are a couple of things I think are worth mentioning. 

 

During our time in The Netherlands, America witnessed the growth of terrorism, the 

bombing of the Marine barracks and the embassy in Beirut in late 1983, followed by the 

bombing of the Berlin disco in 1985 and a lot more attention being paid by the State 
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Department to security. The secretary of state sent a message to all ambassadors after the 

bombing of the embassy in Beirut. I hold you, the ambassador, personally responsible for 

the security of your employees and the Embassy. You must do everything you can. 

 

We did an assessment of our embassy in The Hague and found that we were vulnerable to 

a possible truck bomb coming down a side street that could plow into the embassy. So I 

went to the mayor asked him to help us by either blocking that side street or giving us 

some protection against attack all around the perimeter. He said, ñOh, itôs going to be 

very hard and itôs going to take a long time to get the plannersô permission.ò 

 

I went back to the embassy and asked the post security officer to locate some of those big 

dumpsters, preferably unsightly and rusty and put them on all sides of the embassy. We 

were on a very beautiful street in The Hague, Lange Voorhout, not far from one of 

palaces, a very pretty part of town. Out go these 40 foot long dumpsters. 

 

Q: You might explain what a dumpster is. 

 

BREMER: Itôs a big container for garbage, 40 feet long, 8 feet tall. He found some good 

rusty ones so we put them out. Needless to say, the mayor called me a couple of days 

later and said, ñWhat the hell is going on over there? People are complaining that it looks 

awfulò I said, ñWell, you know, you say you wouldnôt protect us. I am responsible for 

protecting this property which is American government property. I am going to protect 

it.ò 

 

The resulting negotiation was rather quickly over. The city council somehow cut through 

all their red tape and we very soon were able to install some very large bollards, large 

containers for flowers and planted them with flowers. It was certainly much more 

attractive than dumpsters. 

 

Next to the embassy was a restaurant and as part of this effort at enhanced security, we 

wound up blocking a road that went right in front of the embassy but also right in front of 

the restaurant. The owner was understandably unhappy because he worried that his 

customers cars would have park across the street. He came over one day and complained. 

about it. I said, ñWell, look at it this way. You can now say you are the safest restaurant 

in the Netherlands.ò He said, ñWell, thatôs an idea, maybe I can get some business that 

way.ò We ended as good friends and neighbors. 

 

As a result of the terrorist attack on the Embassy in Beirut the secretary of state appointed 

Rear Admiral Bobby Inman to do a study of embassy security. His commission came up 

with a series of recommendations about the mandatory offset for embassies. As I recall it 

was 100 feet in every direction. The Commission recommended that where such an offset 

could not be provided to an existing Embassy location, a new one should be found. Our 

Embassy was, as were so many in Europe then, right in the middle of the capital city. 

 

I asked our Admin officer where in The Hague we could find a location for an embassy 

with 100 feet of offset on all sides. We finally got aerial photographs of the Hague. He 
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came up to my office one day and laid out these photographs and said, ñI found the place. 

Itôs right here.ò He pointed and there was a big green area. He said, ñThereôs only one 

problem.ò I said, ñWhatôs the problem?ò He said, ñItôs the queenôs palace.ò It was typical 

of the problem we faced trying to carry out the Inman commission. That issue was not 

resolved during my time there. 

 

We talked earlier about drugs and its effect. One of the effects of the drug trafficking was 

to greatly increase the non Dutch population in Dutch prisons. Even as early as 1984, ô85 

more than 50% of the prisoners in the Netherlands were not Dutch; they were from 

outside the Netherlands because they were being picked up, largely for drug trafficking, 

some of it from North Africa, a lot of it from the Middle East and Asia. The Netherlands 

is a very open country. It has been open historically to people coming from other 

countries. But it was clear that sooner or later they would have to address this question of 

open borders. There was really no effective border control between the Netherlands and 

Belgium and very little between the Netherlands and Germany. 

 

The Dutch put their head in the sand about that for a long time. It eventually has become 

more of an issue in the Netherlands. 

 

I remember visiting a Dutch jail at one point because I wanted to see what it was like. 

The Regional Security Officer, Francie and I visited the biggest one which was in 

Amsterdam. As we went through the gates, they disarmed my security guards who were 

Dutch policemen. Francie pointed out it meant I was in the most dangerous place I could 

be in with no security. The Dutch prisons were pretty comfortable. All  the prisoners were 

in single rooms; each one had bathroom and a television set. I suppose these days they 

have internet. It was a pretty comfortable place. I was told by the guard that one prisoner 

had escaped a couple of weeks before on a Friday night. Heôd gone home to visit his wife 

and then come back on Monday to report himself. There is no penalty for escaping so it 

didnôt extend his jail term. The whole thing struck me as a little bit lenient. 

 

Q: Were we at all looking at the immigrant population, particularly concerned with 

militant Islam. Was that at all a factor? 

 

BREMER: No. We were concerned about terrorism. The British ambassador just before I 

got there had been assassinated by the IRA at his residence just down the street from 

ours. We had intelligence suggesting the Libyans were moving around and casing places 

including our residence at one point. Libya at that time was very actively involved in 

terrorism. We had a number or threats against me. One time somebody found out about a 

flight Francie and I were scheduled to take to Geneva, and phoned the airline that 

morning that there was a bomb on the flight. They didnôt find a bomb but the flight had to 

be canceled. At one point the foreign minister called me in to tell  me he had looked at the 

expense of my security detail, which was provided by Dutch police. He had concluded it 

was too expensive and proposed to provide no protection on weekends when they had to 

pay overtime, I said to him, ñHereôs the problem. I go to church, the same church at the 

same time and the same place every Sunday. Are you telling me that I canôt go to church 

anymore?ò We kept the security detail. 
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Q: Speaking of terrorism and all, how did the bombing of the café in Berlin and the 

bombing in Libya, how did that play there? 

 

BREMER: It was quite dramatic because the deputy secretary, John Whitehead, was 

asked by the president to travel around Europe. I think the bombing was in January or 

February of 1986. Whitehead came in February or March and had meetings with the top 

Dutch, the foreign minister, the prime minister, at which he told them, in effect, ñLook, 

we want NATO to put together some kind of sanction, some political/economic response 

to the Libyan attack.ò Like most of the Europeans, the Dutch said, ñNo.ò They were 

whining and looking at the floor and Whitehead, I remember very distinctly, said, ñYou 

must understand that we have just about exhausted all peaceful means of responding.ò He 

used the same phrase, ñall peaceful meansò, I noticed, in the reporting cables from the 

other NATO capitals. So the European allies were on notice that unless they did 

something, something was going to happen and it wasnôt going to be ñpeaceful.ò 

 

The day of our bombing in Libya Ambassador Bob Oakley, who at that time was running 

the counterterrorism office in the State Department, was on an official visit to the 

Netherlands. I had a luncheon for Bob and the foreign minister, Hans van den Broek at 

the residence. By coincidence the Dutch were in the presidency of the European 

Community those six months, so van den Broek was not only foreign minister of the 

Netherlands, he was the top foreign policy guy in the European Community. Since the 

Whitehead tour around the allies, Van den Broek had been struggling to get the European 

Community to respond to this clear warning that Whitehead had made. 

 

Well, that was the day we bombed Libya. While we were at lunch, the Embassy delivered 

a message to Oakley telling him about the bombing. He told me that the cable announced 

we had bombed and asked ñWhat do we do?ò and I said, ñWe have to tell van den Broek 

right away.ò I remember the scene in the living room at the residence. We told van den 

Broek. Van den Broek went pale because he felt it pulled the plank out from under the 

efforts he was still making with the European Community to have them do something. I 

reminded the foreign minister that he had been clearly warned by Whitehead not long 

before. I got the clear impression that Van den Broek was not comforted to be reminded. 

 

That bombing was in April  in ô86 and we were coming soon to the vote on the cruise 

missile vote in parliament, which was scheduled for in May. So the bombing was very 

dicey for us because it put our lead man on the missiles, Hans van den Broek, in an 

extremely difficult  and embarrassing position. The public reaction in the Netherlands was 

very strong against the bombing raid in Libya. We got through it but it was very tough. I 

supported the operation. I was only sorry we didnôt get Qadhafi. 

 

Q: The European Community at that time, I am told the American ambassador has to 

work extra hard when the presidency of the community falls to his country because all of 

a sudden you have an in with what is happening in the European Community. How did 

this work? 
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BREMER: Well, yes, thatôs true, although it was less of a dramatic change in the 

Netherlands for reasons I talked about earlier because the Dutch were always an open 

window for us into the Communityôs thinking. Except for the British, the Dutch the most 

open about what was going on, telling us what was going on and the most open to receive 

our ideas about how our interests could be looked after in the European Community. So 

yes, it was extra workload for us. But it wasnôt as dramatically different as it might have 

been in another country. It simply emphasized what was already there which was very 

close working relations with the Dutch. 

 

Q: Were we concerned at that time about the European Community becoming a rival? 

This has always been sort of our real policy for since the time of the end of World War II. 

In a way, it was the culmination but maybe was there the feeling you might get what you 

wished for? 

 

BREMER: I donôt remember that being an issue in the ó80s. Again, one has to remember 

the strategic context of American foreign policy at that time was to counter and contain 

the Soviet Union. A united Europe was a very important part, geopolitically, of that 

strategy. A united Europe meant, first of all, a united NATO which is why the cruise 

missile was so important. It certainly was understood that a strong economic Europe, 

which could or could not be united, was more likely to be strong if  it was united. That fit  

in the grand strategy of the United States. I donôt remember this being a problem, 

certainly not by the time I left the State Department in the late ó80s. 

 

Q: How did you find the hand of Washington on what you were doing? 

 

BREMER: It was interesting. A lot of people were already saying that the role of the 

American embassies has been greatly diminished by vibrant modern communication -- 

people talking to other officials on the telephone; the secretary of state can just pick up 

the phone and she talks to so and so. Yes, thatôs true but we were dealing with a very 

sensitive and important issue in the cruise missiles. So I felt that if  our Embassy could be 

better informed than anyone in Washington and if  our analysis was the best quality, then 

by our reporting we could shape Washingtonôs approach to the issue. That could make 

our embassy in The Hague a vital arbitrator in U.S. Dutch relations on this issue. So we 

set out to be and I think we wound up being the best informed embassy in the 

Netherlands certainly and one of the best in Europe in terms of what was going on. I had 

a good relationship with the secretary of state because I had worked for him but I never 

once talked to him directly while I was there that I remember, except when I went back 

on consultations. We basically played it by the book. We were well enough informed that 

we could shape the debate in Washington though there were occasions when Washington 

tried to get around us. Iôll give you an example. 

 

At my first staff meetings I established as a rule that that anytime some visiting US 

official came and wanted to call on a minister or deputy minister they must be 

accompanied by either the Ambassador or the DCM. The purpose was to be sure that we 

at the Embassy were kept fully informed about what visitors were saying, especially if  it 

concerned the cruise missile issue. 



 

 118 

 

Maybe three weeks later the defense attaché came with a request for ñcountry clearanceò 

for Richard Perle, assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs. In those 

days any government official who came had to get the approval of the embassy before 

they came on official  business. I knew from my Washington time Perle was locked in a 

battle with Assistant Secretary Burt at the State Department over a lot of issues and, in 

particular, on how to approach the Europeans on the cruise missile issue. So Perle wanted 

to come, without a State Department official, to talk to the Dutch Defense Minister. 

 

Q: Burt represented the extreme right wing. 

 

BREMER: Perle did, not Burt. My analysis was the Perle would likely follow the path of 

my predecessor which was to bash the Dutch until they agreed to take the cruise missile. 

Anyway, he was asking for country clearance to come have a meeting with the defense 

minister, who, as we have discussed already, was the most sensitive member of the 

cabinet. The minister was on the left wing of the Christian Democratic Party that we 

needed to bring on board; he was a nice man with soft views. But he was really the key. I 

told the defense attaché, ñYou can send back a message saying he has clearance but the 

Assistant Secretary must understand I or my deputy will  accompany him on his meeting 

with the defense minister.ò 

 

About the next day, I got a call from the acting secretary of state who told me that 

Secretary of Defense Weinberger had just called, raised hell and told him that I had 

refused to let Richard Perle come in and see the defense minister. I told the acting 

secretary that was incorrect. What I had said was that if  Perle came, under our standing 

rules, I or my deputy would accompany him to any meeting with the Defense Minister. 

As it happened the date Perle had proposed, I would not be in The Netherlands. Therefore 

my deputy, who would be the Charge, would accompany him. The acting secretary said 

that Weinberger was ñraising hell and threatening to take the issue to the President. I 

replied, ñWell, fine. If  somebody else has a different rule, you can send out him out here 

as ambassador. I donôt need this job. Iôll be on the next plane home.ò Thatôs the last we 

heard of that visit. 

 

 

Q: Today is December 11, 2008. Jerry, weôre moving to the time when you came to be in 

charge of terrorism. Could you explain when that was? You were doing that from when to 

when and what did it consist of? 

 

BREMER: I was ambassador at large for counterterrorism from September of 1986 until 

February, 1989. The background of this new position was the bombing of the Marine 

barracks in Beirut in 1983, which killed 143 Americans. At the time I was ambassador to 

the Netherlands. The attack let President Reagan to ask Vice President Bush to head an 

interagency task force to make recommendations to the President on how we should 

better organize American policy to fight terrorism. This was the biggest terrorist attack to 

that time and until the World Trade Center attack. Vice President Bush issued a report in 

late ô85 that said Americaôs counterterrorism policy was too fragmented across various 
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parts of the bureaucracy. It needs to be centralized and the report recommended that the 

central point for coordinating our policy overseas should be the State Department. 

Recognizing the difficulties of State coordinating a major issue, it recommended the 

establishment of an executive level 2 position, which is the equivalent of the deputy 

secretary of state, an ambassador at large for counter terrorism. 

 

Until then the role of fighting terrorism had been pushed around the Department to the 

third or fourth level. A position was first set up in 1972, as a position tucked away in the 

office of the under secretary for management. Since then the job had been sort of pushed 

around in the bureaucracy. 

 

Bushôs recommendation was approved by the president. Legislation was necessary to 

create an Executive Level position at State and this was quickly passed by Congress. 

 

I was ambassador to the Netherlands at this time. Soon after the legislation was passed I 

began to get queries from friends in the State Department about whether I would come 

back and become the ambassador at large of counterterrorism. My view was that first I 

needed to finish my job in the Netherlands which was to try to get them to agree to 

approve the deployment of cruise missiles. As I looked into the history of how 

counterterrorism had been effected in the State Department I found that the counter 

terrorism job as previously handled at state suggest it was a career dead end. I was not 

anxious to accept. 

 

These feelers kept coming and I could tell they were coming indirectly from Secretary 

Shultz. He was asking people to feel me out and I kept saying no. I felt I strongly I should 

finish the job in the Netherlands. Which meant staying until the Dutch Parliament had 

voted on the cruise missiles, with the vote scheduled for the spring of 1986. 

 

I thought I had ducked this particular bullet until late November or early December of 

1985. But then in mid December I got a request from the secretaryôs office to meet him 

for breakfast in Brussels when he came over for the regular NATO ministerial meeting. 

Although no reason was given for the breakfast, I knew the game was up. I remember 

saying to Francie, ñThatôs it.ò You can say no through intermediaries but you canôt say 

no to the secretary of state. So I went down for the breakfast and George Shultz asked me 

to take the job. I said, ñOKò. He agreed with my analysis that I should stay until the vote 

in the Dutch parliament was taken. Then I should come back to Washington to take on 

this new job. 

 

The Dutch parliament voted in favor of the cruise missiles in May and I began the 

process of leaving and I left in August. 

 

Q: How did Shultz view the job because he had inherited this position sort of in the 

corner of his office somewhere? 

 

BREMER: It wasnôt even in his office. It was located in the office of the under secretary 

for management. 
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Q: It was tucked away but he has the legislation. Was he on board with the legislation 

and how did he feel about it? 

 

BREMER: Yes, he was very strongly in favor of the legislation. He felt strongly about 

the fight against terrorism as did President Reagan. That made it much easier than if  the 

secretary been against it. He was very much in favor of it. 

 

In the spring of 1986 was the bombing of the Berlin disco by Libyan operatives. This was 

yet another case where Qadhafi had been sponsoring terrorism. Remember Shultz made 

the public statement at one point, I think about that time, ñYouôve had it, palò. He was 

very strongly committed to the fight against terrorism which was a great advantage when 

I took the job. 

 

Q: So you came back and took it over when? 

 

BREMER: I came back in late August of 1986 and reported for duty the first week of 

September. 

 

Since my return, but before my confirmation hearings, I had met Shultz several times. He 

was very clear about what the legislation said and how he viewed my position. I was now 

going to report directly to the secretary of state. The new designation was SC/T, ñSò 

standing for the secretaryôs office. I was to report directly to him. I was replacing Bob 

Oakley, who was called ñcoordinatorò for counter terrorism. To me the term 

ñcoordinatorò is meaningless in an executive position. I started getting briefed in the first 

week of September. On Thursday of that first week a TWA plane was a hijacked on the 

ground in Karachi, Pakistan. 

 

I got a call from the operations center in the middle of the night, rushed into the State 

Department, went up to the operations center task force area and immediately began 

setting up a taskforce. The bureaucratics were interesting because historically task forces 

dealing with terrorist incidents had been chaired by the regional bureaus -- which in most 

cases had been the Near East Bureau in State. This time a deputy assistant secretary from 

the Near East Bureau showed up about an hour after I had been there getting the taskforce 

organized wondering why he shouldnôt be chairing the taskforce. I told him that the 

legislation and the Secretaryôs intention were clear: as Ambassador at Large for Counter 

Terrorism, I would chair the task force. The executive secretary at that time Mel 

Levitsky, agreed. So that was an important bureaucratic confirmation of Shultzôs view 

about the role of this new position. 

 

This hijacking did not end well. It was a Hezbollah operation. And they were demanding 

that the plane be flown across the Middle East to land in Algeria. 

 

For the first time we deployed what was still then the secret Delta force from Fort Bragg 

to help take down the plane should that be necessary. The embassy got an officer from 

our consulate in Karachi out to the airport on an open line back to the embassy in 




