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INTERVIEW  

 

 

Q: Today is the 18
th
 of April 2003. This is an interview with Thomas, whatôs the middle initial? 

 

PICKERING: R. 

 

Q: What does that stand for? 

 

PICKERING: Reeve. R-e-e-v-e. 

 

Q: Pickering. P-i-c-k-e-r-i-n-g. This is being done on behalf of the Association of Diplomatic 

Studies and Training and I am Charles Stuart Kennedy. Well Tom, letôs start sort of from the 

beginning. Could you tell me when and where you were born? 

 

PICKERING: I was born in Orange, New Jersey, on November 5, 1931. 

 

Q: Tell me a bit about your family. Letôs start on your fatherôs side and your motherôs side. 

 

PICKERING: Sure, the Pickering family, which I know a great deal about, came to the United 

States about 1630, settled in Salem, Massachusetts. 

 

Q: Where did they come from in England? 

 

PICKERING: Warwickshire, but Iôm not sure exactly where. The original Pickering was a 

shipwright and a carpenter. He built a house in 1651 thatôs been in the family ever since and we 

celebrated the 350
th
 anniversary in Salem, Massachusetts. 

 

Q: Where? 
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PICKERING: In Salem two years ago and they kindly invited me because they happened to see 

my name in print somewhere. But then Iôve come to know the members of the central Pickering 

family, all of whom have lived in the house. My family comes from the second son in the first 

generation whose name was Jonathan; all the other first sons and inheritors of the house have 

been called John with two exceptions -- Timothy the father of the Secretary of State in the late 

1790s and his son the Secretary. I have a relationship, in a sense with him in that we share either 

a common great grandfather; his great grandfather was my grandfather eleven generations 

removed. Timothy Pickering was Secretary of State for both Washington and Adams. 

He served in the revolution first as colonel of the militia from Essex County in Massachusetts 

and then later of the Board of War in Philadelphia helping to raise money for supplies and 

payment of the forces and then as possibly a Brigadier or Major General -- Quartermaster 

General of the army at Yorktown. At warôs end he acquired land in north central Pennsylvania 

which had already been settled by pioneers from Connecticut, he was run out of town on a rail, 

went to Massachusetts where his neighbors raised money and gave him a farm. Washington used 

him to negotiate two treaties with the New York state Indian community (Five Nations) which 

still exist today. He later become Postmaster General under Washington, failed in an effort top 

negotiate the Northwestern frontier boundary with Canada along the Lakes and then served as 

Secretary of War in Washingtonôs second cabinet. He has much to do with Randolphôs departure 

as Secretary of State. Washington appointed him as Acting. He refused the post a number of 

times but later took it under Washingtonôs insistence. When Adams was elected there was not yet 

a tradition of cabinet resignations and so the cabinet stayed on. He and Adams did not get along. 

Pickering played a role in the XYZ affair which led to the Quasi-Naval War with France. He was 

fired by Adams after he came out against his re-election in 1800 and after refusing Adamôs 

request that he resign. He later served as both a member of the House and the US Senate from 

Massachusetts and died around 1826. 

 

Q: The name rings down revolutionaryé 

 

PICKERING: Bell. My family through all that period, those eleven generations, has lived mainly 

in either New England or the Middle-Atlantic states. My great, great grandfather on my fatherôs 

was postmaster in Elmira, New York and I knew my great grandfather in the 1930s and my 

grandfather lived in East Orange, New Jersey, hence my birth in Orange Memorial Hospital. My 

father was a china and glass salesman and we lived in Rutherford, New Jersey until I went away 

to college. 

 

My family on my motherôs side came to the US from the UK about the 1`840ôs. My great, great 

grandfather was an apothecary apparently. My great grandfather was put on a sailing bark in 

1866 in New York at age 16 as an ordinary sailor and made a round trip to Japan. I inherited his 

log books from the voyage. Their name was Chasteney -- clearly French for ñpure bornò chaste 

ney, and my mother, without too much to go on as far as I can see, always claimed some 

connection with the Valois royal family in France (presumably an illegitimate offspring, hence 

the family name!). My grandfather on that side was in business selling fine paper in the US and 

Latin America. He was apprenticed in his teens in the 1880s in Berlin in the leather industry and 

spoke German and Spanish. 
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My paternal grandmotherôs family I recall little about, although the family name Reeve comes 

from there and was my fatherôs middle name as well and is now carried by my son, grandson and 

great, grandsons. 

 

My grandmother on my motherôs died of acute arthritis before my birth. She came from 

Pennsylvania and the family name was Zeller, an Alsatian name and an ancestor founded a small 

fortified farm house built over a spring near Reading where it is a miniature State Park today 

with the name ñHeinrich Zeller -- 1743ò inscribed above the entrance door. 

 

Clearly more than you asked for or wanted to know! 

 

Q: Letôs talk a little bit about your father. Did he have a college education? 

 

PICKERING: No. He had a year at Andover Prep School and he was one of two sets of twins 

and the fourth son in the family, all males. The oldest son, his oldest brother, went to Columbia 

and one of the other sets of twins went to Cornell, but the others did not have a university 

education and neither did my grandfather. 

 

Q: Do you have any feeling of, usually when somebody goes to university in the family and 

somebody doesnôt, there is kind of a division because you are coming from a generation that 

most of the people I talk to of your age, my age, family had not a university education. 

 

PICKERING: It didnôt seem to be. It was very interesting because my grandfather was extremely 

successful in the jewelry business, retired in his mid-40s and did an enormous number of things. 

He became a rather adept painter, he became an astronomer, had an observatory on his roof, was 

American secretary of the Association of Variable Star Observers (those that change in light 

intensity) and took up cooking and photography. I have many of his photographs and some of his 

paintings. He traveled extensively around the world, visited his astronomical friends in Japan and 

Italy and painted a lot of pictures overseas from photos he had taken. He was a very interesting 

man in his own right and perhaps at least some interest in foreign travel stemmed in the genes 

from that gentleman. 

 

Q: How about his wife, your grandmother, from that side? 

 

PICKERING: My grandmother whom I knew very well, I knew my grandfather quite well too, 

he died in 1945 and my grandmother much later, came from a family that we can trace back, we 

know the names, we donôt know a great deal about them. She was the kind of the matriarch of 

the family when I was young and growing up, with the five sons and a kind of large and growing 

set of progeny. I think was interested always in what was going on but was basically at the time I 

knew her kind of retired and living in a hotel in New Jersey in her post-married life after she lost 

her husband. 

 

Q: With your father, he was you say a salesman doing what? 

 

PICKERING: He sold china and glass. During the depression he made a living almost selling 

door-to-door in New Jersey and in the New York and Connecticut suburbs. By the time of the 
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second World War he had gotten a job with an American manufacturer of table glassware in 

Cambridge, Ohio, and was actually provided a small utility-sized panel truck, which was the 

family car, to carry on his business which he did with that company for many years selling in 

New York state and in New Jersey mainly to everyone from jewelers to department stores. He 

knew the business extremely well and had many good contacts and was quite successful as a 

salesman under very difficult times and trying circumstances in the great depression. He 

managed to help me go through college and assisted me in graduate school. Almost at the time I 

began graduate school, he lost that job -- the company was bought out by some merger firm that 

wanted it for tax write-offs so it went out of business. He then went into business for himself 

because he knew everybody in the field on a personal basis. He represented several, both 

domestic and imported, lines of china and glassware and sold until basically he was in his late 

ó70s living in Pennsylvania. He finally gave it up and died at age 83, in 1986. 

 

Q: Did he, I ask this question because I have a father who is a salesman, did he hit you with óget 

out there and know the territory and peopleô, in other words was he selling you on the attributes 

of a salesman? 

 

PICKERING: I used to travel with him once in a while and he often talked about what was 

successful and he often talked about his own philosophy, which is very much what you 

described. 

 

Q: That is very much the American way. 

 

PICKERING: Exactly, very much. It is not too far from some elements of our chosen field -- 

diplomacy 

 

Q: Contacts, soldiers and all. 

 

PICKERING: Self-made person. He used his people skills and his ability to know people to 

develop cliental. He was more interested in permanent clients than quick sales. 

 

Q: Were you sort of chalking this up in your mental blackboard? 

 

PICKERING: I was and I always thought it paid dividends in diplomacy to understand that 

approach. 

 

Q: Well now, on your motherôs side. What do you know about your motherôs side of the family? 

 

PICKERING: Quite a bit. My motherôsé 

 

Q: What was her family name? 

 

PICKERING: The family name was Chasteney, which is Huguenot, Chasteney. They can trace 

their direct ancestors back to England in the 1840s. I think that my great, great grandfather on 

that side came as an apothecary, but I am not sure. He had a son who in 1866 oandô67 at age 

sixteen or seventeen worked as a sailor on a sailing bark, the óBenefactressô, out of New York to 
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Japan and returned. He kept a journal, actually a log, which I have. It was given to me by my 

grandfather who knew that I liked international travel and was making a career in diplomacy. My 

grandfather spent most of his life on my motherôs side traveling internationally. At age, I think, 

fifteen my maternal grandfather was apprenticed in the leather business in Berlin and came back 

reputedly speaking more German than English about five or six years later. He visited the Eiffel 

Tower about the year of its opening and left a commemorative medal. Later on he worked for a 

paper company, a company that made fancy paper in New York City and lived in a suburb of 

New York, Rutherford, New Jersey, where I grew up. In fact, after I was born my parents lived 

in his house until about age three or four. I can actually remember our moving on that occasion. 

He over the years did a great deal of business in Latin America and developed reasonably good 

Spanish. My grandmother on that side died before I was born with severe rheumatic arthritis. He 

married again a Scottish immigrant who I had as a step-grandmother while I was growing up and 

who died after my grandfather died in 1952. 

 

Q: What about your step-grandmother? Was she much of a presence in your life? 

 

PICKERING: She was quite a strong presence in my life. She was very musical and a 

schoolteacher. I would say strong but not nearly as strong, obviously, as my parents were, but we 

lived in the same town. We saw each other fairly frequently. 

 

Q: How about your motherôs education? 

 

PICKERING: My mother was educated in something called the Scudder School in New York 

City, which was more perhaps of a finishing than a secretarial school. Her father liked 

international travel, thought it was important, so she as a young secondary school graduate was 

given a trip to Europe in the early twentyôs and kept all the mementoes, which I as a child used 

to enjoy reviewing. 

 

Q: How did your mother and father meet? 

 

PICKERING: My fatherôs brother from the different set of twins had met a young woman from 

Rutherford, New Jersey, who was the daughter of a physician. They got married and it was 

through them, she was a friend of my mother, that my father and mother met. 

 

Q: How big was your family? Your immediate family? 

 

PICKERING: My immediate family was just myself and my sister who is two years younger 

than I am. 

 

Q: Are you close to your sister? 

 

PICKERING: Reasonably so, but much closer now than we were growing up like lots of siblings 

we had differences. 

 

Q: She was a little brat? 
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PICKERING: Not so much. 

 

Q: That was your perspective. 

 

PICKERING: My perspective, but sheôs had a very international life as well. She married a 

Harvard graduate, someone who had his Masters in Education there. She met him at Brown 

when she was at university. They taught school in Long Island, she had itchy feet and so did he. 

He taught social studies and she followed my wife, Alice, into a library course and became a 

school librarian They did two long tours of service at the American Community School in 

Athens, she learned to speak reasonably good Greek, went back to the United States in the ó80s 

to serve out time to retire and get a pension. In 1989, the two of them were offered a job in 

Damascus and spent subsequently five years teaching in the American School in Damascus and 

then retired again and have found a home in Greece and so they live in the Northern Aegean but 

are frequently back here in the United States. In 2014 she sold he home on the island of Skiathos 

and they now reside in Brant Rock, Massachusetts, south of Boston. 

 

Q: What was the family name? 

 

PICKERING: Her married name is Hunt. 

 

Q: My wife may know her because we lived in Athens. 

 

PICKERING: Did you? 

 

Q: During the ó70s. 

 

PICKERING: Of course it may have been a little earlier than they would have been there. His 

name is Bruce Hunt and he taught Social Studies, then she later became school librarian. Her 

name is Marcia. 

 

Q: Now growing up, you were born in 1931. I assume some of your first memories are sort of the 

Depression werenôt they? 

 

PICKERING: Very much. I think it had a large amount of influence. I can remember because we 

lived in four different houses in Rutherford, New Jersey, that the second house we lived in was 

across the street from a Jr. High School, which was a polling place so I can remember very 

clearly the electoral signs for the election of 1936, with Alf Landon and sunflowers. I can 

remember the election in 1940 and Franklin Roosevelt sped through my hometown and we saw 

the fleeting motorcade from the top of my street. I was very impressed by the fact that there were 

many empty houses in this suburb outside of New York, normally in a place where housing was 

sought for; many of them Victorian kind of small mansions becoming more and more dilapidated 

with no tenants. I can remember we moved several times and I suspect to adjust the rent. As rents 

went down we were not able to sustain ourselves where we were, but by 1940 my father had 

done well enough to invest in a house in an in-fill lot on the same street that we had lived on in 

two other houses and that new house was completed in 1940. That is where I derived some of my 

early interest in construction because I watched it go up. But all over my town people were 
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working in the WPA (Works Project Administration), straightening sidewalks, trimming trees, 

preparing parks. There was a huge amount of evidence of people actually working in government 

(New Deal) supported jobs. My mother was often approached by people at the house for food, 

always somehow managed to find something to help people. Donôt think she ever turned anyone 

away despite the fact we did not have much ourselves. It was kind of tough times for almost 

everybody. 

 

Q: Well everybody was sort of at the same level in a way so you really, as a child, didnôt I mean, 

this is just the way life was, wasnôt it? 

 

PICKERING: I think some of the more startling things were that it was almost an all-white town 

but somewhere along the line my mother maybe because they did house work in the 

neighborhood, got to know a black family and so we spent time with their children occasionally, 

not a lot, but it was always impressive to me because the town was fairly rock-ribbed. The ó30s 

were not a time free of prejudice and it was not necessarily a comfortable position for a white, 

low, low-middle class family to be involved in. 

 

Q: What about a Jewish connection? Was there much iné 

 

PICKERING: Some in my suburb, a lot less than in other suburbs. We had a synagogue, I did a 

lot of things in Boy Scouts, it was a Presbyterian troop but we had some Jewish boys who 

entered the scouting troop. 

 

Q: How about Roman Catholics? This is a time when there was quite a separation, wasnôt it? 

 

PICKERING: There was and it continued. We had a large Roman Catholic Church in town with 

a very significant school, including a competing high school with the public one. I went to public 

high school; my family were Protestants, Episcopalians, very active in church. We had Roman 

Catholics in the public high school as well but there was a kind of separation, if you could put it, 

between the public high school and St. Maryôs that continued for quite a while and I think that 

also was part of the environment. 

 

Q: Did, by any chance, being in that part of New Jersey, did the Lindbergh baby kidnapping 

have any effect? 

 

PICKERING: It had a slight effect and I can recall the furor at the time and the discussions. I can 

also recall seeing the Hindenburg Zeppelin pass over my hometown on its way to Lakehurst on 

one of its trips. Of course, I can recall with great clarity the beginnings of the Second World 

War. In the late summer of 1939 we were at the New Jersey shore with family and there was a 

tremendous amount of interest in what was happening in Poland, in Germany, the battle of the 

River Platte, some of those things. I spent as we always did, the Sunday morning, late Sunday 

morning at my maternal grandfatherôs anticipating lunch there which was a usual family affair 

when Pearl Harbor came over the radio and I remember that vividly. 
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Q: Was your family, this was in the ó30s, I always think of New Jersey as the suburbs there 

beings sort of rock-rib Republican but your family would be from a group not as well endowed 

as some others. How did they fit into the new era of Roosevelt? 

 

PICKERING: I think my mother was the predominant political influence in the family. This was 

a town solidly Republican; in fact the local newspaper was called The Rutherford Republican. 

My mother was quite an outspoken Democrat, tremendously fond of Franklin Roosevelt and in 

large measure I think because of Rooseveltôs performance as president in the early days of the 

Depression when things were so bad. My father was less vocal but I think at times was 

supportive of my motherôs point of view, but was more guarded I think in his political 

expressions. Within this town there were a few other families, who just happened by chance to 

be close to my mother and father, who had similar, almost heretical, certainly schismatic views 

for that town, about politics. 

 

Q: Did you as a kid get involved in elementary school in politics; I mean the kids who were 

Republican, the kids who were Democrat? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think not. The town was comfortable in its presumption that all living human 

beings they ever associated with were familiar with and sympathetic to their political point of 

view. 

 

Q: How about at home? During your growing up period did the family get together at dinner 

and talk about things? 

 

PICKERING: Very often and I think before the war and during the war often about domestic 

politics and about what was happening internationally. Of course, I was old enough at the time of 

the beginning of the war to follow it avidly, to be extremely interested in it. I suppose that some 

of my early interest in military questions stems from that particular period. 

 

Q: World War II was a greatest geographic tutor that one can image. I can still most often 

Benghazi and all these names that came out of the war, just are fixed in our mind. 

 

PICKERING: I think so Stuart and I think the other interesting thing was that I became really for 

one reason or another, I think in part because I got a stamp book for Christmas in the mid-ó30s, 

extremely interested in collecting stamps. It was in fact I think my grandfather who got a huge 

amount of international mail and he presented me with a large collection of envelopes and 

separated stamps, which I learned to soak. But it also was an extremely interesting geography 

teacher and you would go through the stamp book and find remnants of the former Czarist 

empire which for two or three years had issued stamps, no longer extent, but listed there places 

like Tannu Tuva and the Russian Far Eastern Republic. So I got extremely interested as I did in 

colonial Africa and the fact that stamps were issued by the French and the British. I can 

remember collecting large numbers of the coronation stamps for Edward VIII that never actually, 

of course, matched any coronation and then for George VI. I got to know kind of the British 

Empire and the small islands through this particular hobby and then naturally as the war went on 

and these names were mentioned frequently on the radio, I followed with real interest, although I 

canôt say that my geography of the Soviet Union really improved until I went there. 
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Q: Iôm sure you grew up looking at the map, the world map, and all that red of the British 

Empire. 

 

PICKERING: Very much and very impressed by that and also to the extent of the French 

Empire, but interested in other areas of the world. I think that wars covered by radio and now 

television do teach geography; stamp collecting also teaches geography. So does collecting 

maps. I was fond of the National Geographic and found state issued highway maps interesting 

too. Iôve always loved geography and so perhaps more than others I was very much attached to 

thinking about the world, very interested in foreign travel, and wondered during the war whether 

I would ever be able to do that. 

 

Q: What about reading? Did you read early? Were you a reader? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, I did. I can in fact remember that while I was reading before that I had a bad 

case of the mumps or measles, I suspect in the late ó30s and my mother found somewhere two 

wonderful books, one on what was happening in the world at the time of George Washington and 

a similar one about the time of Abraham Lincoln. I devoured these and found them absolutely 

fascinating; it was my first introduction to, I suppose, non-American history. I also was 

tremendously interested in the Civil War and there were huge numbers of very bad books, many 

of them oriented to young boys, both about the Civil War and then about the First World War. 

We had a good library in Rutherford so I spent a lot of time there, once I discovered it, looking at 

books and taking out books. I started in the Childrenôs section. I had an aunt with a sister who 

worked in the library. And she allowed me to haunt the upstairs, adult, portion to look for and 

take out books I was interested in reading 

 

Q: Was the librarian helpful? 

 

PICKERING: She was and in fact the aunt that I spoke to you about has a sister who was one of 

the librarians, so we had a sort of family connection there. 

 

Q: At school, you went to the whaté? 

 

PICKERING: Rutherford public schools. 

 

Q: How was elementary school? 

 

PICKERING: I can remember lots about it. We ended up in our new house in 1940 living a half 

a block from what was called the Lincoln School; it still is, in Rutherford, built about the turn-of-

the-century. I remember all kinds of interesting things. At one point we had a teacher in the early 

days who had grown up in Germany, although she was not a German, but spoke excellent 

German, and she spent a lot of time showing us slides of countries in Europe so that we would 

get to know something about them. She taught us Silent Night in German, very interesting. I 

remember learning to write and because Iôm left handed how difficult it was to write with a steel 

pointed pen with your left hand and not smear. 
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Q: You had an ink well in your desk, didnôt you? 

 

PICKERING. An ink well in the desk, but I also learned as most left-handers do to write from 

the top down with a bend in your wrist so you didnôt smear. 

 

Q: You were at least fortunate that they werenôt trying to make you write with your right. 

 

PICKERING: No. I think that probably a few years prior to that they would have and maybe 

some teachers tried. They did want me to try to write with my right hand, they thought it would 

be easier for them if I did. I couldnôt do it and didnôt really want to. I must say that probably my 

penmanship has continued to show over the years that struggle somehow. 

 

Q: Were there any courses particularly fun for you and not so fun? 

 

PICKERING: I then went on to junior high and then to high school. I think that the things that I 

enjoyed most were history and related kinds of things. I got interested in science and took 

science, but I canôt say it sang for me. I was not particularly good in math, didnôt particularly like 

it, it was only when I went to university and took a very solid year with fantastic teachers of both 

pre-calculus and calculus that I got really interested in mathematics. I canôt say that I was 

particularly interested in English. I enjoyed reading and enjoyed some of the forced reading, but 

also found my own choice of books and my interest in those kinds of things much more to my 

own taste. 

 

Q: Do you recall as you got into the junior high and high school time any areas that were, or 

books that were particularly interesting or made you think or change? 

 

PICKERING: Well, it was a long time ago. I suspect that helped and I suspect that the 

opportunity to read books, I read a lot so I canôt really pick out anything that I thought was 

totally seminal in terms of changing my attitudes or point of view. 

 

Q: How about teachers? Any teachers? I always like to recognize teachers for theiré 

 

PICKERING: I had a very interesting Armenian-American teacher whose name was Boyan, who 

was very good at teaching geometry and math. Others donôt kind of ring a bell but I thought we 

had good teachers in the school system and generally kept up. I was accepted to college I think 

probably to my surprise because my high school grades hovered around C or B. 

 

Q: Welcome to the club. What about extra curricular activities in junior high and high school? 

 

PICKERING: I would say that I was probably both fairly lazy and so bad and uncoordinated at 

sports that my efforts there were probably pretty traumatic. I remember in my last year I played 

goalie for a while on the high school soccer team until we were smashed by Kearny, which as 

you probably know is a Scotts-Irish town at which all high school soccer players were pros. They 

got so many goals through me that I had to be withdrawn from the field. 

 

Q: Did you get involved in music, plays? 
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PICKERING: No, less so. I got involved in plays by being the kind of electrician and the set 

maker and that kind of thing. I was very interested in that, but I didnôt feel that I had either acting 

ability or certainly not musical ability. 

 

Q: By the time you got into high school letôs see, World War II was at least on its way, I mean 

going. 

 

PICKERING: Yeah, I finished high school in ô49 and I did three years of high school, I did the 

9
th
 grade in junior high. By the time I left junior high the war was over and all the post-war 

things were beginning to appear on the scene. 

 

Q: At this time, did anything about sort of diplomacy ever cross your line of sight? 

 

PICKERING: Yes and no, I think it crossed my line of sight but I didnôt kind of put in the hook. 

I was, for a while, interested in the church, I was an acolyte, I gave the youth sermon. My mother 

sort of liked that and encouraged it. When I went to college I quickly changed my mind, but I 

looked at that a lot and thought about it. I also took a high school trip to the United Nations, 

which was then out at Lake Success in the Flushing Meadows, the building is still there. I can 

remember going for a visit but like lots of high school trips there was much more attention paid 

to being obstreperous and outrageous than it was any attention to the United Nations. But, I 

remember sitting in what was either a committee meeting or one of the assembly meetings for a 

while but not terribly interested although we collected a lot of books they gave out of UN 

documents and speeches in different languages, so I was sort of interested but not at that point 

really fixed on it. 

 

Q: Did your high school make the trip to Washington? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think it was probably beyond our financial means even in those days. To do 

Washington was a little far. 

 

Q: How about New York City? Did thisé 

 

PICKERING: Well I, interestingly enough, became very much interested in New York City. We 

lived on the main line of the Erie railroad, which was only eight miles from the ferry docks, and 

then you could go across to Chamber Street in downtown New York and walk up a few blocks 

and take the subway. In the period of the war there was a wonderful museum in Rockefeller 

Center area about what was happening in the war, military equipment, those kinds of things and 

my mother wise as she probably was, lost her mind but always allowed me to go and take the 

train and do all of that. Later, I took the bus because you could take the bus into mid-town when 

the Port Authority built their large terminal outside the Lincoln Tunnel on 8
th
 Ave. I went in and 

out of Manhattan frequently. I can remember riding the ferry and saw the convoyôs making up 

and in fact saw damaged ships in New York harbor that were either going to be repaired or were 

standing by for repairs. So those kinds of trips impressed me. I think about that time I probably 

went once with my father and mother to Ottawa, which is the only place Iôd been outside the 

United States up until that time. 



14 

 

Q: Was there any place you went or go to get a little country life, Catskills or something? 

 

PICKERING: Itôs interesting. My family was always devoted to the seashore and for all the war 

years my paternal grandfather and grandmother would go too. We would go to an old hotel in 

Bay Head, New Jersey, which is just at the upper end of Barnegat Bay and spend two weeks or 

more on the beach. My father and mother would drive down, sometimes he would have to work, 

sometimes we would be there without my grandfather, sometimes with my grandfather, but we 

loved it. It became the kind of family vacation spot. 

 

In the meantime, I became very active in the Boy Scouts and the Boy Scouts that I was active in 

had a wonderful cabin in the woods in northern New Jersey in a Boy Scout reservation. So 

particularly in high school we would go up there camping on weekends doing a lot of walking. 

My Boy Scouts had an annual two-week summer camp at the regular Boy Scout camp but we 

totally managed it ourselves with a lot of help from adults and that kind of thing. That was a 

strong bonding experience. We had an annual canoe trip on Lake George. We would go up there 

on Memorial Day holiday, always bitter cold, always rough water, but always interesting and it 

took almost a whole day to get from the New York area up there. 

 

At about the ninth grade the principal of the junior high had a family farm that he went to with 

his father and mother out in the southern tier of western New York at a place called Andover. A 

friend of mine had worked there so we worked there one year together. Then for the next four 

years I worked on farms in New York state. My father found through a client of his in Delaware 

County New York, in the upper east branch of the Delaware River a farm in Delhi (pronounced 

there ódell highô) where I worked for four years for a family, which I enjoyed very much. 

 

Q: Was there any spark of maybe Iôll be a farmer, a future farmer of America? 

 

PICKERING: No, none, I loved it, it was very interesting. I particularly liked it because I liked 

building and repairing things and the fact that we did a lot of that as well as bringing in hay, 

cutting oats and corn, filling silos, slaughtering cattle, which was not my favorite task, but 

something I learned. It gave me a chance to learn to drive which I enjoyed doing. I learned to 

drive there, to drive the pickup truck. We used the pickup truck often to run the hayfork attached 

to a track on the barn ridge pool to take the hay off the wagon and distribute it in the hay mow. I 

got lots of opportunities to drive tractors, but even more importantly both farms still had horses 

and we still used horses heavily. I learned a lot about horses. I helped tighten up horse shoes and 

shoe horses, repair harness, put on harness, drive them as a team, hitch them up to wagons and 

that kind of thing. 

 

Q: That sounds great. When you were still in high school veterans were coming back, were you 

getting much in the way of stories of World War II? 

 

PICKERING: Sure very much and it was kind of interesting that older teenagers who were in my 

scout troop in the early ó40s came back as veterans and came by to see us all and to tell us a little 

bit about what the war had been like. They didnôt talk a lot about what they did and they were 

always people we admired and looked up to. We thought they were thousands of years older than 
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we were. It was kind of interesting that some of them still kept those contacts. Through them we 

followed the war and what was happening. Every little town including mine, my little town had 

17,000 people, of course, had casualties during the war. 

 

Q: What about after the war, the Berlin airlift would have come by the time you were a junior I 

guess in high school. 

 

PICKERING: Easily, yes. 

 

Q: How did you view the Cold War? 

 

PICKERING: Television was just beginning to come in so we were more interested in watching 

sports and television was rare. There was a tradition of the Saturday afternoon at the local movie 

theatre and there was always the RKO, or the Pathé News, which focused on those kinds of 

issues as well as a very heavy diet of radio. There was a fellow in New York, Arthur Godfrey, 

who many people know reported in the morning. I can remember on the 6
th
 of June 1944, waking 

up to his reporting on D-Day and I was happy. We stayed in touch very much with war 

developments principally through the radio and secondarily through these other things but there 

was a focus in civics and government courses even in high school on some of what was 

happening on the Cold War. I can remember, because it was broadcast throughout my high 

school, Harry Trumanôs speech on Greece and Turkey and the beginning of our aid programs 

there and that would have been what ô47? or so. Anyway, those are all experiences that one way 

or another to which the school and these other opportunities turned our attention. 

 

Q: I take it from what youôve been saying that your area was not much of an ethnic area, in 

other wordsé 

 

PICKERING: More WASPS (white, Anglo-Saxon, protestants) but it was interesting. Some of 

my best friends in high school -- I had a friend from a Lebanese family, they were very 

Americanized even though in fact and in those days the assimilation was the key word. We had 

families with Polish names, Hungarian names, so but in a sense they had become WASP-ized 

and the children in the school were no different than any of the rest of us. They may have had for 

us a funny last name, we sort of got used to that, but that became a common name for us. People 

occasionally laughed or joked but they would laugh and joke about a names like Pickering. There 

wasnôt, I think, a lot of discrimination. We had a few blacks in high school class; almost none in 

junior high school. The high school represented the whole town, the junior high school that I 

went to was probably more on the side away from the railroad tracks. The black community 

lived near the tracks. 

 

Q: Did Rutherford, was it a bedroom community or was it a manufacturing community? What 

was it? 

 

PICKERING: Totally a bedroom community developed in the late 19
th
 century on the main line 

of the Erie Railroad, next to the Passaic River between there and the New Jersey marshes or the 

meadows. It was a square mile in area, by 1940 it was built up it had 17,466 people, thirty years 

later it had 17,500 people but it was interesting because near the end of the war the townôs only 
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large mansion -- called the castle -- in an open area, was bought up and a college was started, 

something called Fairly Dickinson 

 

Q: Oh yeah. 

 

PICKERING: Which later developed branches in Teaneck and Morristown. I think it abandoned 

the old castle in Rutherford, which was its starting place, but it obviously opened its door to a 

large numbers of veterans and thatôs how it got its start. They had a rather dynamic leader who 

saw this opportunity to develop it and so it became something of an institution in the town but 

there was no manufacturing., There were small manufacturing enterprises more in East 

Rutherford which was I think more manufacturing oriented. A company called Becton 

Dickenson, which makes medical supplies, I think it still exists, had a large plant that made 

things like syringes just over the railroad tracks in East Rutherford and it helped give the name to 

the college by a donation. 

 

Q: When you were in high school was it sort of understood that you were going to go to college? 

 

PICKERING: It was very interesting, a very large percentage of the people in my generation in 

this bedroom community were headed for college. It was very clear my parents wanted me to 

and it was very clear in my mind that it was a very good thing to do, that it was the right thing to 

do. It fit my aspirations. 

 

Q: I think though I may be wrong on this but I think your parentôs generation, something like ten 

percent of young people went to college. 

 

PICKERING: I think that is right and close to 80 or 90 percent, Stuart, of my generation in high 

school went to college. 

 

Q: It was this alone with the GI Bill, because we had a whole revolution in the United States and 

we were all part of it, but we didnôt know. 

 

PICKERING: Almost, we could see it, we knew it, we knew that the percentages of high school 

graduating classes particularly in the suburbs, ours was not among the more affluent but it was 

not un-affluent, could begin to afford this, could find scholarships, could find opportunities, 

could compete. College education was comparatively inexpensive compared to what it is now in 

terms of family income, so all those opportunities opened up. 

 

Q: When you were a senior what were you pointed towards? Did you have any idea oré? 

 

PICKERING: No, I had looked at the ministry, I had looked perhaps at engineering. I was very 

interestedé 

 

Q: I would like to go back for a second to the ministry. The Episcopal Church, which I was 

brought up in too broke down in the high and low, where, were you? 
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PICKERING: Low Church Parish, most of the dioceses of Newark where I grew up was Low 

Church. 

 

Q: What about the ministry attracted you and didnôt attract you? 

 

PICKERING: I think that what attracted me for a while was just my interest in religion. What 

didnôt attract me was basically that I wasnôt sure I wanted to spend my time giving sermons and 

sitting in one town and then I had a lot of family pressure in that direction. I responded that by 

going along which was probably not the right thing to do knowing that I wouldnôté 

 

Q: Meaning your mother? 

 

PICKERING: Mother, absolutely but I knew I wouldnôt have to make a decision on that until I 

had a chance to go to college. 

 

Q: You were saying engineering interest? 

 

PICKERING: I was very interested in engineering. I was interested in building and engineering 

activities. While I was in high school the state of New Jersey built one of the new super 

highways through the southern part of my town five blocks away and I used to go over and 

watch what was going on, watch them build the bridge over the Passaic River and that kind of 

thing. I got very interested in that and got to know a lot about house building from having 

watched it. 

 

Q: The draft had been stopped. In ô46 it stopped until for obvious reasons and started again in 

1950, so the military was not something you had to do but did the military attract you at all? 

 

PICKERING: Very, I was very interested in the military maybe not as a career but I was 

prepared to do military service and kind of looked forward to it. I had no trouble registering in 

the draft. 

 

Q: It was sort of a right of passage. 

 

PICKERING: It was almost and kind of an obligation and also from my point of view given the 

interest I had in the military tremendously interesting to me. 

 

Q: Where did you go to college/university and what brought you to that? 

 

PICKERING: That was interesting. In my senior year I started looking around, got a lot of 

advice, was interested in Hobart and Trinity mainly because they had the Episcopal connection 

but also had an old family friend of my motherôs and fatherôs whose daughter was a 

contemporary of mine in high school who had been to Bowdoin, in Brunswick, Maine. He talked 

it up a lot and so I went up there and spent a weekend, also visited Hobart, never got to Trinity, 

got accepted by Bowdoin, it was my first preference mainly because of this weekend I had spent 

there and so decided to go there. I had also applied to Cornell to study mechanical engineering 

and was admitted. I still decided on Bowdoin and liberal arts. 
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Q: It is interesting because Bowdoin, being stuck up in the wilds of Maine or something like that. 

 

PICKERING: That didnôt bother me. I kind of romanticized the idea that Maine was a great 

outdoor state and that I had always enjoyed. I did a lot of camping, a lot of outdoor activities, and 

a lot of hiking. I enjoyed that so that problem wasnôt there. I had grown up next to New York 

City, was not particularly interested in becoming an urban dweller and enjoyed the Bowdoin 

location. 

 

Q: So you went to Bowdoin from ô49 to ô53 was it? 

 

PICKERING: Exactly. 

 

Q: When you arrived there in ô49 can you describe what your impression was of Bowdoin? 

 

PICKERING: Since I had been there before, I was not, I think greatly surprised by what I had 

found. I immediately, as all the students did, moved into a dorm and also went through a 

fraternity rush. Bowdoin was then almost completely fraternities, about 99 percent. 

 

Q: Would you repeat that last bit. 

 

PICKERING: Bowdoin was almost 99 percent fraternities; anybody who wanted to in effect 

could do it. There was one fraternity, which was not affiliated nationally, locally organized that 

had probably more Jewish students although my fraternity, which was nationally affiliated, 

pledged Jewish students in my class. 

 

Q: What fraternity was that? 

 

PICKERING: Theta Delta Chi. These were almost necessary for eating arrangements as well as 

housing. That was not the principal feature, and all new students lived in the dormitories when I 

was there. I ended up with a college roommate from just outside of Portland, who was French 

Canadian by origin. 

 

Q: Portland, Maine? 

 

PICKERING: Portland, Maine. We got along very well. He was a good athlete, played 

basketball, was a good science student, we pledged the same fraternity interestingly enough, 

although we were not particularly close throughout that time but we always remained friends and 

he became a physician later in life, a Navy physician. 

 

Q: Were you picking up any at that time at Bowdoin being in Maine the, I wonôt say necessary 

discrimination but the abruptness of the French Canadians? 

 

PICKERING: Very much. It was very apparent that Brunswick, which was a divided town 

between the Anglo-college piece and the old families and the French Canadians, the Quebecois 

who had come in over the last forty years or fifty years to work in the mills They were a first 
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generation dying out, but it was interesting because I had learned a fair amount of French in high 

school and would go to local bars, we werenôt supposed to but we always did, and find 

opportunities to speak French with some of the local people and get a sense of what a weird 

accent they had. We had a guy in my college class who had spent several summers working in 

Quebec who understood better than I did Quebec French. That was very much the case although 

we had increasing numbers from Maine in the college with French surnames. They were 

basically from the Maine point of view seen as a group apart. They never had any difficulty at 

Bowdoin, they never were in anyway un-integrated, but you always knew they came from the 

French Canadian community or the French speaking community. Some of them didnôt speak 

French at all; some of them had totally lost it. 

 

Bowden was interesting because it had also a very large group of excellent people who came out 

of the Maine school system mainly from the rural towns where they had a tradition of 

public/private academies. They got quite a good education and they were very broadly helped by 

Bowdoin scholarships, Bowdoin had a very large percentage of scholarship students. The college 

make up was about a third form Maine, a third from Massachusetts and a third from the rest of 

the world. That was sort of their vision of how the world was made up; it was kind of interesting. 

The Maine boys who came out of these small towns who also carried their weight without 

difficulty in class, sports and overall. We also had some very urban and urbane New Yorkers and 

Bostonians, lots of Boston suburb people, generally they were in economic strata sort of upper 

middle class, also lots of legacies. The college had good teaching, very solid fundamentals, a 

very broad requirement to go through the liberal arts -- language requirements, math 

requirements, science requirements, literature requirements, history requirements so you had a 

pretty well, a preset curriculum for your first couple of years and then you began to focus on 

what you would major in. 

 

Q: This was not a, although it was one of the, on a scale of things, one of the better schools. You 

didnôt find it was a class school? 

 

PICKERING: Very much not. That was one of the nicest things. There were classes within the 

school but it was not a class school. It compared in that sense rather interestingly with places like 

Williams in Amherst and even Wesleyan, which even tended to be more class school. 

 

Q: I am a graduate of Williams in 1950 and I realized there was a classing. I didnôt belong to 

ité 

 

PICKERING: I probably had a cousin in your class. Ted Chasteney? Did you ever hear that 

name? 

 

Q: It rings a bell, yeah. There was more of a class thing, as I say, I didnôt come from anything 

that could purport to be part of the class and I in fact had always been a bit estranged from it 

because it just wasnôt me. It was a good education but no, it is interesting that Bowdoin was 

much more of aé 

 

PICKERING: Bowdoin with the Maine background, there were very few, there were some 

Portland boys obviously from affluent families, but Maine was a place where you didnôt wear 
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that and didnôt parade it and you didnôt adopt accents, dress or manners that tended to put you in 

that circumstance. 

 

Q: Your first years, you say youôre going through a rather stratified educational thing, how did 

you find this? 

 

PICKERING: Loved it. I found that I was extremely weak in English composition but not so 

weak that I had to take a remedial course. I found language a struggle in large measure because it 

was also totally based on literary French and I had had enough French, but I had to struggle 

through Moliere and other things, which to me were not very appealing or interesting with arcane 

formulations of archaic French verbs and totally antique. I loved history and I had a fabulous 

professor who taught a one-year course in European history, which kind of settled me on my 

major. As I said, I enjoyed mathematics so much that instead of taking the second half of the 

year in statistics, which almost all non-mathematicians did, I, instead, stayed in for differential 

calculus and integral calculus because the professors were so good and I enjoyed very much the 

teaching although Iôve never used it. I found it was an extremely rewarding kind of approach and 

learned some logic in the process. 

 

Q: Well, did you in sort of later in life, could you relate at all to the way you looked at problems 

in all, is there a mathé? 

 

PICKERING: I think there is a discipline in studying first trig and spherical geometry and then 

integral and differential calculus; one learned basically logic or certain logic in a way of dealing 

with a problem. You learned how to approach problems in a very orderly, very careful way and I 

think that helped as much as anything else. 

 

Q: Did you find, I mean, one of the things Iôve talked to many people who refer to you, served 

with you, refer to you in glowing terms but they say one of the problems with you was you could 

quickly read through things and absorb it very quickly and it was almost disconcerting but very 

handy. You were a very good study. Did you find this, was it an ability that you had oré? 

 

PICKERING: I didnôt particularly notice it and you donôt do a lot of problem solving in college. 

What I found was that when I had a choice of a major and then had to do kind of long written 

papers it was a challenge for me not having grown up in an academic environment to understand 

not only how to summarize your relation of events and then how to begin to draw conclusions 

from them. I had tremendously good professors who were very good at talking about and 

providing ways to look at issues and problems and drawing conclusions and the more seminars 

we did in this area the more I enjoyed it and perhaps because I enjoyed it maybe I learned 

something. 

 

Q: Were you noticing the influence of World War II veterans because starting in ô49 you were 

picking up at the instructor level people who had been around the block and in World War II? 

 

PICKERING: Very much, but also my first year was the last year of the post-war veterans and 

we noticed basically that they were hard drinking, hard bitten, hard working, heavily focused and 

very mature. We were all young, green, wet between the ears fresh out of high school, very 
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naïve, not very, very experience so the opportunity at least to spend a year with them in the 

fraternity house, not that I paid a lot of attention, was a kind of learning experience on its own 

but you had a huge generational gap. 

 

Q: I became by osmosis a veteran coming in out of a school in ô46 and by the time I got out in 

ô50 I later became a vet but I had alreadyé 

 

PICKERING: Well, so did I but that was a noticeable period. 

 

Q: How about the instructors? Were you getting instructors who, for instance, had been 

involvedé? 

 

PICKERING: Sure, one of the math instructors I had had been involved in the Second World 

War, had been a Rhoades Scholar at Oxford, never went beyond his masters interestingly enough 

but was a superb teacher of math. I got to know a lot of the instructors through classes and the 

fraternity. We had a chemistry professor who was particularly close to our fraternity; I had two 

wonderful history professors, the one who I told you about who did the European broad courseé 

 

Q: Who was that? 

 

PICKERING: A man by the name of Ernst Helmreich and then I had a man by the name of 

Thomas Van Cleve, who was a colonel in the war interrogating German prisoners. He was a very 

senior expert on Germany, but his real field was Middle Ages, which I liked very much so I kind 

of did a major in the cultural history of the Middle Ages and Renaissance with Van Cleve. I had 

a wonderful man, in government, by the name of Athern Daggett who really started to encourage 

me to take the Foreign Service exam. 

 

Q: What about contemporary things? I mean by taking French class you werenôt really Le 

Monde and things like that? 

 

PICKERING: No, and unfortunately we had very much a 19
th
 Century view that this advance 

French was to prepare you to be a French instructor in the 19
th
 Century tradition. I thought the 

government courses and the history tended to get you much more focused on what was 

happening in the modern world. I did a speech course in which we were asked to give speeches 

five minutes each time on something modern. I did a international law course in which he had a 

paper every week on some event or activity that had some relationship to international law so 

that gave you an opportunity to write about current events in international law. All of those 

things I think were much more modern and focused. I began in that period also to have an 

opportunity to branch out a little bit. I think about 1952, I was invited to a student conference at 

West Point and went and enjoyed it- a lot of focus on the cold war, a lot of focus on the cold war 

strategy. I met Steve Low who was then at Fletcher and Hayden Williams who was the dean of 

Fletcher and they encouraged me to look in that direction. I had been looking at it anyway and 

that helped to formulate my choice for graduate school. 

 

Q: When you there on June 25, 1950, which was the seminal date for many of us, the start of the 

Korean War, did this get you thinking in terms of military again? 
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PICKERING: Yes, college ended in early June. A group of people who had been in the old Boy 

Scout troop and had done their first year in college agreed that we would go back and run the 

summer camp I had told you about. We were right in the middle of that when the war broke out 

and of course we all ruminated a little about what it would mean. We had a couple of folks who 

were then already in the service who got pulled into Korea right away. The rest of us in college 

thought at least that while we were registered with the draft, we probably were going to continue 

to get deferments as long as we maintained academic standards. 

 

Q: Was there an attitude at Bowdoin or a challenge or was there a left wing at Bowden? 

 

PICKERING: Much less so than you might imagine and seemingly less than in todayôs colleges. 

I know that at Bowdoin, it was that way in the ó60s, but in my time, it was pretty much a product 

of children, boys, brought up during the war (it was not yet coed) who basically as you know in 

the wartime atmosphere saw patriotism, service to the country and a lack of serious political 

dispute as a virtue. We were I think pretty somnolent about politics and about political life. I still 

felt very strongly that probably while Eisenhower was going to provide us a lot of benefits I had 

my suspicions inherited from my mother about the value of the Republican Party as a standard 

bearer for the country. 

 

Q: But Adelaide Stevenson caught an awful lot of peopleé 

 

PICKERING: He did and I was extremely attracted to him. 

 

Q: His rhetoric was really one of those few times when people became delighted in words andé 

 

PICKERING: I enjoyed that immensely. I thought that there were fewer people in the college 

however who did. Many of them who had come out of Republican families were kind of loyal to 

that and Eisenhower as the war hero had a huge amount of attraction and people were very 

comfortable at the college about his victory. 

 

Q: Was there much talk about finding out about communism and the Soviet Union? 

 

PICKERING: Very much and of course all through the war but in particularly later. For a while, 

of course, we were in the period of the honeymoon and Rooseveltôs dealings with Stalin. Then 

after the war when it began to break down and some of the confrontation and difficulties over the 

occupation by the Soviets in the Eastern European countries, the Yalta argument, the tremendous 

polarization about China from 1949 on all brought on changed views. All of those I think were 

very much part of what we were watching and seeing and aware of. 

 

Q: Were you going through a sort of nuclear attack drills and that sort of thing? 

 

PICKERING: Not in college and less in high school, although some in high school. I think 

everybody was profoundly impressed and even depressed about the potential for a nuclear attack, 

the potential for war, what to do in the event of war. They were much more optimistic in the 

basis of government exhortations about duck and cover and air raid shelters and those kinds of 
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things, about what would happen had we had an atomic attack. There was this combination of 

this very fearful weapon with government encouragement to do what was basically homeopathic 

medicine to deal with it and so we were if anything somewhat confused 

 

We were happy in Maine. We thought we were not going to be a target until Korea opened up 

and then what had been a very large, then closed, Naval Air Station in Maine in Brunswick, was 

reopened by the Navy. It had been part of the college, both the University of Maine and Bowdoin 

for their freshman years during the early post war period. We wondered whether we would be a 

target or not. 

 

Q: Was there an ROTC (Reserve Officer Training Corp) or anything like that? 

 

PICKERING: Interestingly enough about my second year, after 1950, Bowdoin established an 

ROTC. To the disappointment of many it was the Transportation Corps, they all thought it was 

going to be something more glamorous. 

 

Q: It wasnôt one you couldé 

 

PICKERING: One that you were going to go fight for. A number of folks, mainly incoming 

freshman, not too many in my class joined up and stayed for the whole period and actually some 

went on to serve in the Transportation Corp. Some even became lifers. In my class there wasnôt 

so much of that; we were too close to the veterans and too far from the Transportation Corps. If I 

could put it that way to look at it but we all knew that we would have to serve. I can remember as 

a junior maybe or a senior, the Navy came by recruiting and my eyes were fine and so I signed 

up as being interested in a Naval aviation flight program which sort of set the stage. I then went 

to graduate school which we will talk about and spent a year in Australia and then came back and 

took the physical for the Navy in London on my way home. When I got there my eyes were 

deteriorated from this wonderful graduate school education, but got married and went into the 

Navy in an aviation ground officer program, which was really an aviation intelligence program 

and did photo interpretation with my wonderful eyes. But, it all started back at Bowdoin in the 

Naval aviation program. 

 

Q: Israel became independent in ô48. 

 

PICKERING: Right. 

 

Q: Obviously repercussions for you much later but did Israel, the cause of Israel, or anything 

attract you? 

 

PICKERING: No it didnôt figure extremely largely or in necessarily a totally subliminal way. I 

think we were aware of it as a development. I think basically those of us, who lived through the 

war, knew about the Holocaust, understood some of what had happened to Jews around the 

world but particularly in Europe were not at all disappointed that they could have a state. 

 

Q: How about the UN (United Nations)? When I was in college, ô46-ô50, the UN was a big thing, 

this is considered to be the light of the future. 



24 

 

PICKERING: It was and there were world federalists and people saw the UN as kind of a step 

forward for world government. There were great interests but there were, what I would call, a 

kind of counter veiling public image that it was the place where we entered into long debilitating, 

feckless debate with the Soviets over the future of whatever it was we were trying to deal with. It 

had become veto ridden by the early 50ôs. The UN was a wonderful mechanism for dealing with 

Korea because the Soviets disappeared for a week, or whatever. We saw the UN Command in 

Korea turn into the coalition and those kinds of things. We began to get a sense of what the UN 

was doing in other areas, the specialized agencies, some of us learned to little bit more about it. I 

spent a lot of my time in graduate school on the subject and my future wife even more. 

 

Q: Was there China, there was a split that was ô49 too? 

 

PICKERING: I mean I think the stereotypical view of China was that the Communists had won 

the civil war with a tremendous amount of help from Russia, that the two were glued together 

very, very closely but one was the catôs paw, the Chinese for the Russians for the Soviets. This 

then led to the difficult and messy war in Korea when we got too close to the Yalu River and 

brought the Chinese in then too there were huge recriminations in the Congress about ówho lost 

Chinaô. The Democrats bore the bulk of the burden on that particular question. We were close to 

the Republic of China and Taiwan. There were some arguing for opening up with the PRC, the 

treatment of our diplomats was an issue, the inability to have communication was an issue. It 

took a long while before any of us realized that there were some fundamental differences 

between Chinese and Russians over the future. 

 

Q: McCarthyism, did this stir up anything? 

 

PICKERING: Hugely important, very closely followed. By the time I went to the Fletcher 

School in ô54 we had the Army-McCarthy hearings going on as we were in school. I watched 

them all very, very closely. By that time I had already taken the Foreign Service exam, I took it 

in ô53, but we saw in fact McCarthyôs efforts had clamped an iron vise around the front door to 

the State Department for new Foreign Service Officers. We more or less thought it was a forlorn 

effort, but it wasnôt until the end of graduate school that I was suddenly invited to Washington to 

take oral exams. 

 

Q: You graduated in ô53 you took the Foreign Service exam. 

 

PICKERING: I took the Foreign Service exam in the summer of ô53. I was home and in New 

York and there was a big Civil Service exam center in Canal Street and I had to get across to do 

that. I, in fact, arrived late the second day of the exam. There were three-day exams in those 

days. 

 

Q: It was actually three and a half days. 

 

PICKERING: Yes, three and a half and I arrived late but managed to poke my score up for 

someé 
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Q: I took it the same year. 

 

PICKERING: Did you? 

 

Q: In Frankfurt, Germany. I was in the Air Force at the time. 

 

PICKERING: It was an interesting experience. I thought I had done reasonably well and in fact I 

did. I think I was in the low 70s. 

 

Q: I was I think 69.85 or something. It was rounded up to 70 so I got into the Foreign Service. 

 

PICKERING: I even passed the French exam, which I think was a score of 70. 

 

Q: Why did you take the Foreign Service exam? 

 

PICKERING. Well, over my college years I had become a great deal more interested in knowing 

what was going on around the world. I did a lot of study and focus on it, loved to travel. In 1952, 

the U.S. Weather Bureau recruited students at Bowdoin and Dartmouth principally to spend a 

summer in Greenland and in Arctic Canada, maintaining weather stations. I succeeded in that, 

spent most of the month of July in South Boston at the South Boston Naval Shipyard alongside 

the Dry Dock putting together all of this stuff to go to Greenland and Arctic Canada and then 

went on a Navy Attack Transport both to Halifax, Gothab in Greenland (now Nuuk) where we 

had an American Consulate General in those days. We went on to Thule and then stayed. After a 

week in Thule. some of us got off the ship. I stayed and I went on over to Cornwallis Island in 

the Canadian Arctic to Resolute Bay and spent until September there when I had to come back to 

college. 

 

Q: What were you doing? 

 

PICKERING: We essentially helped to put up pre-fabricated buildings for the weather stations, 

which were already established, drove bulldozers to grade roads, did electrical wiring, whatever 

they wanted us to do. When we finished I spent about three weeks there. Another guy from 

Dartmouth and I did a lot of walking on a trip on Cornwallis Island camping. 

 

Q: Whatôs Cornwallis Island? What was there? 

 

PICKERING: Three things of interest, a Canadian Air Force gravel landing field with some 

wrecked airplanes and a small Canadian Air Force station and our weather station, which was 

joint U.S.-Canadian off on one end on a big bay. About 18 miles away the winter camp of Sir 

John Franklinôs 1853 expedition before it disappeared in the Northwest Passage. There was an 

archeological site off one end of the runway of an Inuit habitation maybe 500 years old which 

still had bone and animal skin remains frozen in the ground. There were no Intuits in 1952 in 

Resolute Bay. It was a wonderful place to walk around; we had the first snow at the end of 

August. There were plentiful polar bears and walrus. They wouldnôt let us walk out of camp 

without taking an old Enfield 1903 rifle and ammunition with us, which we shot not at bears but 

to listen to the sound occasionally. 
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Q: Later, Iôve talked to people who have been with you on bird watching trips. Didé 

 

PICKERING: I am not a bird watcher but I did take bird watchers along on trips. 

 

Q: Iôve never understood it as a hobby but they are fanatic about this. 

 

PICKERING: Very. 

 

Q: What about the Foreign Service exam was this just sort of ñOh, what the hellò, I mean it was 

three and one half days. You had to be serious about it. 

 

PICKERING: No, it was more serious. I think I was working that year in a Lyndhurst, New 

Jersey, in a warehouse, which specialized in special steels: bars, rods and shapes. I found the job 

with a friend because we were walking around looking for a job and came to this warehouse and 

said, ñWould you take a couple of us to help out?ò and they said ñYeah, we need somebodyò, so 

it was that kind of thing. I spent my nights at home reading documents, the UN Charter, boning 

up on my course studies, looking at French, looking at a lot of things because we all knew about 

this wonderful part of the exam that tested general knowledge and my mother was a great opera 

fan so we spent time talking opera, music, compositions, literature, those kinds of things so I 

could do what I could to attack this exam when it came along. 

 

Q: I studied for the opera because I didnôt know anything about it and as I recall I donôt think I 

got a question on it. 

 

PICKERING: I think I got some. But, it was serious and I was interested but I also knew that I 

wanted to do graduate school and I had been admitted to Fletcher in the one year MA (Master of 

Arts) course. While I was at Fletcher, the Foreign Service because of the McCarthy actions 

things looked pretty hopeless and so I applied early on for a Fulbright to Australia. I had passed 

the written. Then the oral came through and I passed that. 

 

Q: When did you take the orals? 

 

PICKERING: October ô54, about two weeks before I went to get on the boat to go to Australia. 

 

Q: We will continue this and then we will come back to Fletcher. Do you recall any of the 

questions? 

 

PICKERING: In the oral? 

 

Q: Yeah. 

 

PICKERING: Not too many. I think they asked me broad questions about foreign policy and the 

world and what was happening on those issues, some historical questions. I enjoyed it, it was in a 

building called Building H, which was on 23
rd

 Street and geographically just probably next to the 

northern wing of the State Department building now -- it was in that area. 
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Q: It was a two story barracks, temporary. 

 

PICKERING: A two-story like barracks, temporary. 

 

Q: Probably Cornwall Riches was head of theé 

 

PICKERING: He was, I remember the name very well. I donôt think he was in the examining 

panel. I did know, at one time remembered, who was on the examining panel, but it was all 

serving Foreign Service officers, all World War II vets mainly. 

 

Q: Fletcher. Fletcher wasnôt as well known when you went there as later it was. 

 

PICKERING: Probably true, but none of the schools -- I think -- the advanced schools in foreign 

affairs were not terribly well known. I think Georgetown because itôs here in town, Woodrow 

Wilson because it was connected with Princeton and then SAIS (School of Advanced 

International Studies) were coming up. 

 

Q: Why Fletcher? I mean how did you hear about Fletcher? 

 

PICKERING: As I said, Steve Low was a student there and I met Hayden Williams and they 

encouraged me to take a look at it. I canôt remember whether I applied to other schools or not. 

They admitted me and offered me not a generous scholarship but a scholarship that helped and so 

I decided that it looked like an interesting place and it looked like interesting courses and 

interesting faculty and so I went. 

 

Q: You were there from ô53-ô54 was it? 

 

PICKERING: Yeah. Actually I was there from September ô53 until June of ô54, it was the one-

year course. 

 

Q: So what were you taking and how did you find it? 

 

PICKERING: I liked it, I took international law with Ernest Gross who was a phenomenon in his 

own right. A Viennese, tremendously demanding, we had volumes to read, huge amounts but he 

was also an extremely interesting lecturer and seminar instructor. I took American diplomatic 

history with a man by the name of Ruhl Bartlett who had written several volumes on the subject. 

I took a serious course in international economics with Harry Hopkins who had been a trade 

negotiator for the United States at the end of the Second World War. Then I took a course, I 

think the second semester in British Commonwealth History with the man who was then Dean of 

the University of Melbourne Law School, Zelman Cowan, who later became master of an Oxford 

college but even more significantly Governor General of Australia. He was the one who 

encouraged me to look at Australia for my Fulbright. I took an excellent course with a Taiwanese 

in Chinese Diplomatic History in which I learned a huge amount. 
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Q: I was wondering were you picking up something that might be called a Chinese approach to 

diplomacy? 

 

PICKERING: Not really, but what I got from him were several things. One, an appreciation of 

Chinaôs view of its own position in the world. A traditional view of China in a diplomatic 

environment and the history of the horrors of principally the 19
th 

century and the early 20
th
 

century in what one could only have to call the rape and the opening of China at the hands of the 

Europeans and the Japanese. He was a little more comfortable with the United States but not an 

awful lot. It was interesting because he pulled no punches even though he was Republic of China 

(Taiwan) they very much saw themselves as the center of China, part of the world of the future 

and he talked about it from a very Chinese perspective. 

 

Q: Did this sort of stick in your mind? 

 

PICKERING: A huge amount did. As you know, I never spent a lot of time in the Far East but 

some of the things he had to say I thought were so new, so interesting and so illustrative of 

cultural variations that they stuck in my mind. 

 

Q: In the period you are coming up China did not loom large in the academic world. 

 

PICKERING: No it didnôt and I think thatôs why in fact this young guy who is over working on a 

PhD from Taiwan had this really interesting course and Fletcher was probably wise enough and 

daring enough to present it. 

 

Q: How about your students, your fellow students, where were they from? 

 

PICKERING: About one-third or more from all over the world and about two-thirds or less from 

American undergraduate institutions with maybe out of a total of 70, 15-20 PhD candidates who 

were there for a second year. 

 

Q: Were you rubbing shoulders with them were you getting quite a bit from them? 

 

PICKERING: Sure and I married one. 

 

Q: I was going to ask about the significant other coming along. What was her name and whatôs 

her background? 

 

PICKERING: Her name is Alice Jean Stover and she was born in 1931 in western Pennsylvania 

in a little town called Sharon, Pennsylvania. An extremely good student, she was valedictorian of 

her high school and went to Swarthmore on scholarship. She had her own kind of reaction to 

Swarthmore. I think that she reacted to Swarthmore more negatively than I reacted to Bowdoin. 

Then she spent a summer abroad and then came back into Fletcher. She was such a good student 

and she got a full scholarship from Fletcher. We lived next door to each other in separate houses. 

There was a ladies house and a menôs house. There were fewer women; we all ate together. We 

got to know each other and didnôt get married until I came back from Australia and she had 

completed a year with USIS (United States Information Service) in Holland. 
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Q: How did she feel about Swarthmore? Iôm just curious. 

 

PICKERING: I think she liked Swarthmore but she found many of the studentôs highly 

competitive, more urbanized New Yorker types than she from a small town in western 

Pennsylvania was comfortable with. Nevertheless, I think she was class vice president and editor 

for a while of the newspaper. She was very career oriented, very competitive and held up her 

own in Swarthmore very well but still felt that she somehow was from a rural area and out of 

touch. 

 

Q: What about grad school, I canôt remember the name all of a sudden. 

 

PICKERING: Fletcher. 

 

Q: Fletcher. Did you find, was there, was this the beginning of sort of coming into the 

professional ranks and all? 

 

PICKERING: It was beginning and I, I think, kind of sense of competition with the women. In 

fact, they were all good enough to push us all pretty hard. We had a lot of people who were 

headed to the Foreign Service. It was very interesting that Fletcher almost radically changed in 

the 60ôs to a school that is much more oriented to the business community. A lot of our foreign 

fellow students were headed for their foreign services. Fletcher had for quite a while all of the 

new intake for Pakistanôs foreign service at School, all eight! My roommate was an Indian, I 

think maybe one of the few Indians ever to go to Fletcher. An extremely interesting and able man 

who had grown up in the Indian independence movement where he spent time in prison. He was 

ten years at least older than I was and had been number one in the Indian civil service exam 

which is a huge accomplishment and opted for the foreign service and was good enough for them 

to send to Fletcher. 

 

Q: Did you pick up anything about, I always think of the Bet Noir of the American Foreign 

Service Krishna Menon. 

 

PICKERING: No, I donôt think he knew Krishna Menon, but later on when I worked with Ron 

Spiers. Ron had worked with Krishna Menon at the UN in New York at one time. I remember at 

one point in Geneva we all had dinner together. 

 

Q: After graduating from there, at first place Foreign Service wasnôt really open, the American 

Foreign Service at this period. 

 

PICKERING: No, we spent the time watching the Army-McCarthy hearings wondering what 

might happen. Maybe in June or maybe after I left Fletcher I got summoned to appear for orals in 

October and went down my first time ever in Washington. My wife was, wife to be, had already 

left for Holland, She had spent the summer doing the equivalent of USIAôs (United States 

Information Agency) A-100 in those days. I stayed with Fletcher friends for a night and took the 

orals then not knowing what would happen and they announced to me right away that I had 

passed and I could start in January. I said, ñOops, I have only two impediments: Iôve accepted 
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the Fulbright Scholarship which I think will be valuable and then I have to do military service.ò 

They said ñItôs ok, we will keep your name on the registerò which they faithfully did. 

 

Q: Then you had a Fulbright and you say you were sort of talked into it, not talked into it but 

were sold on it by the man who came from Australia. 

 

PICKERING: What happened was less that than just picking the place. I had taken a look at a 

Fulbright. I thought that probably given my past studies and what I wanted to do I was better 

equipped to work in an English speaking country and looked at the Commonwealth. I frankly 

wanted to take a look at the development of foreign affairs powers and recognized that this had 

been evolutionary in the Commonwealth and that it was then easy to make a decision for the 

following reason. Canada was too close; South Africa was too occupied with apartheid and other 

problems to be able to look at the subject I wanted to look at. New Zealand was much too small, 

India had just become independent and was preoccupied in other areas therefore it hadnôt 

evolved as the dominions had and Australia was the perfect case. Australia also represented an 

opportunity to go as far away from home as one could get, not that I disliked home, but I loved 

travel and it gave me an opportunity to organize a trip around the world if I was intelligent about 

it and so I went ahead and did that. 

 

In the meantime, I had met this guy from Melbourne who I thought was a superb teacher, a very 

interesting guy, and so I said. ñIôve applied for a Fulbright, or I am applying I guess or whatever 

where should I go?ò He said, ñCome to Melbourne,ò and he said, ñWe can offer you this and 

this.ò Well, he didnôt have to offer me anything because in Australia in those days graduate study 

didnôt exist. To do a MA in Australia you had to write a thesis but there was no course work. So, 

I outlined this thesis and in somebodyôs fit of absentmindedness they offered me the program 

and so I went off to Australia and sat and talked. The man I wanted to work with was an 

Australian political scientist by the name of McMahon Ball whom I never met because by the 

time I got there he had gone off for a year at Oxford which was the nirvana for every Australian 

professor. But I worked with a very able assistant of his for a year and Zelman Cowen was even 

kind enough to read the first few chapters of my thesis. I did a thesis and left it at Melbourne and 

they awarded me a degree after I had come back to the US. 

 

Q: What was the thrust of your thesis? 

 

PICKERING: My thesis was really to take the evolution of the foreign affairs power through the 

Australian colonies and then in the Commonwealth up to its full acquisition of control over its 

foreign affairs in 1945. It was interesting because you could study the colonies and how they 

began to be represented overseas in trade matters. Then when Australia became a united 

Commonwealth in 1900, you could begin to look at the dominion conferences and how the 

British gradually, at least for the lily white dominions, began to give more opportunity to 

conduct foreign relations. Then finally came the famous Westminster Acts of the 1930s where 

they got more of this power and then began to establish some relationships, the first of which for 

Australia was to send someone here in the British Embassy in 1940. 
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Q: In the first place, looking at this as an American would be an interesting perspective because 

we had a little difficulty with the British back in the 1770ôs over just this issue. Did you find that 

you had a different approach than someone else would? 

 

PICKERING: As an American writer in history? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

PICKERING: Perhaps, partly because I was interested in the kind of evolutionary nature. It gave 

you a way of kind of doing a taxonomy of foreign affairs powers in an evolutionary sense. It was 

very unusual because in fact almost every state to achieve independence since then has emerged 

with full power, but it was interesting to see what the British did and how they managed it. It was 

diplomatic history in what I would call the de-colonization of the white dominions from the 

perspective of the foreign affairs power and its growth. Many of these colonies didnôt want 

foreign affairs powers for a while but we watched the growth of local nationalism in particularly 

in Australia after the first World War and how they wanted it. They distrusted the British and 

those concerns were actually growing and the Second World War made it an imperative from the 

Australian perspective to run their own foreign affairs. 

 

Q: I would think after, in World War II there would be a lot of resentment because they sent the 

flower of their army off to North Africaé 

 

PICKERING: North Africa and Italy. 

 

Q: And what was left of it went to Singapore. The British didnôt handle it very well. 

 

PICKERING: The British played their cards where they thought they had to play them and the 

Australians were their cards to play more or less. The Australians were left high and dry with the 

Japanese in Papua New Guinea and bombing Darwin and only the Americans between them and 

a Japanese invasion. 

 

Q: I suppose you found the Battle of the Coral Sea which for us is almost a blimp on the thing 

there but for the Australians it is a big thing so when the Americans saved Australiané 

 

PICKERING: It was huge and in fact one of the public events I did I was asked to give a speech 

on Australian/American relations in the Battle of Coral Sea Commemoration in Melbourne in 

1954. 

 

Q: How did you find, were you aware, you were sort of being recruited as an American and as 

students up there come up and talking about those horrible ñPommiesò andé 

 

PICKERING: Not often. I mean there was clearly in that period particularly with Australians 

after the war still a sense of attachment to the Commonwealth and the UKé 

 

Q: This is Tape 2, Side 1 with Tom Pickering. 
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PICKERING: Australia in 1954 was still pretty close to the war. People disparaged the British 

but they had for many years before calling them ñPommiesò for pomegranates. 

 

Q: Is that where it came from? 

 

PICKERING: Probably in the kind of completion the British took on under the Australian sun 

almost immediately. It resembled pomegranite fruitôs outer skin -- bright, darkish red. 

 

Q: Red. 

 

PICKERING: Bright red! But Australia in those days (1954) was still so close to what I would 

call the pre-World War I years or certainly the ó30s in almost every aspect because everything 

stopped during the Depression and then Second World War. The automobiles, the construction, 

the architecture with rare exceptions that had begun to pull out of this long freeze that they had 

undergone took you back in time and in space to an earlier almost Victorian era. So it was an 

opportunity to look at kind of a frozen Australia. But Australia in those days too had many of the 

kind of attributes, -the strong orientation to what was happening in the country. There was the 

long deep history of agricultural Australia and mining Australian as opposed to urban Australia, 

a tremendous interest in that period in poetry from the high Victorian days about Australia, 

complimentary and uncomplimentary, an admiration of the bandits and outlaws that had been 

part of Australian history and an almost total sublimation of the convicts and penal colony past. 

 

Q: Ned Kelly. 

 

PICKERING: Ned Kelly, the wandering agricultural worker -- swagmen -- all of that so you got 

a feel for Australia that I donôt think you could capture today in modern Australia and it was 

extremely interesting. I can remember the road system was very rudimentary and so driving from 

Melbourne to Canberra was almost a two-day trip. You had to be prepared to cook out on the 

way, you had to be prepared for intense heat and uncountable flies, and it was tough. Hotels and 

living conditions in Australia were pretty primitive. 

 

Q: Did you find something that Iôve talked to people who, when I was in Vietnam our guys went 

on R&R (Rest and Relaxation) said it was really great because all the Australian guys went off 

and drank in pubs leaving these gorgeous women sort of unattended, they had a wonderful time. 

 

PICKERING: Yes, my day was even pre that. In Australia, we had six oôclock closing 

throughout the country. Only half-way through my time did New South Wales take the gigantic 

step of staying open until ten oôclock. Women were not allowed in the menôs lounge and all the 

drinking was done in the menôs bar which had no seats. It was everybody standing up. People got 

out of work and went in for the six oôclock swill and beer was served with hoses with nozzles 

from glass to glass and everybody sort of stored up for the six oôclock closing and then all 

stumbled home. It was as country of a lot of alcoholism, much of it pretty primitive because the 

culture seemed then to impose it. The other thing was that was unusual was that nothing was 

open for drinking on Sunday except country places and if you traveled more than 12 miles -- a 

fair horse journey in the 19
th
 century -- as a bona fide traveler, you could always get a drink on 

Sunday. So they had a lot of these archaic laws still, which should have long since disappeared. 
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Q: Did you find a sort of the academic side that you know of was this pretty much a reflection of 

the Oxbridge system or not? 

 

PICKERING: I was totally on my own. I had again a roommate who shared a couple of rooms 

out in a far suburb of Melbourne along a major trolley line. He was already a PhD, a scientist ion 

botany and I learned a lot from him about plant RNA and DNA which were his focus and brand 

new. I was admitted to the Faculty Club because I was a graduate student and so got to know a 

lot of the faculty very well, many of them in the area of science because they worked in the lab 

with my friend. I was pretty much told that if you want to write a thesis you are free to do that, 

go do it and so I organized my outline, my research, access to the library, my own working 

arrangements, my own travel, my visits to Canberra to look at the archives and those kinds of 

things as I pretty much wanted. It was a terrific experience in becoming a self-starter. 

 

Q: It wasnôt like the tutor system of the dons? 

 

PICKERING: No, there were no seminars, no tutors, no dons for people interested in an MA. I 

had a professor I talked to and I must have talked to him four times in my entire time there about 

what I was doing and where I was going and he said, ñSure, it sounds right.ò 

 

Q: You came away from Australia, what sort of impressions did you have of the Australians? 

 

PICKERING: I had impressions of many different facets of Australian life. For instance, the 

preoccupation with what they still called ó homeô, which was UK even if they had never been 

there. The size of the large cities was impressive and so was the strong annual migration to 

Europe for education, travel and release. Australia was in many ways a pre-modern urban area 

without much to recommend it. You had to be pretty sports-minded to enjoy it. I can remember 

spending a lot of time, it was almost free, to watch really high-grade Australian tennis, which I 

enjoyed very much. I learned to watch cricket at Melbourne University and understand a little bit 

about it, Australian rules football and the horse races, but beyond that there was very little else 

going on in Australia -- a little music, not much art, a few beginning of aboriginal art becoming 

popular, a tremendous fascination with Australiaôs World War I history and the biggest days 

were Anzac Day parades which went for hours. But, you got a sense at least that the country was 

unified around a single theme. Strong debates and fears about Asia and strong debate as to 

whether Australia was really an Asian country and its future was in better relations with Asia 

which the academic community and the universities pushed as against all these other people with 

a close ties and attention to óhomeô. 

 

Overlaid over this was at least five years of post war immigration from East, South and Central 

Europe and you had people as different as Greeks, Maltese and Yugoslavs coming into the 

ówhite onlyô environment. It meant that these folks had a really hard go and it was before they 

really had an opportunity to introduce their own food, their own cooking, their own 

neighborhoods, their own clubs, their own churches and so they were very much at sea. They 

were doing mainly manual work with a few beginning to do professional things. The Australians 

found them queer and unusual and somewhat strange and hard to get to know. A big barrier 

existed and it was hard to see that breaking down in a hurry between these new migrants which 
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Australia was pushing very hard to get for basically political and security reasons and strong 

debates still over white Australia and the older migrants from the 19
th
 century mainly from 

Britain and Ireland. It was totally assumed that this would be white Australia forever. While you 

had a few odd colonies of Chinese who had come in the 1840s to pan for gold living in 

Melbourne and Sydney, the Chinatown, most of them were totally Australianized in their speech, 

even if they were Chinese in their looks, customs and in their food. 

 

Q: Did the United States, there was a sympathy or whatever it is, appreciation for what the 

United States had done during the war, but had this much effect on Australia? 

 

PICKERING: It had and as a young American student at a time when the American troops had 

been gone for nine years, people were almost unconscionably friendly in welcoming and treated 

me as if I were a war hero -- certainly, to say nothing of at least terribly interested in meeting me. 

Australian friends that I made on the boat when I went out who lived in Melbourne entertained 

us with frequently extended invitations to see them and that kind of thing. We stayed in touch for 

years by correspondence. That part of Australia was extremely easy and a great deal of fun. I did 

a lot of traveling around Australia -- as much as I could with a very limited budget. I went to 

Sydney and people had given me the names of their family friends and they were very hospitable 

and I stayed with them. I in fact hitchhiked between Sydney and Brisbane which was not terribly 

easy. I got around to other parts of Australian and then actually when I left took the train from 

Melbourne to Perth to pick up the boat. I never got to the Northern Territories but I did get to see 

a lot of the outback by car. 

 

Q: Ok, well this is a good place to stop. Iôll put at the end of the tape where we are so we can 

play it back to see. 

 

PICKERING: Ok, weôll go from Australia. 

 

Q: Tom, we will pick this up in 1954, I guess, when youôre back to the military. 

 

PICKERING: Yes. 

 

Q: Ok, we will do that. 

 

Q: All right, today is the 21
st
 of May 2003. Tom, in ó54 you came back and I guess the military 

was waiting with open embrace? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, but even more interestingly, I proposed to my wife by phone in July of 1954. 

She was serving in The Hague as a USIS officer -- junior officer trainee. That was a wonderful 

phone call because in those days the operator had to repeat the proposal and then provide the 

answer which was positive. We arranged to get married in Europe and were married on 

Thanksgiving Day in 1955. I can never remember the date, my wife claims because its easy to 

remember Thanksgiving Day. We had a double-barreled ceremony because of the Dutch civil 

code you have to get married in a town hall to be legal and we also wanted to be married as well 

in church. We were married in what was the new city hall in Den Hague and then in the Anglican 

Church also in The Hague near the Peace Palace. 
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Then we went off for six weeks in Europe. With my wifeôs consummate negotiating skills we 

managed to both sell her car and drive it on the trip and keep the money to pay for it all. We 

went all the way down to Sicily and back in December, arriving back in Holland just in time to 

take the Queen Mary home from Southampton in the UK. In the meantime in a brief stopover in 

London on the way to the boat, I took the physical exam for the U.S. Navy and found that my 

eyes had deteriorated sufficiently and couldnôt go to flight school. But the Navy then arranged to 

make me an aviation ground officer and promised me that I would get an intelligence 

assignment. 

 

Q: I donôt know if we have covered it or not but can you tell me the background of your wife? 

 

PICKERING: Yeah, sheé 

 

Q: About her family a little? 

 

PICKERING: She was born and grew up in western Pennsylvania, Sharon, which is right 

opposite Youngstown, Ohio, actually on the Pennsylvania/Ohio border. Her father and mother 

were both school teachers. From what little I know about the rest of her family, her grandfather 

on her motherôs side was a Pennsylvania railroad employee. She did well in school, as 

schoolteachersô children generally do, unless they go bad. Her father also worked as an 

accountant, he taught accountancy and so they had a private accounting business. She managed 

with ease to get into Swarthmore among other schools and went to Swarthmore on a scholarship 

for four years and then got a scholarship to go to the Fletcher School, which is where we met. 

Each of us decided at the end of our first year that we would go do separate things but stay in 

touch which we did. Australia got pretty lonely in July and I proposed at that point. She has a 

brother who became a dentist, and then a successful orthodontist, in Sharon, Pa. 

 

Q: You were in the Navy from when to when? 

 

PICKERING: I entered the Navy on the 31st of January 1956 and I went in for three years and 

four months -- four months of OCS (Officer Candidate School) and three years of active duty as 

an officer. I left the Navy at the end of May 1959. 

 

Q: Letôs talk a little bit about your military career. How did basic training and all that, I mean 

officer training suit you? 

 

PICKERING: I liked the military. I was an active Boy Scout so I suppose I fit in at least 

emotionally and mentally very well. My basic training was essentially Officerôs Candidate 

School at Newport, Rhode Island, where I learned quickly of the rudiments of marching and 

rapid learning of naval subjects actually. It was quite an interesting experience because we were 

expected to absorb in four months the central rudiments of what they taught brighter people at 

the Naval Academy in four years. 

 

Q: This wasnôt even a 90-day wonder, was it? 
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PICKERING: It was a 120-day wonder. 

 

Q: 120-day wonder. 

 

PICKERING: In those days we went in as Seamen Apprentice, which is the next lowest, Seamen 

Recruit, in the Navy. We wore bell-bottomed trousers with 13 buttons on a large flap in front and 

typical Navy blouses with white starred and striped collars as I remember. We had our first six 

weeks totally incarcerated and then we were able to get a little bit of leave on a Saturday or a 

Sunday, usually around Newport. I learned quickly a lot of the tricks. You made your bed once 

and for all and slept on a blanket on top of it and that you kept everything in your locker 

beautifully folded where it ought to be and hid away anything you wore or was dirty in terms of 

laundry. 

 

Q: Did you have a pair of shiny shoes, which were purely for display at least? 

 

PICKERING: We did. We also had to wear endlessly shined boondockers which was a real 

problem and we had to do those every night and so a good part of your night work was getting 

your shoes shined. But also you had to do a of a lot of reading, almost more than you could 

accomplish. It was a taxing task. I enjoyed most of the material and most of the material I found 

fairly easy to absorb. As I told you Iôd almost gone a technical route in college so this was 

reasonably friendly stuff. One of the great trials was that every Friday afternoon you were locked 

in a big barracks like instruction hall with a drawing table, charts and a whole series of 

navigational problems you had to undertake. And when you got to the position where you could 

understand and compute star sights, you had to do those. Then you had to lay them out along the 

course and this was a kind of exam because at each stage you filled in a paper as to where you 

were and then went on to the next one position. Once lost you rarely recovered! You were graded 

on your success or failure in navigation- in mastering those techniques, the tables and the maps, 

with plotting the star sights -- all on paper and on charts. 

 

Q: Did one continue on the others? You could end up way off or could you start over again? 

 

PICKERING: Oh sure, yes. The easier ones were first with coastal piloting and then you began 

to do things with fixes at sea. If you screwed up in one place you could magnify it at other 

places. It required a lot of fairly careful and meticulous work. 

 

Q: So you were in the aviation branch? 

 

PICKERING: I was an aviation ground officer reserve and they had told me when I came in that 

since I was interested in world affairs and those kinds of things they would give me an 

opportunity in the aviation ground branch to be either an air intelligence officer or a photo 

interpreter or both. It just so happened that when I graduated they had a photo interpreter course 

starting here in Anacostia, in Washington. When I left OCS and I did rather well, I think I was 

the second person in my class, about which I was a little bit shocked and surprised, I came to 

Washington. 

 

Q: Made you wonder about it. 
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PICKERING: Made you wonder about it. I came down here and took a little leave and found a 

place to live where the Thai Embassy is now located at the lower end of Wisconsin Avenue just 

under the freeway not having recognized that I rented the place on a Sunday when the local 

rendering works were not spewing out nasty odors. 

 

Q: The smell. 

 

PICKERING: The smell. 

 

Q: The smell does not emanate. 

 

PICKERING: In the building. -- the famous sign off the Whitehurst Freeway ñThe smell in this 

area does not originate in this buildingò. and it was unairconditioned, we were in mid-summer 

but we survived. I commuted every day across the South Capitol Street Bridge to a Navy 

temporary building from the Second World War just on the left hand side as you go across the 

bridge in whatôs now a public park and a Metro car park. This was the Navyôs photo 

interpretation center training establishment and I found it fascinating. We spent I think 16 or 20 

weeks there and a lot of it with Korean War vintage military photography, We did a lot of 

industrial analysis, and we did a lot of things that gave us a tremendous opportunity to know and 

understand all kinds of processes, activities and things going on around you. 

 

Q: The idea of building up so if you saw something in a picture you could understand what it 

was up to? 

 

PICKERING: Exactly. To be able to take a look at an industrial plant and then analyze its 

elements and tell somebody what this was, was it an oil refinery or a zinc refinery? We spent a 

lot of time looking at things like the old Potomac Railway yards, which used to cover half of 

northern Alexandria and Arlington. They took us for a visit. We went through an ESSO refinery, 

somewhere up around Baltimore, and went to look at the Sparrows Point Bethlehem steel works 

on Baltimore Harbor which was then belching out smoke all over Baltimore. But it gave you a 

great opportunity to know and understand what was happening in this kind of photography as 

well as an awful lot of combat photography, pictures of anti-aircraft sites and things of that sort. 

 

Q: This was about the time when we were just getting into, well some life photograph really. 

 

PICKERING: Actually before. 

 

Q: Was it before oré 

 

PICKERING: Actually, it was extremely interesting because we had been working on the U-2 

program and this was an especially compartmented intelligence program which none of us knew 

about, although people who would engage with us came over and encouraged us to believe that 

we had picked a good field and things would be interesting in this field without giving us 

anything more to go on. In the meantime, we were kind of stuck with World War II and Korean 

War imagery to look at and got to know all of that very, very well. 
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Q: Well then what did they do with you after youé? 

 

PICKERING: Well, after I finished that course they assigned me to a course in radar 

photography which was very new in those days but we used radar in the Navyôs equivalent of the 

B-66 (A3D), a twin-engine jet carrier -based bomber with a capability of bombing by radar. We 

learned to interpret radar photography 

Q: Was that the Canberra? 

 

PICKERING: No, Canberra was the B-59 a WWII propeller driven plane, this is the A3-D. I It 

was a twin-engined, then fairly modern jet bomber which had a radar bombing device and 

interestingly enough because we had no radar photography of the targets we learned how to take 

visual photography, scale the heights, that is actually outline the buildings by height on the 

photography of the city or the districts by height and use that to make a template which was then 

actually manufactured out of radar reflecting material in a very small scale which you could then 

put in water and with a sonar device create a radar like image of the city. I donôt think this was 

classified, but we did that for Baltimore. We all struggled over that. Happily they never made us 

go and take photography and do that from the ground up, but we learned the technology and we 

learned roughly interpreting radar photography in terms of what the returns might be so that we 

had some idea of what the bombardier/navigator in these airplanes would be looking at as he 

looked at a target. 

 

Q: Then didé 

 

PICKERING: Then I was assigned overseas. 

 

Q: Where did you go? 

 

PICKERING: Well I went to Morocco where we had a Naval Air Station co-located with a 

French Naval Air Station. Morocco had become independent I think in ô56 and I arrived there in 

February ô57. We had a U.S. Navy Intelligence Center to support the Sixth Fleet in the 

Mediterranean there. Later it moved to Rota in Spain when we closed down in Morocco and then 

back to Norfolk, Virginia. I was assigned to an area that produced target folders for the Sixth 

Fleet pilots who had targets mainly in the Balkans. It was quite interesting again when I arrived I 

learned one of the great rules in the Navy which was I wrote a memorandum after I got there and 

said that we have a room full of photographs taken by the Germans and the British in the Second 

World War of the Balkans but none of it is available for us to use with our pilots because itôs 

never been catalogued It had never been put on templates over a map so you know where to go 

to find the photographs that you want. I was a young Ensign and was immediately assigned the 

task with two Navy Chief Quartermasters and we spent three or four months taking this 

photography and putting it on overlays on the map and then producing a large book so that the 

folks in our center and the Navy in the Sixth Fleet could ask us for pictures of any particular 

place that they wanted. It all happened to be in those days fifteen or twenty years old, but much 

of it was received without any indication of where it was originally taken. They just knew it was 

in the Balkans somewhere. The three of us got to be very familiar from the air with the towns 
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and villages all over Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania and Albania and could pretty much after a 

time could pick out a photo and tell you where it was just be looking at the towns. 

 

Q: I interviewed somebody who said he was with the same outfit with you, Captain Jenkins or 

somebody or is that, I donôt know who it was but somebody I canôt think who was in theé 

 

PICKERING: Could be. 

 

Q: At that time what was the feeling? We had just gone through the October ô56 crisis with 

Hungary and with the Suez Canal and all. 

 

PICKERING: That all happened when I was in school back here in the States. 

 

Q: I was wondering whether the feeling was ñgeez something could happenò? 

 

PICKERING: There always was. I think there was always the feeling that something could 

happen. There was a kind of hope that it wasnôt going to happen but feeling that it was possible, 

even likely to happen. I think that it was sensed on our part that at least we would get the Navy 

part of the process in shape, which didnôt seem to be in very good order. The pilots went out in 

the fleet and had a map and that was about all they had to get to their targets. The Navy photo 

and patrol squadrons took pictures for us all along the coastal areas leading up to the Balkans so 

that we could find initial points or landmarks for pilots flying in visually. They could take these 

with them in the cockpit and look at them as well as using the older photographs just to show 

them what the target areas looked like. After a while we began then to get products out of the U2 

and I was indoctrinated into that and so we would take those old pictures and look at the U2 

photos and try and give them a sense of whether they were still valid or not. If we could, we 

would give them some drawings to update things that had radically changed. It was kind of 

interesting. 

 

Q: Did you get any feeling were we playing, I mean, there was a U2 program but there was 

another program of, I donôt know that would be ô47 or soé 

 

PICKERING: It was, yeah. 

 

Q: I mean these were planes who were flying along the borders and darting in and darting out. 

 

PICKERING: And sometimes getting shot down. 

 

Q: Did you get things from them? 

 

PICKERING: We had material from those. It wasnôt very good. The U2 stuff was much better. 

 

Q: How about Morocco? How did it strike you? This was your first time outside of Australia but 

you were in a foreign country. 
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PICKERING: I had come through Egypt on the way home by boat and stopped in Colombo and 

Aden and Port Said. I found Morocco extremely interesting. We used every opportunity we 

could to travel. Most of my unit was reservists like me- most of them with some graduate school 

education, most of them doing some of the same sort of things that I was doing and some of them 

with language capability too. We liked to travel. We did, we traveled almost everywhere you 

could go in Morocco. The one area that was out of bounds was the Algerian border where the 

French were still having a big problem. 

 

Q: Oh yes. 

 

PICKERING: There had been problems in Morocco before we got there as the French moved out 

but when we arrived there were more than 80,000 French troops in the country and they brought 

them out at night to our base which had a little port connected with it. So the French would come 

out after midnight in small units, load up on small ships and after a year or two they had drawn 

down most of the French military forces in Morocco without giving many people a big sense that 

that was happening. 

 

Q: Did you have any Moroccan contacts at all or did you geté? 

 

PICKERING: Almost none, a few. Most of the contacts were either with shopkeepers or folks 

like that. The Moroccan administration was just getting organized. The French still ran a large 

share of it. King Mohammad V who had been exiled by the French was back and very popular- 

the father of Hassan II and grandfather of the present Mohammad VI and it was fascinating that 

the public was admitted to see his óprogressô to the mosque on Fridayôs from the palace in Rabat 

just down the road from then Port Lyautey, now Kenitra, where our base was located. It was 

always quite an interesting display. You could get folkloric feels for the country, go to places 

like Marrakech or over the Middle and High Atlas mountains into Berber territory and then into 

the dessert. I got a pretty good feel for those parts of the country and used and improved my high 

school and college French 

 

Q: Was there any problem between the Algerians and the Moroccans or anything? 

 

PICKERING: I think very little at that point because Algerians were in still part of a French 

colony and the French ran it. I think the Moroccans were embarrassed a bit by what the French 

were doing there. They did not, I think, go out of their way to cooperate with the French even 

though the French had provided more than nominal independenceô When we arrived for 

example, to go to Tangiers from where we were in (Kenitra-Port Lyautey) you had to go through 

several borders. We went through a French-Spanish border and then through an area of Spanish 

occupation and then another border into the international territory of Tangiers. There were still 

quite a few Spanish military. They had the Legion of Don Juan of Austria; which was this 

Spanish Foreign Legion; which was prominent there. In southern Morocco, the Spanish had 

another territory called Sidi Ifni; which was returned just as I left in ô59. Of course the Spanish 

occupied several small Mediterranean islands off the northern coast and still do and the two 

enclaves Ceuta and Melilla in the northern part of Morocco. But the Spanish area was still very 

much dominated by Spanish language and influence. 
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Q: France was an integral part of NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) at this point? 

 

PICKERING: Yes it was. 

 

Q: Was there a French element to what you all were doing? 

 

PICKERING: We lived on a French Naval Air Station and they were nominally in charge but we 

guarded the gate. They had such a small contingent that we dominated it. We used it for transport 

plane base, for the fleet intelligence center I was attached to and for a number of fleet support 

units so it was quite widely built up and a lot of American housing. The French operated old 

British WW II Sunderland seaplanes from the river next to the base and land based Lancaster 

bombers as naval reconnaissance aircraft, which they flew down toward Dakar. The French 

Navy was not a large player around at that time and stayed pretty much with a low profile. I had 

the enormous advantage of having as a landlady, a Moroccan Jewish lady who ran the townôs 

best nightclub. She had two young boys and she worked all night and slept days and only minded 

the noise if it got too loud during the day in her downstairs which I rented. 

 

Q: Were the B-47s based there? 

 

PICKERING: The US Air Force B-47 bases -- there were four, one at Sidi Slimane which was 

about thirty miles inland from the Naval Air Station, one at Ben Guerir outside of Marrakech in 

the south and one other base that probably never got finished. The Air Force used the Nouasseur 

base at Casablanca which has now become the Casablanca International Airport. I donôt think it 

was operating B-47s when I was there but a least two other bases were. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for were there too many Americans there? Were Americans a problem? 

 

PICKERING: I donôt think that was a problem even for Port Lyautey where they added a lot to 

the economy. They didnôt seem to have a lot of trouble getting along. Most of us who spoke 

French developed pretty good relations with the local French colon community who were 

reasonably friendly. There wasnôt a lot of anti-American animosity. Moroccans were harder to 

meet and get to know, but there were more French in evidence than Americans a large number of 

whom lived and stayed on the base. 

 

Q: Well then you left there when? 

 

PICKERING: I was there from February of ô57 to May of ô59. 

 

Q: Then you got out? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, prior to leaving, I wrote the Department because I had taken my first exam 

for the Foreign Service, I think I had mentioned this to you, in June or July of 1953. I did the 

orals just before I went to Australia and they put me on the register and said they would keep me 

there. I wrote them in the spring of 1959 and said I was getting out of the Navy. I had one child 

and one on the way and I needed a job. They said, ñOk, come and see us the week after you get 

out and we will see what we can do.ò I stayed in touch and they said, ñWe have a class beginning 
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of August ô59.ò I said, ñThatôs not good enough I need some income to support my family.ò 

They said, ñCome and work as an FSR (Foreign Service Reserve) and we will find a place for 

you.ò So my first job in the State Department was an FSR working in BEX, the employment 

division it was called. Maybe it was part of BEX nominally, we never saw the BEX which dealt 

with FSOs. We were in the basement of a building at the corner of 19
th
 Street and Pennsylvania 

Avenue. We were in charge of handling the mail for people who were interested in working in 

the Department as support staff. It was an interesting job for the short time I had it. I had a book 

of 80 to 100 stock answer letters with paragraphs. You read the mail and wrote down the 

numbers of the paragraphs and they were transcribed by typists and signed and sent out. I got 

good enough that they gave me some Congressionals and the hard ones to answer. I once wrote a 

letter to a protégée of Bob Murphy who was then Under Secretary who had worked for him as an 

interpreter and a translator during the Second World War in North Africa. I had to tell him why 

we didnôt have a position for him. I did so carefully and at some length. It was written for 

Murphyôs signature and as far as I know he signed the letter. 

 

Q: For the record, FSR is a Foreign Service Reserve Officer and did not require Senatorial 

approval. I think most of us came in as FSR andé 

 

PICKERING: I came in as an FSR-8. 

 

Q: So byé 

 

PICKERING: By August having exhausted my writing skills on these beautiful letters, I started 

at the Foreign Service Institute. I had an interesting class. Five of us had come out of the military 

and like me; either were working or just about to start working at the State Department to keep 

the wolf away from the door and the family intact. The others had been recruited in the spring of 

1955 to work in the Passport Office to meet the spring rush. They knew all about passports and 

the issuance of passports, but for their deadly drudging duties they were given first choice of 

overseas assignments. Having just come back from two and a half years of overseas service, I 

was happy to stay in the States. When the assignments were given out I drew INR (Bureau of 

Intelligence and Research). 

 

Q: What class was this? Do you remember? 

 

PICKERING: Class 26. It was in the old system I guess. Does that make sense? Maybe not, I 

think 26 was my OCS class. 

 

Q: I think it would be a lower number because I came in in July of ô55 and I was Class 1. 

 

PICKERING: Yes. 

 

Q: So probablyé 

 

PICKERING: Two a year? I canôt remember maybe 14 or 16; I will have to look it up. 
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Q: At any rate it doesnôt make any difference. How did you find when you first enter a Foreign 

Service class you kind of wonder who are these people and will I fit in and the Foreign Service 

has gotten played up as being the playground of the wealthy and the sophisticate and all of that. 

 

PICKERING: We had a good class. We had I think only one woman, which was probably usual 

in those days, and like my wife when she wanted to get married she had to leave the service, 

which is what happened to my wife when we got married. We had an excellent A-100 

mentor/monitor/leader/friend, Mike Gannett. I donôt know if you ever knew Mike. 

 

Q: No, Iôve heard the name. 

 

PICKERING: A terrific guy. Mike did a truly excellent job in getting us all thinking about and 

learning about the Foreign Service and a tremendous amount to give us a feel for what service 

life was really like, what counted and didnôt count. As well, we did pretty seriously work at the 

course. We had a wonderful couple of days off-site up in the Blue Ridge at the old Army 

Remount Station in Front Royal, which was fun and interesting and at the same time I thought 

we all came out of the course learning a fair amount. 

 

Q: Were you picking up some of what you wanted to do and what you donôt? Iôm thinking areas 

where itôs a good idea to serve andé? 

 

PICKERING: I think a lot less than that. I think that we were pretty isolated. We were over at 

Arlington Towers, as you and I look out of the window here. 

 

Q: Yes, we can just barely see it. It used to be a skyscraper, a red brick buildings now. 

 

PICKERING: I think we were at Arlington House; Iôm trying to remember now, yeah, about that 

time. 

 

Q: This is you came in ô50? 

 

PICKERING: ô59. 

 

Q: ô59, yeah. 

 

PICKERING: As I remember, we didnôt learn a lot of the kind of inside stuff on what to do and 

what not to do. Mike was pretty open and pretty much of the school that you can make your own 

way. You had to decide a lot of these things for yourself. You shouldnôt be too driven by inside 

folklore. 

 

Q: Which is a danger. 

 

PICKERING: Was a danger of G-2ing the system, outwitting it or trying to out maneuver it or 

whatever. I think he was pretty up and up about it and talked to us frequently about the fact that 

if you did well and worked well you could get ahead and those were determinants. It gave us a 

pretty strong faith in the promotion system, a pretty strong feel for the sense of public service. I 
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think we all had a clear idea of where we were. I took a pay cut when I came out of the Navy to 

go into the Foreign Service. I think that the initial salary was princely the sum of $5200 a year. 

 

Q: Did you have a feel that you were; there was a sense of mission of spreading the spirit of 

America? I mean, was thereé 

 

PICKERING: I had a little bit of that. I think I had a stronger sense of public service coming out 

of the Navy. I had a strong feeling that people should do public service, a strong feeling that 

military service in those days was obligatory and was a sensible thing to do. I know the military 

did a lot of dumb things, but I learned a huge amount. I think that the time I spent in the Navy I 

donôt regret any of it. I learned interesting things like the captain of the ship gets down and 

inspects it every day. While you couldnôt do that while running an embassy, I did it every quarter 

or so as Ambassador. A lot of the traditions and ideas that I picked up from naval service helped 

me to understand leadership. It also helped me remarkably to understand military officers and get 

along with them reasonably well as an FSO. 

 

Q: As a matter of fact, the State Department system in embassies is based on the Navy. 

 

PICKERING: Certainly our promotion system and some of our assignment system came out of 

the Navy. 

 

Q: Also the executive office with the DCM (Deputy Chief of Mission). That whole thing when it 

was put together in ô46 it was sort of, I mean, these are guys coming out of the Navy. 

 

PICKERING: A lot of them, yes. I mean in the Army you had some of the same, a leader and his 

deputy, people running sections and a lot of that came out of I think traditional diplomatic 

organizations as well so that it fit the pieces together. 

 

Q: You were taking training; letôs see this would be in what ô50, I mean ô60é 

 

PICKERING: ô59. 

 

Q: ô59. Iôm trying to think what was happening then? This was towards the end of the 

Eisenhower administration. 

 

PICKERING: It was. Iôm trying to think myself. 

 

Q: By that time Herter had taken over. Dulles was dead I think. Did you have much contact with 

the upper reaches oféthey come in and give you pep talks and that sort of thing? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think we were pretty much left alone. I think the upper reaches were kind of 

deputy office directors for us. We got a feel for the middle reaches of the State Department at 

that level. One of the interesting things I did was very early on after FSI (Foreign Service 

Institute) and language training in INR, we moved into the new building and had an opportunity 

to walk through the new building under construction. I think I was in the secretaryôs office 
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before it was equipped and probably in my office almost 35 years later as Under Secretary before 

they ever got the paneling on the walls; which was kind of interesting to see. 

 

Q: When they added on to the old War Building. 

 

PICKERING: Thatôs right. 

 

Q: When you went into INR did you have any feel as you were getting yourself into this, you and 

your wife, thinking ñgee wouldnôt it be fun to go here or go thereò or were you sort of relaxed? 

 

PICKERING: I was sort of relaxed because I knew I would be there for a while. I had in the 

Navy access to compartmented intelligence programs and so thought it would be interesting to 

work in that. They had no need for photo interpreters. They had almost no access to photography 

and the communications intelligence programs were mainly handled by the long term civil 

service people in their own back room so I had very little to do with that. After taking French, I 

went to work for Allan Evans who was a British origin civil service long-term deputy to the INR 

director. 

 

Q: What were you doing? 

 

PICKERING: Another officer and I had an interesting job. We produced something called The 

Intelligence Analyst, which was an INR monthly publication, pieces of that were written by INR 

analysts. We reviewed a lot of State Department airgrams and dispatches and picked out one a 

month and generally used it as the basis for praise for the author. We would write a précis or 

submit the whole dispatch as evidence of good reporting and good intelligence collection. We 

also had the duty of providing the intelligence input for the Staff Secretariat ( S/S)Weekly, which 

was then called Current Foreign Relations. There was a piece at the back of the book so to speak 

that was contributed to by analysts, one of which was Hal Seinfeld and another, Larry 

Eagleburger. I used to go around the analyst in the new building beating them up for good 

material they were writing that I could use either to rewrite or to slip into the Current Foreign 

Relations. They were generally pretty cooperative and had some interesting things to offer. 

 

Q: Larry (Eagleburger) was working on Cuba, wasnôt he and that sort of thing? 

 

PICKERING: Latin America, certainly Cuba and Hal on Russia. I remember a lot of them; a lot 

of them had been around a long time. A lot of them were again civil servants who had been 

watching their parts of the world for a long time. They were interesting people and had 

interesting things they were writing about. 

 

Q: We had a large one if I recall being with Germany if you win then German was the language. 

 

PICKERING: Pretty much. 

 

Q: You sound like you were in Germany. 
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PICKERING: I can remember some of the folks and the names and of course we were the most 

junior of the junior although my colleague in the office was already an FSO-7 or 6, a man by the 

name of Hal Horan who later ended up in African Affairs. 

 

Q: Iôve interviewed him too. 

 

PICKERING: We worked for a guy by the name of David Carpenter who was also a civil servant 

and he worked for Alan Evans. We had some contact with Alan, not a lot, but we were in the, I 

guess, itôs the three corridor right in the middle of the building on the seventh floor. The head of 

INR had an office over on the E Street side of the corridor just opposite us -- Hugh Cummings. 

 

Q: How about writing? Did you learn Foreign Service writing or not or did you sort of pick this 

up by osmosis? 

 

PICKERING: I picked up, if I picked up anything, by osmosis by having the stuff I had written 

looked at, although it was mainly reviewed by civil service people. I learned I think a lot 

painfully in terms of writing. We did very little in what was then the early days of memoranda up 

to the Seventh Floor, policy actions, this was almost all on the intelligence side and so it was 

reporting and the preparation of reporting in more concise form, rewriting things to fit them on 

the page of the publications so to speak. Working with S/S which was dominated by several 

older lady zealots meant we had to pick up quickly on their style and spelling conventions for 

submissions to Current Foreign Relations. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for, since you werenôt dealing with a particular area, were your 

colleagues getting a feeling about the role of INR and the desks, geographic bureaus? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, you got some of it but I think our work with the analysis kept us pretty clear 

on what the desks were doing and pretty clear of any disputes or difficulties. I had the impression 

that things in those days with INR were fairly collegial and that they had close working 

relationships. It was just immediately post-Wristonization, so you had some people who had 

moved into the foreign service and some were about to go overseas and a few civil servants who 

stayed on rather long term as is true in INR. You got a sense that a lot of these people had been 

working together for quite some time in the post-war period and were comfortable dealing with 

the issues they worked on. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for the input of the CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) in what you all 

were doing? 

 

PICKERING: A fair amount because Alan Evans did a lot of the estimative work for the 

Department so he was thrown into that. We got a chance to look at a lot of the national estimates 

in preparation and see what the contributions were -- to read them, to get a feel for them but not a 

feel for the kind of dispute settlement mechanism in the estimated process. We had a clear sense 

that in a lot of these issues particularly some of the military estimates there were serious 

differences. 

 

Q: You were there from ô59 until when? 
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PICKERING: I was there for almost a full a year. I began interestingly enough in an old 

apartment building that stands right where the E Street expressway stands now, which was an 

early annex to the old WW II Department. They were just building the new Department. We for 

our sins, were on the eleventh floor in an elevator that had seen better days in a rabbit warren of 

offices occupying old apartments. Within a few months we moved into the new Department 

building. We were one of the first group in it -- that was a huge breath of fresh air in an entirely 

modern surrounding even though we were all still stuck with some of the older furniture that 

hadnôt been replaced. It was a big change for us and it was a big change in working relationships 

because not only did we have contact with INR which was all originally jammed into this eleven 

story decrepit apartment building, but most of the rest of the Department. I think that began to 

open things up. 

 

Q: When you were selecting these things? Was there a sort of a pecking order of things you 

would look at, the Soviet Union first? 

 

PICKERING: Often we did but we also looked for the new, different, and unusual for insights, 

for perception, for analytical capability and so we would read stuff from strange places in Africa 

particularly if it looked like it was well written, interesting and offered some new insights. I 

remember reading one airgram from Zanzibar where I later ended up serving which had a 

delightful description of the British colonial service and itôs misrule in Zanzibar, how bad things 

actually were. I think we ran that one in our publication. 

 

Q: In a way it was good. But something to get people, grab them in and get them to read it. 

 

PICKERING: Well, we had to because people werenôt going to normally read it otherwise unless 

they had written it. 

 

Q: Who was your audience? 

 

PICKERING: Our audience was as far as we could tell the posts overseas got it. Whether they 

had read it or not we donôt know. And for the rest of the Department there was a distribution to 

the offices and desks as well as throughout INR. 

 

Q: After a year wither? 

 

PICKERING: Well what happened was while I was in Washington beginning in June 1959, very 

good friends of ours found us a house to sit. He was British and was a friend of my wifeôs from 

Holland and she had introduced him to a friend of hers whom he married who was originally 

born in Germany and then lived in Brazil and was with us at Fletcher. He wrote for Reuters and 

then the Telegraph in London. They found us the house of a BBC correspondent. We babysat 

that, that was up on I think Newark Place in Cleveland Park but we knew we couldnôt stay there 

forever so we went out and beat the bushes for a house. In the meantime, my wife was pregnant 

with our second child. It was on the way and so by mid-summer we found a house in a 

subdivision we liked at a price we could afford and moved out there. That was off the Mt Vernon 

Parkway below Alexandria in Virginia -- Hollin Hills subdivision. 
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When I got out there we had the one car. I had managed to buy a Volkswagen beetle in Gibraltar 

on the way home from the Navy in Morocco. I sold my larger Chevrolet in Morocco and brought 

the Volkswagen home. My wife said Iôm not going to be marooned out here so you better find a 

carpool. I found a carpool through friends in the neighborhood with a much more senior state 

department guy who was living in the subdivision, Ron Spiers, and we carpooled every day. We 

had a third carpooler from the Federal Reserve who also lived in the area. It worked out very 

well and I think by the end of my first year the Department had formed something called the 

USDA (United States Disarmament Administration) at the end of the Dulles/Herter period. Ron 

was working there on disarmament said did I know a junior FSO who wanted to work in 

disarmament. I said, ñWhat about me?ò So he took me on board. I shifted over to this new U.S. 

Disarmament Administration before the inauguration of Kennedy when it became ACDA (Arms 

Control and Disarmament Agency) after that and started to work for Ron Spiers and a guy by the 

name of Jim Goodby, whom you may know. 

 

Q: Oh yes, I knowé 

 

PICKERING: Jim was my office director. I loved it. One of the first things I did was that the 

military wanted to have better equipment around the world for nuclear test detection and so 

through the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) we gave away 130 standard seismographic 

instruments. One of my jobs was to take that project and communicate with all the seismographic 

observatories around the world and arrange for them to receive the instruments, put them in place 

and provide the data to a USGS central system, which was later, made available to the military 

when they wanted to look at it to check on underground tests. 

 

Very shortly after that they asked me to take what was then the early few pages of negotiated text 

of a comprehensive test ban treaty and to in effect write all the missing articles, clear them 

through the State Department and the government and put together a comprehensive test ban 

proposal which we would then make at Geneva. That was terrifically interesting. 

 

Q: Where would you get, I mean, here you are this is nobodyôs field actually at that point, but 

where would you figure out what you needed? 

 

PICKERING: I would look at the text and try to figure out sort of logically what pieces had to be 

covered, what loopholes had to be filled. Then I would draft the articles, rework them, talk about 

them in the office, Jim was a great help and I would have to go down and often had to sit in Joe 

Siscoôs outer office to clear with him. Joe was the Office Director of United Nations Political 

Affairs in the IO Bureau( UNP). I often had to do battle with Joe. He would see me usually about 

5:45 when he was at his feistiest and then I would have to go and defend my draft treaty article 

with Joe as to why this was the right thing to do, this was the right way to approach it. This was 

terrific because I got great experience. Joe was never forgiving and never one to let you get away 

with anything at all. I had to meet pretty high standards. But, we put this together and it was put 

on the table. 

 

At the same time Jim and others had an idea that we could probably get the Russians to agree to 

give up everything but underground testing. This would handle the biggest task of what we were 
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doing to do -- cut out fallout and limit testing. Kennedy and the White House got the proposal to 

the Russians that we would do a comprehensive treaty or we would do a treaty in three 

environments -- space, the atmosphere and underwater, but not underground. The Russians 

jumped for the more limited test ban. Averell Harriman took that to Moscow and negotiated it in 

a few weeks. I spent a fair amount of my time doing these early things and then went out TDY to 

the Test Ban negotiation in Geneva. This was between ô60 and ô62. I spent time on the 

delegation there often writing speeches. It was interesting because Yuli Vorontsov who ended up 

both being my Russian colleague in New York and ambassador here when I was in Russia and 

then Under Secretary, was the deputy of Tsarapkin, the Soviet test ban negotiator. He was far 

above me in rank so I did not really get a chance to talk to him. It was fascinating to have time to 

sit opposite the Soviets on a negotiation like that. There were three of us, UK, U.S. and the 

Soviet Union, negotiating in the League of Nations Palais in Geneva. I happened to hit it at a 

particularly sterile time when we couldnôt get much movement. 

 

Q: You know there is the nuclear mafia here in the United States, I mean itôs a whole apparatus 

that wants to test and continue to test and they are more active today but this is a very powerful 

group of people. How did what you were proposing, I mean were youé? 

 

PICKERING: They were extremely strong. Both Eisenhower and Kennedy had a lot of interest 

in it. I did most of this during the Kennedy period. Bundy and others were very much engaged. I 

went to meetings to brief Bundy when he first came in about where we were. I think they 

understood the value of this. The US side was relieved that the Soviets did not opt for a 

comprehensive treaty, because the domestic opposition to ending all testing was very large and 

entrenched. 

 

Q: When Kennedy came in what was sort of the feeling toward this new group of people? The 

Kennedy contingent when it came in in January of ô61 for many people it seemed like a breath of 

fresh air. 

 

PICKERING: There was a huge amount of excitement and those of us who were working on 

what was then seen as a truly new but important, previously fringe field of disarmament and 

arms control, Kennedy gave it an enormous boost because these new guys were seriously 

interested and you had people who began to kind of pick up on these kinds of things. They 

created the arms control and disarmament agency, began to staff it, brought in people, those of us 

who were working the negotiations for the State Department were sort of moved over and 

became in a sense the International Relations Bureau of ACDA, the negotiating bureau of the 

new arms control disarmament agency. 

 

Q: You werenôt played as so often happens in administrations of young kids who had been active 

in the campaign coming in and messing around? 

 

PICKERING: We had some inside and we had some people coming in from the outside. We had 

this combination of some State Department people who had actually been involved in 

negotiations and as a result whose views on the negotiating process with the Russians were 

respected. We had some people from the scientific community. We had been working closely 

with them. There had been a scientific exchange with the Russians and the Brits before we began 
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talking about test ban and talking about the viability of various control techniques. Frank Press 

an eminent seismologist, for example, who later became the presidentôs science advisor for 

Carter was very much a part of that. You had military who came in who werenôt sure what to 

make of all of this and how to deal with it. 

 

We went ahead from the limited nuclear test ban, which was a centerpiece of what we were 

trying to deal with. We had tried to work on a cut-off of fissionable materials production. We 

had a few things we were working on just beginning to think about -- a non-proliferation 

agreement. The Russians put proposals on the table for general and complete disarmament. We 

began by ô62 a general disarmament discussion in Geneva with 18 countries. The French never 

attended to avoid prejudicing their right to continue nuclear tests, so it was always 17, but I went 

out first on temporary duty and flew out on Dean Ruskôs airplane. We had a chance to talk. I 

remember his fascination about what are we going to do about chemical and biological weapons. 

We had just begun early to think about it. It was terrifically interesting. I had on the test ban 

delegation begun to work for a guy by the name of Charlie Stelle who had been carrying the load 

in the test ban and was resident in Geneva. He was one of the China hands, an army air force 

officer in China during the war. 

 

We sat down and worked primarily with the Soviets and with others to set up the basic 

parameters of how this 17-nation discussion would work, what would be the rules of the game, in 

effect in organizing an international conference. It was really quite fascinating. I was the junior 

member of the delegation so I had the liaison with a couple of the Africans- Ethiopia and 

Nigeria. I got out to see their foreign ministers and talk to the delegations. They were at sea as 

much as anybody else. I dealt also with India a lot at that particular time. India had some really 

very able people. They had a strong delegation. 

 

Q: Iôm not sure of my timing, I think it was in the late ó50s but there was this non-aligned 

meeting and I think it was Khrushchev set off a horrendous air blast or ground blast. 

 

PICKERING: Oh, he was going to blow up his 50-megaton bomb. I was deputized to go to the 

UN General Assembly session at that time with Arthur Dean who was our principal negotiator. 

Arthur went from test ban to the general negotiations and I wrote speeches during that period of 

time. I got to be a speechwriter of turgid, endless, lengthy speeches on the nuclear test ban and 

then later on other disarmament subjects. Arthur was an old law colleague of John Foster Dulles 

and stayed on. Arthur unfortunately had failed in the first attempt at a Law of the Sea Treaty by a 

couple of votes from Latinôs who felt unfairly treated and who left the same bad taste in 

Ambassador Deanôs mouth. He then worked away at the nuclear test ban but was never able to 

move that ahead. 

 

When we started this new 17-nation conference, he agreed in a fit of hunger for success to make 

the first subject we would discuss with the Russians at their suggestion the ending of war 

propaganda. We all took gas and Averell Harriman had apoplexy on the spot when he heard 

about it. Arthur burrowed and beavered through with determination on this text on war 

propaganda. It indeed turned out to be the first agreement we made. Everybody in Washington 

was holding their nose, but Arthur so interested in bringing about a success that he managed to 

fight this through. It was a fascinating thing because on a Friday we had a meeting of the 
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committee of the whole, which was the whole conference but sitting in a forum which was 

preliminary. We reviewed the text and agreed it on Friday to have it be received by the full 

Plenary on a Monday morning. On Monday morning we walked in and the Russians denounced 

it and in fact wanted to expunge all evidence from it from the record. Charlie Stelle who had 

been around the Russians a long time jumped in and told Arthur Dean to say that if they did that 

we would read back into the record as our statement which they could not erase everything that 

was in the record they wanted to expunge. So that failed happily. 

 

One of the next things we did was negotiate the hot line. We did that in a subcommittee under 

the aegis of this group, but entirely negotiated between our military communicators and their 

military communicators. We traded code machines in effect and so the hot line was one of the 

first results of that. 

 

Q: Basically a teletype? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, it was basically a teletype with their encryption and our encryption, which 

worked back and forth. We had one for Cyrillic and one for English. 

 

Q: What about when these 17-members, I mean, we have Ethiopia and Nigeria in all, what 

contribution were they making? Was thisé 

 

PICKERING: Mainly sitting by and learning. In a way for them it was a marvelous educational 

experience and they quickly picked up on it. The non-aligned group there I think caucused 

quietly among themselves. Iôm trying to remember who else we had. China was not there 

because we couldnôt abide China in those days. It was the Soviets and the British so these were 

the permanent members. The Russians wouldnôt allow Taipei in and we wouldnôt allow Beijing, 

so we left them both out. The Czechs were there as were the Poles on the Soviet side. Egypt was 

there. It was an interesting group, we had Brazil and Argentina, Canada. I donôt think the 

Japanese were there at that point or not, they may not have been. 

 

Q: What was your feeling about the Soviets, I mean, were they serious in this thing or? 

 

PICKERING: We saw the Soviets in those days first when I went over on the test ban -- it was 

hard not to see them as ñthe enemyò. You got to work with them a little bit and understand them 

and see some individuals and it became a little more congenial. We had several ambivalent 

lunches and dinners together, people sort of relaxed a little bit. But it was clear Tserapkin was a 

consummate hardliner and very difficult to deal with. We were sure he was following his 

instructions to the letter. In that regard so was Valerian Zorin. Zorin was an artful speaker and 

tremendously sort of capable digger at us in the West. He never left a stone of rhetorical attack 

unturned. 

 

We had a very clever British delegation leader who was a member of Parliament and became 

later Minister of Agriculture, Joseph Godber. I donôt know if you ever heard his name, but he 

was, like many of our British colleagues a master of debate. In one of Joeôs speeches at the end 

almost ad-lib he said he had noted that Mr. Zorin was frequently talking about capitalist circles, 

capitalist circles here, capitalist circles there. ñHow would he like it,ò he said, ñif I called you a 
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red square?ò Most of the room howled, the Russians looked nonplussed, the interpreters failed 

and we had a tremendously capable Russian linguist on our delegation by the name of Alex 

Akalovsky who actually did the interpretation for President Kennedy in his first meeting with 

Khrushchev in Vienna. They came running over to Alex, five of them, and he had to explain 

what the Red Square pun was. Those were the few light moments in an otherwise fairly dreary 

thing. We met in the Old League Council Chamber, which was decorated with sepia tone giants 

by an obviously impoverished Spanish artist seeking glory somewhere. It was a terribly 

depressing room having spent many hours looking at the ceiling. 

 

Q: You left there when? 

 

PICKERING: I was in the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency until July ô62. I did frequent 

TDYs (temporary duties) between ô60 and ô62. Then they asked if I would be the first assigned 

person in Geneva for this conference (18-nation Disarmament Conference) and I agreed. I went 

over and joined a couple of people who had been there for the test ban who then filtered away. 

David Marks, I donôt know whether you know him, and David Popper were both over there, and 

I worked with them. Jake Beam came to be the replacement for Charlie Stelle for a while and 

then we had some others, but I was really there holding the fort. I went to Geneva in July ô62 and 

stayed until July of ô64. 

 

Q: You were there during the critical period of the Cuban missile crisis and all that and it was 

very obviously based on a nuclear element. Did this, I mean, how did this affect you? 

 

PICKERING: It was fascinating because, of course, we watched it from there along with the 

Kennedy assassination. 

 

Q: The one was in ô62 and November ô63 was the Kennedy assassination. 

 

PICKERING: At the end of the Cuban missile crisis I believe we got a new lease on life. I canôt 

remember when the partial test ban was done but I think it came after ô62. Kennedy gave a 

marvelous speech on general disarmament I think at the beginning of ô63 and things began to 

open up a little bit on the arms control issue. We got the Russians to understand that general and 

complete disarmament was not the wave of the future even though it was a good catchy slogan. 

We began to look at some steps that could be negotiated that might make some differences like 

the hot line and similar agreements. It was small but a not insignificant breakthrough in the 

building of the structure of arms control and disarmament deals between us and the Soviets and 

disarmament. 

 

Q: During the Cuban missile crisis were people kind of whispering in corridors or was there a 

feeling that we would get through this or was thereé? 

 

PICKERING: There was a lot of uncertainty. I think the Russians dried up for a while as a 

talking partner and a source. We had an interesting access to a number of Russians, some of 

them pretty well placed and so we were hearing a lot which we fed into Washington about what 

was going on in Moscow. Occasionally, we would get some interesting tidbits and occasionally 

some of them would come and talk to people like Alex Akalovsky who both our interpreter both 
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also a talented substantive officer on the disarmament issues. They had gotten to know him they 

were perhaps more comfortably in speaking Russian with him. There was a lot of unease and 

uncertainty but it went by quickly, happily. It was agonizing for a while wondering where it was 

going to go -- a nuclear conflict or a way to settle the problem. We were all tremendously 

relieved when Kennedyôs speech on quarantine and withdrawal was made, but we were not in the 

center of it by any means. 

 

Q: Yeah. Did you get the feeling that being in Geneva that this was spy vs. spy playground or 

that? 

 

PICKERING: There was a fair amount of it, but we were not directly involved in it. We had 

people in the agency but they were mainly analysts -- armament and Soviet experts on the 

delegation as well as military people. We saw them frequently -- we had as much contact maybe 

and as a more helpful atmosphere developed even perhaps than folks did in Moscow or 

Washington in some ways. 

 

One of the most interesting to me is that Ray Garthoff and I had dinner with Yuri Nosenko the 

night before he defected. Ray was an expert in the Soviet military with wide contacts. He was an 

arms control negotiator and became a Deputy Director in the Bureau of Political-Military Affairs 

at State and helped to negotiate the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (START). 

 

Nosenko was calm and not nervous. He did not say much and seemed to be familiar, but not 

overly engaged in the Soviet position. As far as I knew neither Ray nor I had any indication of 

his contacts with US folks or his intention to leave the Soviet Delegation. His father I believe had 

been a Deputy Minister of Tran\sport in the Soviet Government. The information is that he was 

badly treated by James Jesus Angleton, then head of counter intelligence out at Langley in part 

or in whole because Angleton believed he was a plant in an attempt to penetrate our own agency. 

Apparently, in the end that was not the fully accepted view 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for this game that started to be playing by Teller and others, ñOK if we 

have an exchange here, weôll only lose twenty and theyôll lose forty million.ò This is somethingé 

 

PICKERING: We were very much interested in that kind of thinking and that kind of activity. It 

played a major role in what positions eventually the U.S. government was going to take on the 

disarmament questions. Many of those issues were battled and fought out in Washington. The 

Arms Control and Disarmament Agency was created to try to counter weight Pentagon influence 

in the decision-making. When Kennedy came in I think he felt he should be prepared to give it 

more time than his predecessors. Rusk was interested but not consumed by it and the first folks 

in ACDA (Arms Control and Disarmament Agency) were determined to have it taken seriously. 

State was a natural ally and in fact many people saw ACDA as almost a part of State, vice versa, 

even if they werenôt. In those early days, with most if the negotiating team had come from State 

the State influence in the organization and its approach was large. 

 

Q: You didnôt feel then that you were off, you felt you were part of a dynamic part of American 

foreign policy. 
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PICKERING: Yes, and that became clear. Kennedy and Mac Bundy, Dean Rusk and others did a 

lot to bring this into the main stream fairly quickly. You felt you were on the cutting edge of an 

effort to make some sense out of the Cold War confrontation -to take the opportunity to deal with 

the question of deterrence and building more stability and confidence, with the arms race, with 

the expenses that were involved, with the chances of accident and miscalculation. The Cuba 

missile crises certainly sped that approach along quite a bit. 

 

Q: What about the death of Kennedy in November of ô63 and with President Johnson the greater 

involvement in Vietnam? Did that sort of shift the focus, did you feel that some of the life went 

out of theé 

 

PICKERING: I think so. We had a feeling about that, but I canôt tell you that we detected a big 

change before ô64. It was always tough going, nothing ever came easily and even with the 

change after the Cuban missile crisis it was more the importance of the things that were 

happening in the slow evolution of both sides views on the issues, than a rapid move to a whole 

lot of agreements. 

 

Q: Was there an imbedded Pentagon representative in your thing who was reporting back and 

sort of telling the Romneyôs and other peopleé 

 

PICKERING: Yes, well this was before Ed Romney. There were JCS (Joint Chiefs of Staff) 

representatives and obviously they were working very closely with the Pentagon. It was in that 

time when I think the Pentagon -- uniformed officers -- were more skeptical, You had fewer of 

what I would call the kind of modern Pentagon arms controllers engaged, so it was a harder slog 

but we also had military officers who saw the value of this and what the Commander in Chief 

wanted done. There was a certain amount of deference to national security policy objectives built 

up with the growing interest in and role of disarmament and arms control. I forget who was the 

SecDef (Secretary of Defense) in those days, was it Harold Brown? No, McNamara. 

 

Q: McNamara. 

 

PICKERING: McNamara didnôt take a lot of interest in it as he later did. I later dealt with him 

from time to time after he retired on these issues. He began to think more about the potential 

benefits -- and some of his guys did as well. We had a very interesting person who was ISA 

(International Security Affairs), John McNaughton, who took a very positive interest in this. I am 

sure the uniformed people found it more difficult. I think that the Democrats and the folks that 

they had brought in under Kennedy were more prepared to take a positive view of the potential 

for disarmament. 

 

Q: Were there any people, you gave to the military who take a look at this and say, ñListen these 

weapons are fine but they are not usableò. 

 

PICKERING: Some of them did. Many of them went into it in an even more sophisticated and 

deeper way. Considering how would we end up if we had to use nuclear weapons, was a trade 

with the Soviet Union sensible? Bud Zumwalt, who later became CNO (Chief of Naval 

Operations), was one of the young officers involved along with the civilian John McNaughton. I 
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got to know him. He was one of a number of military exchange officers in the State Department 

carefully picked because they were already identified as fast movers. They sent some very good 

officers to the State Department, a number of whom got three and four stars before they 

completed their careers. Along with Bud Zumwalt from the Navy, Jack Chain from the Air Force 

also came over for a time and ended up leading the Strategic Air Command. 

 

In my early days at what was called the US Disarmament Administration (USDA not to be 

confuse with the Agriculture Department !) under the Republicans -- Dulles and then Herter I 

had several interesting jobs for a very junior officer. One was overseeing a program to distribute 

around the world 180 standard seismographs to internationally reputed seismographic stations. I 

dealt with foreign government and the operators of the stations. They were to provide a strong 

basis for analyzing seismographic signals and of most interest to our military -- The Air Force 

oversaw this -- were those that might come from underground nuclear tests. I worked 

independently and with the Geological Survey among others. 

 

The second was a bit more demanding. We were engaged with the Soviets and the British in 

negotiating a Test Ban Treaty. We had completed a few articles. I was asked to write those 

needed to comprise a comprehensive test ban treaty as we saw it for presentation to the Soviets 

by the Kennedy Administration. I had this as my own project, but had to clear the articles in a 

number senior officers, perhaps the most demanding was Joseph Sisco who then lead UNP, 

United Nations Political Affairs. I developed a pattern of going to Joeôs office every night about 

1800 and sitting there until he could see me and then going over the latest submission for a new 

article of the treaty. It took a while to get to know Joe, but it was worth. It he had a good feel for 

the subject and I brought him along a bit on the technology which I had to master before seeing 

him. He respected you if you pushed back when you thought he was wrong but tested it sharply. 

I learned much from Joe and we became if not colleagues and friends at least associates and he 

was always available to me throughout my career. 

 

Q: Did they have a political/military branch at that time or were theyé 

 

PICKERING: No, Iôll tell you because I later came back and participated. What we had was a 

Special Assistant for Atomic Energy. Phil Farley headed it up and Ron Spiers, Vince Baker and 

David Mark in Geneva all were experienced in the issues and had had some contacts with the 

Soviets in the field. Then Ron went over to the disarmament agency. Phil stayed but that kind of 

atrophied at State for a while and later on it was amalgamated with some other offices to set up 

the political/military Bureau. As I recall, that happened after I left Geneva, while I was in Africa 

and before I came back. I came back to my next assignment in the political/military bureau. 

 

Q: When you left in June of ô64é? 

 

PICKERING: June/July of ô64. 

 

Q: June/July. What was your feeling whether arms control, we are talking about arms control at 

this point, it was almost completely nuclear wasnôt it? 
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PICKERING: No, we had begun to think about conventional limitations as well a chemical and 

biological weapons. We had begun to think about balancing conventional forces in Europe, about 

some of the things that later took place under CFE (Conventional Forces in Europe). It was 

interesting; we gave some serious thought to a lot of those issues. We talked a lot about them in 

the delegation meetings. We never made any real progress with them then, they got into the very 

hard, too hard category, but we helped to open up in the discussions in those meetings. A lot of 

those subjects were a central part of future discussion. 

 

About this time, the Soviets wanted to talk wider disarmament. They liked the term general and 

complete disarmament. As you can imagine, we were not so sure or enamored of the approach 

given the significant distrust of the Soviets at this stage of the Cold War. Nevertheless, we 

decided to take advantage of their interest to see what we could accomplish through negotiation 

by steps and stages. The 18-Nation Disarmament Conference was organized in Geneva. I worked 

with Charlie Stelle our Deputy Nuclear Test Ban negotiator to help set it up, We met with his 

opposite number and in a few hours quickly worked out the details of how it was to operate. 

Dean Rusk and I think Gromyko came for the opening. 

 

Q: What was the role of the French in all this? 

 

PICKERING: They were not there. 

 

Q: Why? 

 

PICKERING: They absented themselves. I think it was De Gaulleôs view that he wouldnôt 

participate because he was creating his nuclear dissuasion force, He didnôt want to get involved 

in talking about limitations on testing or on armaments until France got comfortable that its own 

position was sufficiently well developed that he could count on it to make him a player at the 

main table. He wanted to avoid a situation where his force might be sacrificed to Russian 

interests before it could be fully established. 

 

Q: Itôs interesting because in a way it made things a lot easier didnôt it? 

 

PICKERING: It might have. One wonders what role or position the French would have taken. It 

however was unlikely to happen. Had they been shoehorned in, they would not at that stage been 

very helpful. They were pleased to be out and we were even happier to have them out as a result 

of their capacity for making mischief until they had become fully established as a nuclear 

weapon state. 

 

Q: We come to the summer of ô64 whither? 

 

PICKERING: Well it was very interesting. In the spring of ô64, something that I had signed up 

for when I was in INR -- before I moved over to ACDA -- was to go to Africa. You may 

remember they were looking for volunteers for Africa. 

 

Q: This is during the discovery of Africa by the Department of State maybe it was in 

___________ 



57 

 

PICKERING: Maybe it was later but around ô60, ô59-ô60 maybe, ô60 I think was my first year in 

INR. I signed up to go to Africa. I said I would be happy to volunteer for Africa. New states 

were appearing regularly from the break-up of the colonial territories in Africa under the UK and 

later France. So by spring of ô64 the great personnel system in the sky had discovered this and 

produced an assignment to Swahili language training and Africa -- in this case Elizabethville 

(Lubumbashi) in the Congo. Most of my heavily Europeanist arms control colleagues, including 

folks like Jake Bean said, ñWhat a tragedy, why would you do this and we can certainly pull 

strings in the Department and get you assigned elsewhere and maybe you would go to Paris.ò I 

had visions of running elevators in a place like Paris! I said, ñNo, I was very happy with going to 

Africa.ò It seemed to me to be an interesting opportunity. My wife was happy to go to Africa and 

so we hung in. I came back and started language training in the autumn of ô64 -- started Swahili 

language training. 

 

Q: How did you find Swahili as a language? 

 

PICKERING: I liked it very much. 

 

Q: Is it Arabic based or what is it? 

 

PICKERING: Itôs an interesting language. Itôs grammatically a Bantu language and is concordial 

in a sense that the prepositions, the adjectives, even the subjects of sentences all have to agree 

with principal nouns. I say the subject because besides the noun there is a marker that precedes 

the verb that stands with and agrees with the noun. There are eight classes of nouns with singular 

and plural forms and so as you use different nouns in a sentence, the other words all have to 

agree in class and number. In that sense itôs a very different language than Indo-European and 

Semitic root languages we are more used to. About 30 percent, maybe in some places more, of 

the vocabulary is of Persian-Arabic origin from their influence on the East African coast. 

 

As a language it grew up as a trade language, a lingua franca from the coast inland. Suahel in 

Arabic means ñthe coastò. It was interesting that it grew up in the same period as English and it 

the Persian-Arabic stood in the language in some ways the way French Latin did in a mixture 

with Anglo-Saxon in English. It was an interesting experience. I didnôt noticed one aspect, but I 

made friends when I was in East Africa with an old British Arabist from the Sudan service who 

was collecting Swahili manuscripts written in Arabic letters; written probably before the turn of 

the century. He told me that he had just read the Julius Nyerereôs translation of Julius Caesar and 

where Shakespeare used French Latin words for the noble speech in the play, he had 

automatically gone to the Arabic-Persian words.(Nyerere was the first President of Tanzania and 

at the time of independence the only university graduate.) Where common everyday street 

speech was in Anglo-Saxon origin words in English he went to Bantu words. He said he asked 

Nyerere about this. Nyerere said, ñI felt I did what was natural.ò But it was interesting that he 

had this feel for the two languages and that they this relationship -- not that Swahili had the 

broad English vocabulary, but itôs a pretty broad language, which has adopted the Persian-Arabic 

tradition of poetry. So in the Swahili daily newspapers in East Africa you still had a poetry 

corner. The Arabic alphabet was a bad choice to use to write the language. Arabic is short on 

writing vowels. Everyone had their own spelling system! Swahili is based on a heavy use of 
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vowels; all of which are pronounced the way they are in Italian. It has most of our consonants 

and a few extra. An English bishop in the 1870s applied the Latin letters to it and it is perfectly 

regular in spelling -- Italian pronunciation for the vowels, English for most of the consonants.. 

 

Q: With this where were you going to go? 

 

PICKERING: That was really interesting. My first assignment was to Elizabethville, 

Lubumbashi now. 

 

Q: Which would have been French? 

 

PICKERING: But Swahili too, eastern Congo is Swahili speaking. Itôs very interesting and in 

fact eastern Congo still uses Swahili as a lingua franca but instead of English loan words there 

are a lot of French. They use words, like ósecretare generalô instead of secretary general; they use 

French when they have to introduce an outside word for something. 

 

My assignment changed while I was studying Swahili. It changed because suddenly Frank 

Carlucci who was in Zanzibar and the DCM in Dar es Salaam had been speaking on the phone 

together about getting some óammunitionô to get Soapy William, the assistant secretary of state 

for African Affairs to send an anniversary message to the Zanzibaris. I think it was perhaps the 

anniversary of the April 1964 union with Tanganyika which made Tanzania. The clever Chinese 

or East Germans whoever did the telephone monitoring for the Zanzibaris convinced the 

Zanzibaris that these guys were plotting to overthrow the Zanzibar revolutionary regime. They 

were going to bring in ammunition to start a counter revolution. (Only one of the members of the 

Zanzibar Revolutionary Council spoke English with any measure of fluency) So Frank and the 

DCM in Dar were sent packing and Don Petterson in Zanzibar with was left holding the fort. So 

the Bureau picked somebody up out of the Swahili course to go to Zanzibar. They called me and 

said your assignment has changed. I said where and they said Zanzibar, I said delighted and I 

went off to Zanzibar. 

 

Q: If you had gone to Elizabethville would you have been caught in the, with Mike Hoyt, in theé 

 

PICKERING: No, he was in Stanleyville (Kisangani). 

 

Q: Oh, he was in Stanleyville. Ok. 

 

PICKERING: Iôm trying to remember whetherémaybe Stanleyville (Kisangani) or Lubumbashi, 

Iôm trying to remember the names. Anyway, Mike came a little after, but Frank had been in 

Congo. Frank had actually been wounded in Congo. 

 

Q: Stabbed. 

 

PICKERING: Stabbed and then ended up in Zanzibar with all this stuff going on. When I arrived 

in Zanzibar there were just Don Petterson and I think maybe one or two other people, itôs a tiny 

post. 
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Q: You ended up in Zanzibar from when to when? 

 

PICKERING: I finished language training in April of ô65 and I went right out. My wife stayed 

and kept the kids in school. She didnôt come out until the summer. I went out at that period and 

spent a week in Dar es Salaam and then went over to Zanzibar. 

 

Q: You were up there until when? 

 

PICKERING: I stayed there two full years. John Burns was the ambassador in Dar asked me to 

come over and be DCM after Zanzibar. 

 

Q: Zanzibar at that time was one of our oldest posts; it goes back to what 1820 or something like 

that. 

 

PICKERING: 1836. 

 

Q: 1836 or ó37, but this is when we hadé 

 

PICKERING: But it was closed in 1910 for financial reasons and then it was reopened for the 

space program in the end of the ó50s. We had a tracking station on Zanzibar for the Mercury 

program. 

 

Q: What was the situation when you got there in ô65, in Zanzibar? 

 

PICKERING: What had happened was that an island which had been probably the last refuge of 

the major incompetents of the British colonial service had gone through a revolution in January 

of 1964. It following their independence I think in late November, early December of 1963 under 

an Arab Sultan. The revolution brought down the Arab Sultan, Jamshid, of the Omani Royal 

family. The Omaniôs had taken over the rule of the island about 1820 and in fact at one point the 

Omani ruling family actually moved to Zanzibar. Then it split in the middle of the 19
th
 century 

and the two parts remained separate and in the colonial expansion period the British established a 

protectorate in Zanzibar. 

 

Q: Let me just stop. 

 

Q: This is Tape 3, Side 1 with Tom Pickering. Tom, ok, weôve sort of got you going into Zanzibar 

but we really weôve got to 1810 or soé 

 

PICKERING: On the history of Zanzibar. 

 

Q: Weôll talk about the rather nasty little business in ô64 when the Arabs were kicked out and all 

that. So we really havenôt talked about anything until we get there and weôll pick that up at that 

point. Right. 

 

Q: Ok, today is the 29
th
 of September 2003. Tom, as you went out to Zanzibar what were you told 

to expect and what was the situation there? 
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PICKERING: I had done a fair amount of reading and some consultation in the Department. It 

was clear that after Frank Carlucci left and also after that when Don Petterson was in charge they 

had gone through a fairly rough patch. Also, following the revolution and the expulsion of Fritz 

Packard who was there prior to Frank with Don, it was clear that you had a group of folks who 

were running the country who were fairly paranoid about western imperialism. They associated 

the United States directly with the UK in that regard. At the same time, a lot of Cold War foes of 

ours moved into Zanzibar. The Russians quickly, the Chinese quickly, the Cubans, the 

Bulgarians among others East Germans. It was their first opening to establish any kind of 

consular or diplomatic presence outside the East Bloc. If memory serves me well, Zanzibar was 

an independent state between January ô64 and April ô64 after which it was incorporated in 

Tanzania. The East Germans first actually had an embassy in Zanzibar, which kind of broke the 

line against dealing with them. It was full of people who were not necessarily very keen to have 

us around and saw us basically as a spearhead of potential counter revolution against the 

revolutionary council formed mainly out of members of the Afro-Shirazi Party that led the revolt 

against the Sultan, Jamshid. 

 

Q: Did we have a spaceé? 

 

PICKERING: We did, the Mercury Program Tracking Station, but it was closed by the time I got 

there. 

 

Q: Because that had also been a center ofé 

 

PICKERING: It had also been a center of concern in the past. That was not part of my personal 

experience; it had been removed by the time I got there, It was shut in I guess the spring of ô64 

when, after the revolution in January was successful; they asked for its removal and we agreed to 

pull it out. 

 

Q: When you went there, first of all, what did we have a consulate, a consulate general, or 

whatever? 

 

PICKERING: I think at the time that I arrived it had been a consulate general but it had already 

become a consulate. It was a consulate general for protocol purposes only. We had in the space 

of less than a year gone from a consulate to a consulate general to an embassy to a consulate 

general by the time I got there and on our way to becoming a consulate again. 

 

Q: Were you in charge? Who was in charge? 

 

PICKERING: Don Petterson was in charge when I arrived and Don stayed in charge until he left, 

I think about nine or ten or twelve months later. Then I became in charge. 

 

Q: What was the situation on the ground when you got there? What were we trying to do and 

what were the problems? 
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PICKERING: The situation had calmed a lot from the very difficult days. We were trying to 

understand what was happening in terms of where this revolutionary, pro-communist 

government, nearly independent in most aspects on the island, was going. We were doing 

everything we could to support the United Republic with Nyerere on the mainland exercising a 

significant amount but not complete influence by any means over Zanzibar. We were trying to 

establish relationships with the Zanzibar leadership such as they were -- Abeid Amani Karume in 

specific terms who was the Vice President of Tanzania and the President of Zanzibar and our 

major interlocutor. It was some of the people around him that were troublesome, in part because 

of their anti-colonial bias and in part in the Cold War context because of their close friendship 

with the communist states which rapidly set up there after the January 1964 revolution. 

 

We had among other things begun building a technical college, a secondary school focused on 

technical issues and AID had provided the money. There were no AID people on the island, the 

revolutionary regime strictly limited our size and controlled the movement of people to and from 

the island. So we oversaw it and worked with the local contractor, and ñAsianò in local parlance, 

an Indian by origin, to get that done. That was one of the early things we did while I was there. 

We wanted to create a political presence to indicate that we were not abandoning Zanzibar. We 

were maintaining our presence out there to signal to folks that we were not being pushed out by 

Cold War changes or by efforts or pressures from around us from the Russians and the Chinese 

to see if they could get us removed. 

 

Q: Of course it was a time then where no one was even sure what was going to happen Cold War 

wise. Africa was sort of the field of conflict wasnôt it? 

 

PICKERING: Well it was one of the areas, certainly one of the contested areas for relationships 

and friendship. It was, of course, the time of the Vietnam War in the late ó60s, the time of Martin 

Luther Kingôs death and then Robert Kennedyôs. The Kennedys had been extremely popular in 

East Africa. It was the time of the beginning of our space program and the first moon landing 

took place just after I left Zanzibar went to Dar es Salaam. So those all form a backdrop for a 

number of things that were happening both directly Cold War-related and not so directly Cold 

War related. But when I first got there, there was apparently a lot of interest in the United States 

up to and including people told me Averell Harriman in the administration as to what was going 

on in Zanzibar and how things were operating. 

 

Q: Was the government the ruling party, were they in charge or were they pretty much in 

command and what were theiré 

 

PICKERING: There were divisions in their so-called revolutionary council and they were not 

hard to pick up. The divisions between those who may have been very heavily co-opted by our 

communist opponents on one side or another, those who were traditional leaders of the 

traditional African party, as opposed to Arab -- the Afro-Shirazi Party. Some had been to study 

and work in China and Russia. The party structure of Zanzibar really grew out of a combination 

of the ethnic divide between Africans and Arabs. It first emerged in an organized sense in 

football clubs and then the football clubs under the late British protectorate morphed into parties. 

The most prominent among them, in opposition to the Arab leadership, which ran the island and 

the neighboring island of Pemba and was a traditional monarchy, was the Afro-Shirazi Party. 
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The Shirazi part came from their stories of Persian ancestry (the city of Shiraz) and so they were 

people often of mixed race and ethnicity. They lived on the island for centuries and formed a 

predominate part of its population. There were also Arabs from mainly Oman who were in the 

minority but the rulers (under British ñprotectionò from the 1890ôs) up until the revolution in 

December 1963. 

 

There were others on the island who were more recent immigrants from the main land who were 

not considered Shirazi, but who also formed a part of the African majority. The represented a 

number of tribal groups from the mainland. Then, in particular in Zanzibar town (called Stone 

Town because the buildings were made of coral rock and cement) there was a significant 

population from the sub-continent, people from Goa, Gujarat and Kutch in western India and 

some from other parts of India. Most of the Africans lived in a ring of streets around Stone Town 

in traditional buildings of wattle and thatch. We had a small but very interesting Zoroastrian 

community; Parsiôs from India from around Bombay. Some of the Indians were Hindu, but 

probably a majority of Muslims. The Christian population was small, Anglicans many descended 

from non-Muslim freed slaves from the interior and Roman Catholics from Goa and from a 

Mozambique tribe called Wakonde. The later were artists in wood, particularly ebony, but also 

worked as night guards and filed their teeth to points. The Wakonde were in the same church 

with the Goans, Many of them were heavily ñanglicizedò, well educated and worked in the 

highest level occupations as doctors and lawyers. 

 

Q: Were they mainly merchants? 

 

PICKERING: The Asians were, they were the merchant group and shop keepers. Most of the 

Indians were merchants or technicians, if you could put it that way. Some had served the Arab 

government. but were now more or less independent merchants 

 

Q: You are talking about all these groups such as the Soviets, the East Germans, the Chinese 

and all there, this must have seen a very attractive target for them and I would suspect they were 

throwing quite a bit of money around and projects and all that? 

 

PICKERING: Well there was some. It was a small place so their capabilities were limited by that 

fact. 

 

The East Germans started a housing project and built flats. They made a classic mistake of using 

beach sand without washing it so that in fact the salt in the beach sand made the housing project 

concrete work fairly fragile. 

 

The Chinese were interested mainly in agriculture and medicine. They brought quite a few 

Chinese-style small tread propelled tractors to try to plow the rice fields. Apparently Zanzibar 

rice farming was quite different than any of them had seen so they didnôt make a notable dent. I 

remember driving out in the country side around Zanzibar to see lots of their tractors parked but 

not working. I think Zanzibar hoped that they would build a stadium, but they never did. 

 

The Russians provided military equipment -- some four-wheel light armored cars and they 

provided along with the East Germans patrol boats. They were beautifully fit for Baltic service 
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but not necessarily air-conditioned well enough to make the move to the tropics. Zanzibar was 

only 4 degrees south of the equator so the weather made some of their gifts not very useful. The 

Soviets took cloves in return, sometimes in barter trade. 

 

One of the most interesting things was I was succeeded by Jack Matlock and the Russians were 

still taking most of the clove crop. About that time in ô65 Suharto was displaced in Indonesia by 

Sukarno. Indonesia was a heavy user of cloves in cigarettes. Suharto had blocked the purchase of 

foreign-produced closes. Sukarno opened the door again. Jack discovered that the market in 

Singapore where the clove crops were brokered and were all traded in foreign prices that were 

much higher than the Russians were giving. He got on to the Zanzibarôs and helped them convert 

their clove crop to cash rather than to barter trade. Zanzibar suddenly became one of the 

wealthiest small islands on the Indian Ocean, including the fact that they brought in television. 

(You will have to do Jackôs oral history to get all that.) 

 

Q: How did you find, it was a two-man post? 

 

PICKERING: No it was slightly larger. I had a visa officer, secretary, and an administrative 

officer who was her husband. I had a USIS officer and a couple of political officers. 

 

Q: What were you doing? 

 

PICKERING: Basically we were looking at what was going on, reporting on it because there was 

a huge amount of interest in what was happening. We had earlier established a USIS center and 

library that became the object of some interest on the part of the other folks and they tried to shut 

it down on a number of occasions before I got there. And then on one occasion when a contact 

with whom I had worked, who I had inherited from Frank Carlucci, told me early in the morning 

when I saw him that something was about to happen to the American Library. By 11:00 in the 

morning I was summoned to Karumeôs office very precipitately. He has unusually gathered most 

of the revolutionary council which was his body for running the place. He accused me of running 

a spy center at the Library and they were going to shut it down and throw us all out. 

 

We got word back to the embassy in Dar es Salaam and they persuaded Nyerere to tell Karume 

how libraries work, including the fact that we made all of our patriots have cards so we knew 

where our books were. They apparently had been persuaded by their friends in the communist 

consulates that the cards were very important in collecting information from our patrons. At the 

end of the day, the Zanzibaris as you might suspect wanted to see our cards. USIS didnôt want to 

let them have them; I went ahead and let them do it. I took out any cards that I thought might be 

at all dangerous to anybody in town and they were shocked we had something like six thousand 

cards of people who were patronizing our library. In about four months, and I was quite 

confident they would not really want to look at them all, I got them all back. There wasnôt any 

problem so letting them see the cards which they could not really handle forestalled shutting 

their library down. I had a great African-American USIS officer working with me, Barney 

Coleman, who actually helped set up the library. He got it going and ran it. 

 

Q: It sounds like there was a government on Zanzibar that was quite unfriendly and yet at the 

same time we were doing all right with the government iné 
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PICKERING: There is no question at all that the union was a more virtual union than a real one. 

In many ways, Zanzibar maintained a lot of the independence it had achieved with the revolution 

in January 1964. There was a constant struggle, for example, to get back into Zanzibar. 

Whenever you went off the island, you had to get a special ñre-entry permitò so you would be 

allowed back on to the island. That was the kind of bureaucratic problem we had to go through. I 

had always assumed that they may have inherited the basic ideas for this from the British and 

then put them to their own uses. 

 

There was a foreign ministry in Zanzibar that was essentially the protocol office where they 

handled these kinds of things. They occasionally they did things like organize receptions and 

dinners that were held by the government for the consular corps and to which local people were 

also invited. There were sometimes dinners in honor of a visitor, anniversary, or movie showings 

or occasionally the government would sponsor musical evenings. There was a tradition in 

Zanzibar where music called ñtaarabò was performed. It is the Swahili name and obviously 

meant ñArab style musicò. There was always in Swahili society a tremendous interest in poetry. 

Poetry and the music went together and there some of these cultural evenings to which you were 

invited. We were all also invited, the consular corps, to speeches which Karume would give on a 

very large former British athletic field. It used to be part of the old British golf course in 

Zanzibar near the edge of town. The consular corps was provided a canopy to sit under and you 

would listen to the speeches that he gave to the local people in Swahili. It helped me improve my 

Swahili markedly which I was actively studying at the time. I even on occasion ventured 

translations into French for my French consular colleague who spoke no Swahili. 

 

Q: Were you constricted in getting out and around or meeting people? 

 

PICKERING: No, interestingly enough no. I think we were closely watched and as Barney 

Coleman used to tell me, he said that, ñYou can tell the security guys, they have shoes.ò We 

acted as if we were closely watched and probably were but we attempted to be open, aboveboard 

and careful in all of our actions. To contact people I just walked around town and talked to shop 

owners and others. People were nervous and clearly not willing to come to our house, not in ones 

and twos and not even in small groups. The one success I had was Fourth of July when I invited 

everybody I knew and could think of and people came, and they seemed to feel comfortable. 

 

Karume came and the public seemed to know he was going to be there along with the secretary 

general of the party, a man by the name of Thabit Kombo, who was a traditional leader for the 

old Afro-Shirazi group on Zanzibar. Some of these people were among useful contacts that we 

had. My next-door neighbor was the only member of the Security Council of the Revolutionary 

Council who graduated from university -- Makerere in Uganda. The rest of them had had very 

little if any education. Swahili was imperative in communicating with most people. 

 

Q: What about Karume? Where was he from and how did we at that time view him? 

 

PICKERING: He came out of an organizing movement from the football club. I forget whether 

he had been a fisherman or not but he early on organized a football club and then helped it move 

into a political party. Their political party was suppressed or at least kept isolated under the 
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British Protectorate by the Arabs who didnôt want African political parties playing much of a 

role. When the revolution, came as you may remember the gentlemen from Uganda came down, 

Johnny Okello, and suddenly appeared along with the revolutionary folks for a while. He tried to 

takeover and then was quietly shipped back to the mainland by the Afro-Shirazi political party 

into whose hands the revolution in a sense fell. They organized the revolutionary council to a 

form of government. Karume was the leader among the winners. As a result inherited the mantel 

of traditional leadership, I think with some help from Nyerere and his people, They apparently 

knew him and knew he was not among the most radical, but still a fairly strong local figure who 

could demand some loyalty from among the members of the party and its leadership. 

 

Q: Were there any concerns we had like the Soviets setting up a base there andé 

 

PICKERING: There was a lot of that and there were always rumors. We could visit most of the 

island. There were one or two places that were not available to us because they happened to be 

places where Karume had a house or they had fenced off for military camp. But we never saw 

any real evidence that they had made serious efforts to do it. Happily, in terms of air fields there 

was only one air field and that was where all the commercial traffic went in and out so that 

couldnôt be easily taken over without knowing it. The entire island was surrounded by reefs and 

islets and so there was very little deep water access except in the main port of Zanzibar which is 

on the western side of the island facing the mainland and it would be pretty hard to hide anything 

there because the main town was also located next to the port. Ships came in and out -- East 

German merchant ships, a few Russian and American We had Farrell Lines still serving Zanzibar 

in those days. There was no interruption in that traffic. We saw an occasional European ship and 

some Chinese, so stuff came in and out all the time. Usually when the Russians came in with 

military equipment they closed the port and unloaded at night and moved the equipment so that 

we didnôt see much unless you really wanted to stay up to watch the port all night. 

 

Q: Thinking about the reporting ways it was a very doable. It was small enough and you could 

get around and there was enough hostility to make it kind of fun. 

 

PICKERINTG: It was 52 miles long and 22 miles wide. We had a Land Rover and I made a 

practice to go all over the wildest and oddest places on the island so I got a chance to see them 

all although there wasnôt much else to do. With a Land Rover you could go anywhere including 

narrow rutted beat up roads and along the beaches of which there were many. There were 

beautiful beaches, particularly on the eastern side of the island and we used to go with our 

friends in the consulate corps, out to the eastern side of the island on Sunday. At times or we 

would rent a boat to go swimming from small coral islets. Later, we got a boat for the consulate 

to go to a whole series of islets between Zanzibar and the mainland where you could go out and 

spend a Saturday or a Sunday having picnics, swimming. The boat would be available for an 

evacuation if we ever needed it. We never did. The water was superb and the shelling was 

magnificent. If you fished, and I did, you could find lots of fish. The reefs were beautiful, it was 

wonderful for snorkeling. Nobody in those days scuba dived because we didnôt have adequate 

facilities for refilling pressure tanks or training. People later came and I think did some scuba 

diving. 

 

Q: How about the British presence there? 
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PICKERING: Well it was interesting. Among the consular corps we had the various communist 

state representatives that I have noted. The British had a deputy high commission, essentially a 

consulate, in Zanzibar, when I arrived. My then British colleague was a former colonial service 

officer with excellent Swahili, but the British were forced to leave when Southern Rhodesia 

declared unilaterally independence. I think in ô66, so we over lapped for a while but not for a 

long period of time. The British had a beautiful residence on the sea in Zanzibar town across the 

park from our consulate, next to the offices of Cable and Wireless then a large UK 

communications firm which managed the undersea cables leading in and out of Zanzibar. 

(Interestingly enough both buildings are now combined with a new garden and pool in the 

Serena Hotel, an Indian-run operation in near central Zanzibar.). 

 

Q: How did the writ of Dar es Salaam play out both from the government that was in Dar es 

Salaam and also from our embassy, I mean, impacted on you? 

 

PICKERING: Well, it was a constant struggle on the Tanzanian side. We were in a sense totally 

isolated so we did our own reporting and usually we sent it both to Dar es Salaam and 

Washington. Communication was by teletype. We had a teletype station and we had our own 

small encryption apparatus. We had some very rudimentary stuff to begin with and we later got a 

better machine to operate with. All of us had to know how to do it and most of us ended up doing 

our own messages although my secretary, who was the wife of the admin officer, did most of the 

message traffic during the daytime. It would not have been wise for her to travel out in the 

evening especially alone. If we got a call at night, we had to go in and we would take care of it 

ourselves if it was an emergency, because we all knew how to run the machine, open the safe and 

deal with the vault. 

 

It was interesting that there were other people who were present in town from the west. We had a 

one-man French consulate. When I first arrived there they had a Frenchman and several 

Comorians. The Comoro Islands are between Zanzibar and Madagascar but closer to 

Madagascar. They spoke in the Comoros enough of a form of Swahili that it was mutually 

intelligible with Zanzibar. There was a fairly large Comorian community in Zanzibar some of 

whom had participated in the revolution. In fact, the chief of protocol who ran the foreign 

ministry in Zanzibar had been born in Comoros. Then part way through my time the Frenchman 

was replaced by a White Russian, a former Legionnaire in the French Legion, as kind of a 

farewell post for him. He was an interesting man, his French was not much better than mine. 

 

We had an Israeli who was alone. We became very good friends and weôve stayed in touch over 

the years. He was there to keep an eye on things as well. He would go in and out and had to leave 

his post to go to Dar es Salaam to send messages home. The Israelis had a good embassy in Dar 

es Salaam. (Later the Israelis were forced out after the Yom Kippur conflict. We acquired their 

former Embassy building in Dar es Salaam and it was badly damaged in the 1998 Embassy 

bombing). My Israeli colleague became the chief staff officer of the Knesset Foreign Affairs and 

Defense Committee -- the most powerful sub body of the Israeli parliament. He was in place in 

Jerusalem in that job when I served as Ambassador to Israel some twenty years later. We also 

had a small group of Ghanaian teachers who had been on the island prior to the revolution as 

well as a South Korean physician in charge of the World Health Organizations malaria program. 
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Q: Well it sounds a bit like you had a lot of foreigners sitting on this little islands looking at each 

other. It seems like that. 

 

PICKERING: Well we had a certain amount of that and then we had a few British left over 

working for a number of the trading companies that were still working on the East African coast 

and on supervised the port. Others served as doctors and one was a dentist. It was not a large 

foreign community. 

 

Perhaps the most interesting member of the foreign community was a British citizen who had 

come to Zanzibar I think in the ó30s and had gone completely native. He lived with his local wife 

on a small lime tree plantation in the center of the island. His name was Shelton. When the 

British deputy high commissioner left he said would I please look after Shelton for him and I 

said sure I would. Shelton would come into town every once in a while with baskets of limes on 

the local bus and come back. When I didnôt see him for a while, I decided to go out and find him. 

The Swahiliôs called him ñBwana Shetaniò, Swahilizing óSheltonô. ñShetaniò in Swahili (and 

Arabic) means ódevilô, but he was well thought of and he had good friends on the island. I found 

out he had come to Africa after the First World War to southern Nyasaland (now Malawi) where 

he tried farming without much success, then moved to Tanganyika and then Zanzibar. 

 

Q: Did Nyerere come out there much or how did that work? 

 

PICKERING: No, there was a constant struggle with the mainland, first to get control of the 

military forces and then to amalgamate the parties. It took decades to get this all done. Nest they 

worked to put this government in its appropriate place. It was the kind of provincial government 

with separate authorities coming out of the constitution, which was written after they joined up. 

Nyerere was forever patient with them, but kept some heat on occasionally had to wag his finger 

at the communists who encouraged more separation from Zanzibar, particularly the East 

Germans, who were a constant problem, The West Germans on the mainland insisted they 

werenôt going to have any West German aid program and threatened to leave. Of course, the 

West Germans were very important to the mainland because they were seen as successors to 

German East Africa which ruled the place before the First World War. 

 

Q: The Holstein Doctrine was in effect then? 

 

PICKERING: It did and it had been breached in substance and de facto by the East German set 

up in Zanzibar. 

 

Q: Did our embassy, did they make any demands on you or were you, Iôm speaking of the 

consulate, sort of doing reporting and all of that and the embassy was far away? 

 

PICKERING: The embassy was only 45 miles away in Dar es Salaam, but it was kind of an 

infinite distance almost a planetary distance in terms of ease of access. We occasionally would 

have AID people over to look at the school project and to talk with us about that. USIS folks also 

came over. Occasionally, embassy people would come over for a break or get a chance to see 

Zanzibar if they hadnôt. The ambassador visited a couple of times (Bill Leonhart once and then 
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John Burns) and we took him around and made protocol calls and did the usual thing. We were 

not at this point over run or over directed from the embassy. We had a very independent 

reporting post mentality. We knew what was going on in the island quite well. We were left 

alone to develop and exploit our local resources and capabilities. Travel was bureaucratically 

restrained by the Zanzibaris and it took time and patience to arrange to make the trip, even from 

Dar es Salaam. I think we did a fairly good job of keeping everybody up to date on what was 

happening. We had these occasional problems like the shutting down of the library to deal with 

and occasionally we needed help from the embassy to straighten out those kinds of things out by 

talking to Nyerere about the fact that he needed to get the folks on Zanzibar a little bit more 

under control. He didnôt welcome that, but was part of their long term effort gradually to absorb 

Zanzibar or bring it closer. 

 

Q: By the time you were there there werenôt demonstrations? 

 

PICKERING: No they had all taken place right at the time of the revolution. Don Petterson bore 

the brunt of those but we had no demonstrations that I can recall while I was there and almost no 

threats we could identify while we were there. 

 

Q: Well then you were there from ô64 to what ô66? 

 

PICKERING: From April ô65 until mid ô67 when John Burns who was then ambassador in Dar 

es Salaam had asked me to come over and be DCM as my next assignment. 

 

Q: So you went to Dar from ô67 to ô69. By this time Nyerere was the man the whole time, he had 

been the man from the beginning wasnôt he? How did John Burns operate? He was my first boss 

as consul general in Frankfurt back in ô55. 

 

PICKERING: Really. 

 

Q: I can remember that. 

 

PICKERING: John made sure we knew what his interests were and left me a lot room in the 

running of the embassy as DCM -- looking after reporting, making sure things were running 

well. We had a really great crew of people; they didnôt need an awful lot of kind of heavy-

handed supervision. 

 

Q: Who were they? 

 

PICKERING: George Roberts, was the political officer and Jim Curran was the Economic 

section. Before George, Terry McNamara. I forget who did the consular work. Earl Bellinger 

who has just died was our admin officer; he was a great admin officer. Then we had an AID 

Mission, which was probably bigger than the embassy, and the Peace Corp Program. John Burns 

was very interested in the Peace Corps -- he was interested in many things and liked to travel. I 

sort of held the fort although I had plenty of opportunities to travel when he was there. 

 

Q: Looking at it within the system you were pretty junior werenôt you to be a DCM? 
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PICKERING: I was, I forget sort of what level I was by then but it was pretty junior. 

 

Q: I was just wondering whether you ran across some scraped elbows or something like that 

then. 

 

PICKERING: I didnôt, I think folks, most of them knew me from Zanzibar. They had been over 

or I had been over to see them. We seemed to get along all well. I entered the service in ó59; this 

was ô67 so it was eight years after I was in the service so it was fast. 

 

Q: By the time of ô69 was there a distinct feeling that there was an African corps; Iôm using 

within the State Department context? I mean of African specialists and all because not too long 

before we didnôt really have. 

 

PICKERING: No, we were building the Africa specialty but it was not there with long 

experience. A number of us had language training and that helped. I found the language training 

particularly in Zanzibar enormously valuable and so I studied. Actually in Zanzibar it was a very 

interesting experience because Frank had also studied Swahili there and did very well. He, of 

course, was gone by the time I had got there and you know the conditions under which he had 

left and then when I arrived I said to Don Petterson I would like to kind of keep up my Swahili. 

He said, ñWell, why donôt you do what Frank did.ò Frank went by the Anglican Convent, there 

was one nun whose name was Sister Veronica. She was then in her late 70s or early 80s. She had 

come to Tanganyika right after the First World War and walked all over the country and her 

Swahili was really excellent. I would go by in the morning before I started work and spend an 

hour with Sister Veronica in lessons and conversation. She was a good teacher and a strong 

taskmaster. She helped me go through a lot of additional grammar. We used local books and we 

did a lot of reading. I read the local newspaper, which she found fascinating because she hadnôt 

been reading it. It was full of new Swahili circumlocutions and created words for all the 

communist jargon and vocabulary. Imperialism was translated as ubeberu -- ñmale goatò. So I 

learned a lot. She helped me with the background (etymology) of the new vocabulary and 

together we figured out what the words meant. Then to have some variety and new things to 

study, I looked around for books to buy. By then the Russians and the Chinese had flooded 

Zanzibar with Swahili literature, a lot of it just translations from Russian. So I began to read that. 

We read a Russian geography that had been translated on Eastern Siberia -- on Chukotka. I read 

a Chinese economic text on Chinese development that had been translated into Swahili. I did the 

local examinations in Zanzibar for the Higher School Certificate in Swahili which were left over 

from British colonial days and not necessarily very easy, but happy to say that I passed. Sister 

Veronica found the Chukotka book interesting because it deal with tribal type issues in an Arctic 

environment where she had never lived and worked. 

 

Q: Were the Chinese and Soviets, particularly the Soviets, did they have a rather extensive 

program getting students to come there and go to learn? 

 

PICKERING: I think they did, they worked it hard. The Chinese more than the Soviets. The 

Chinese had local people who had been in China as refugees from British-Arab colonial rule. 

They had been trained in China in political subjects and had worked in Radio Beijing on their 
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Swahili program and who had came back after the revolution. Some of them became members of 

the revolutionary council and one, Ali Sultan Issa, education minister. His offices were next to 

the US consulate in a building previously devoted to dealing with liberated slaves. He sported a 

45 on his belt and spent a lot of time propagandizing. I worked with him, but more importantly 

with an Arab who was his permanent secretary, who survived the revolution and was my 

principal contact in building the technical college I spoke about. 

 

He later left Zanzibar and went to Oman and I later received him when I was ambassador to 

Jordan. He had become permanent secretary in the Omani ministry of education. He did me the 

compliment of telling me that when I first spoke to him on the telephone in Swahili, he thought I 

was a local, which was very nice compliment! 

 

Q: What were relations with Tanzania in the ô67-ó69s? 

 

PICKERING: With the mainland more friendly but with areas of tension. We had an American 

farmer who had his property confiscated. This is always a mess and it was always kind of an 

albatross hanging around our neck to see if we could get compensation. We had spent some 

years seeing if we could negotiate an outcome and then we turned up the heat a bit. I donôt think 

it was resolved in my time there. 

 

We had a huge AID program, which was doing a lot of interesting things, and a Peace Corps 

program and I think that we all wanted to have better relations but there was a zero sum game 

being played with the Russians and the Chinese. The Chinese at that point had said that they 

would build the railroad to Zambia which the Tanzanians and the Zambians wanted very much 

because once Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe, had declared unilateral independence under 

the white leadership they were cut off from the South African export links. Because the then 

existing railway went through Southern Rhodesia they wouldnôt use it. So the Chinese agreed to 

build the railroad. 

 

We had a parallel project to rebuild and pave the Great North Road which led to Zambia. It ran 

north for a while from Dar es Salaam to Morogoro and then went southwest across the country 

and into Zambia. It was then the lifeline for Zambia. Early on in that period, we helped to 

develop a system of trucking in fuel in tankers to relieve a major shortage in Zambia. And they 

needed a lot of fuel in to run the economy, particularly the copper mines. It was shipped in a 

large number of Italian-built, Fiat tankers over this pretty horrendous dirt road. They modified 

the tankers by building racks underneath the tanks so they could slide in copper bars. The tankers 

took fuel in and then came out with the tanks empty but with these racks full of copper bars. It 

was interesting to travel the road and pretty hairy because these guys would drive day and night 

at a mad clip over this pretty much almost destroyed dirt road. It was particularly bad in the wet 

season. You would see numbers of tankers turned over, wheels up, by the roadside where the 

driver hadnôt made a curve and where for some other reason they had an accident. It was a pretty 

hairy road for quite a long while. In the end, even before the railroad was finished, the road 

which was paved by the US, the IBRD and others, was supplemented by a small diameter oil 

pipeline from Dar es Salaam. 

 

Q: How did we feel about Nyerere at that time, because Nyerere was the man for so long there? 
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PICKERING: Well, I think everybody was very attached to him. Nyerere had been obviously a 

bright spot on everybodyôs horizon. There was disappointment in the fact that Nyerere had so 

much time for the Chinese and the Russians. That sort of tended to sour the feeling over time. 

There was disappointment that he had turned from what was the pure London School of 

Economics socialist idea of allowing people to work together communally in their own villages 

to create a kind of socialist agricultural settlement to imposing full scale rural communalization. 

Frustrated that only three or four such villages had been created in four or so years he allowed 

his political leadership which was much less capable than he to impose these ñUjamaaò or 

ñsocialist villagesò all over the country. It included requiring people to move out of established 

farming communities into land chosen by appointed leaders who had no idea of what they were 

doing. They got to places where farming couldnôt work because of land quality and poor water 

availability. It produced a lot of turmoil, a lot of hardship and a lot of impoverishment by doing 

this. 

 

Nyerere wrote while we were there wonderful essays on education and on development, which 

everybody read with admiration. Had he been able actually to implement what he had written in 

the essays, he would have been an even grander person than what he is seen as today. It was very 

clear that one of his problems was that while he was a wonderful speaker, had a great mind and 

conceptually a very able person he had less practical experience about how you implement things 

in a democracy. At the same time he wanted to keep his political balance in the world 

community and so he accepted Communist military aid which drove the west nuts because they 

saw that as the first spearhead in the intrusion into East Africa of serious communist influence. 

In the zero sum game of the Cold War, that was seen to be a very dangerous proposition. 

 

He was the darling in particular of the Scandinavians who put a lot of money into Mainland 

Tanzania and into the rest of East Africa. The World Bank and the fund were very favorable on 

Nyerere. He spoke to them about his goals and projects using a language that they both 

understood and that they found very positive. His capability to deliver was restricted by many 

obstacles both domestic and foreign -- mostly lack of a strong cadre of skilled and efficient 

leaders. 

 

Mainland Tanzania was lucky in that it escaped some of the worst aspect of tribalism because it 

had 122 tribal groups, none of them big enough to dominate. Some of them would have liked to 

had they been afforded the opportunity. Tanzania had a fairly even split with Muslims perhaps 

slightly outnumbering Christians. Traditional religion still played a large role and influenced as 

well both Islam and Christianity. Some of the tribal groups were very much behind or seemed to 

be behind. The Masai were difficult to change and some of the tribal groups akin to the Masai 

were similarly hard to change. Others were very go ahead and very development oriented. The 

Chagga in the North who grew coffee in the mountains and developed banana and coffee culture 

were good and successful farmers with strong coops. Others grew cotton below the Serengeti in 

the irrigated areas. They had the diamond mine that functioned fairly effectively with original 

links with South Africa. They had some other mining, but not an awful lot. The country was 

pretty poor when I was there. 
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Q: One of the things that always struck me was Nyerere seemed to have absolutely charmed the 

pants off everybody who talked to him including our ambassadors and visitors and you know, 

have the Scandinavians absolutely delighted but at the same time he had taken a country which 

was not bad agriculturally and kind of destroyed it. 

 

PICKERING: Well that was particularly true with these ideas he had implemented on the so-

called ñUjamaaò villages. He really wanted to go after corruption and so he limited everybody 

with what they could own and the size of their houses. He attempted to enforce that while others 

just found ways to get around him. That all developed subsequent to my being there, but in the 

early days when I was there it was a very much a hair-shirt, socialist development oriented kind 

of focus. He wanted to control corruption and had a sense of its pressures on the society and 

economy. Nyerere had a tremendous amount to do with that. You are right, he was looked up to 

particularly by the intellectuals in the West and by others who were there as a leader who was 

quite amazing in his own abilities. It was unique almost in Africa. He had a sophisticated 

understanding of the western world and what was going on in the West, but was also in a number 

of ways, a little bit more than we like to think, prisoner of some of his own ideology and of some 

of the advisors around him. 

 

Q: Sometimes from my perspective Iôve never surveyed it but the London School of Economics is 

a fame and socialist now seem to have done more harm too much of the colonial world than 

colonialism itself. 

 

PICKERING: I think that is probably worth a hard look. It is true that he had a collaborator and a 

colleague named Joan Wicken who is very well known. Joan was part eminence grise of that 

society in a real sense. She helped as a source of ideas and also as a intellectual colleague for 

Nyerere. She played a large role in some of the speech drafting -- things that were very 

competently and very well done. I have talked about the socialist villages and some of the 

failures and problems there. 

 

Q: Were we in the embassy, in a way it would be almost our role since the Brits were overly 

involved in some of the poison that entered the socialist places but saying, ñHey, this emperor 

doesnôt have clothes onò, I mean were we callingé 

 

PICKERING: It took us a while to begin to say that. We began when I was there on some of the 

things because we felt it was time to do that but there was also certainly a kind of reverence for 

Nyerere that made people want to be careful about criticizing too heavily. 

 

Q: Really, we are really talking about, itôs not a personality cult itôs a personality aura. 

 

PICKERING: In part, but in a very moderate, thoughtful and in the main intellectually 

respectable way. 

 

Q: That really took particularly I think the western powers. 

 

PICKERING: Well I think the West wanted Africa to succeed in the post-colonial period, in the 

struggle for development. The United States certainly did and most of the Brits did as well. We 
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were prepared to maybe run along with somebody like Nyerere who looked like the philosopher 

king more than he did the kind of, you know, Emperor Jones. He was a very attractive man and a 

wonderful interlocutor and an interesting person to talk to and also had enough strength in the 

state that he could get things done. We also had big differences in our own view over one-party 

states and I think that we never found it easy to reconcile ourselves with a one-party Tanzania, 

despite all of the discussions about the fact that within the party they had elections. Over time it 

became more and more transparently one party-ism. To hand it to Nyerere, as things went on, he 

opened up the system, admitted his mistakes, brought other people in and allowed change to take 

place. I think probably as much as his inherent wisdom we recognized in the end, in terms of 

making a full scale evaluation of his leadership of the country, that he left a legacy and I think a 

set of strengths that probably are pretty good compared to where we are in other places in Africa. 

 

Q: What were the influences during the ô67-ô69 period of Kenya and Ugandaé? 

 

PICKERING: Well the East African community that the British had left behind was breaking up. 

So by then the currency had broken up, the airlines had broken up, the ports and harbors and 

railways were not quite but they were in the UK-organized East African Community. In effect, 

one saw something that was potentially a very useful model, and something that they have now 

tried to re-create, going down because of a new, heightened emphasis in Kenya, Uganda and 

Tanzania on local nationalism. It was an effort to build up local feelings as opposed to bringing 

together East Africa. There was always a concern, particularly Tanzania, that Nairobi would 

become the capital and they would be under the thumb of Kenya and the Kikuyu or somebody 

else. 

 

Q: Was Obote still in? 

 

PICKERING: For some of that time, I canôt remember when he died and I left. Who was the guy 

in Kampala then -- Idi Amin? My names are all gone. Anyway, Obote later took refuge in 

Tanzania and then not long after I left in 1969, the Tanzanians went in and chased out the folks 

who had taken over. 

 

Q: Were the opposing powers the East Germans, the Czechs, Soviets, Chinese now, were they 

really active competition with them or were they doing their thing and we were doing our thing? 

 

PICKERING: I think there was some active competition. There werenôt internecine street fights 

and that sort of thing, no violence or any of that kind, but we were concerned about the inroads 

they were making. They had pretty much a dominant position in the military and that worried us. 

I donôt think it should have but it did. They built some large grandiose projects; we couldnôt 

muster the funds to do it. We were more interested in long-term development and focused on 

health, some on agriculture and some on infrastructure. 

 

Q: Were you able to get much of an exchange program going there? 

 

PICKERING: A large number of people came to the States in one form or another -- for AID 

participant training, USIS training and we had a few people go there. Dar es Salaam University 
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was sort of a hot bed of fairly radical socialism in those days. Stokely Carmichael showed up at a 

time when things were particularly bad when I was there. 

 

I remember we had an American gentleman from Long Island who came, who had taken most of 

the savings of a small black Baptist church and had a warrant issued against him in New York 

and he showed up. His name was Calvin Coolidge Cobb, and we sought extradition -- sort of 

mindlessly because we knew we werenôt going to get it, but we did. We had a very good law 

firm, but they were Indian lawyers and so that added to the problems. At the end of the time, 

Stokely Carmichael came and identified Calvin Coolidge Cobb as a struggler for Afro-American 

rights. It didnôt fool too many people at the top but for a lot of the people at the bottom sort of 

heated this up. I remember the Attorney General, who was a very wise and very bright young 

man told me that, ñYou understand that weôre not going to give extradition.ò I said, ñYes, Iôd 

gotten that message a long time ago. That was too bad. I thought was a mistake because the 

gentleman had committed a crime in the United States and taken the money from people who 

were Afro-Americans and who were very poor and who had saved it and given it to their 

church.ò He said, ñYes, we realize that andò he said, ñI personally am chagrined, but I give you 

my absolute word of honor he will get nowhere near money in our country.ò 

 

Q: What sort of relations did you find with the government itself? 

 

PICKERING: The government was correct but difficult. They saw us as imperialist and as the 

Vietnam conflict went on and that became worse as I said and relations were soured by Martin 

Luther Kingôs assassination, by Bobby Kennedyôs assassination. It was a very bad period with 

riots in Washington. Those kinds of things afflicted us all in the ó60s and in Africa in particular it 

went down very badly -- to sour the relations and create distance between us. It was hard to make 

friends and contacts. It was useful to have the local language and that helped break down some 

barriers. 

 

While I was there the head of FRELIMO, the Liberation Movement in Mozambique, Eduardo 

Mondlane was assassinated by what we were told and had every reason to believe was a book 

bomb. The finger went to the Portuguese intelligence service which had the motive in effect to 

get rid of him. That caused a lot of problems. He was staying at the home of an American friend 

when the bomb was detonated as he opened the parcel containing the book. We were suspected 

at first of being engaged. We helped them in the investigation. They had recovered a similar 

bomb before it was detonated and could analyze the technology. It was made to look Soviet. His 

American host spent some time in jail before we could secure a release. That helped us a little bit 

dealing with this. 

 

We saw lots of liberation movements. We had wide contacts with them to the extent that we 

could. The African-American Institute ran a large school, mainly focused on these liberation 

movement folks. A lot of people from Mozambique went there, it was an important institution 

for preserving our contacts with people from organizations like SWAPO (South West African 

Peoples Organization), and SWANU (South West African National Union) and ZANU 

(Zimbabwe African National Union) and ANC (African National Congress). We were able to 

keep contacts up with a lot of those people. 
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Q: What was our relation, how did we deal with these? Were we encouraging, discouraging, 

how did you approach these various liberation movements? 

 

PICKERING: We approached them from the point of view that basically we were friends, we 

sympathized with their objectives, we were not supporting the colonial countries in retention of 

their position in the region, but we were not prepared to finance or support military activities. We 

did finance and provide education and relief activities to the people who had come out as 

refugees and provided them opportunities to study in the United States. We did the same with the 

Tanzanians. 

 

It was very interesting because it was the time of the civil war in Nigeria and one of the issues 

we followed interestingly enough or maybe not interestingly enough was that question. Nyerere 

was very supportive of the breakaway Igbo folks in Biafra. In part mainly we believed because 

he was a Catholic and there were many Catholics among the Igbo in Biafra. Maybe there was a 

church role in there, but it was fascinating to see that the Portuguese were also supportive of this 

and Tanzania was engaged in transshipping by air from the Portugueseôs material to the Biafrans. 

 

Q: The French were too. 

 

PICKERING: The French were too and we saw arms coming in to Dar es Salaam from those 

countries and then going across the continent in chartered planes we assumed to places within or 

within reach of Biafra. It was clear that circumstances made strange bedfellows. 

 

Q: Did Biafran war was very interesting one, it had strong components of Biafra within our 

Congress, for example, and also with the ñglitteratiò of Hollywood and the jet set and all this. 

 

PICKERING: There were fighter, missionaries and fliers who went in and out to help them out. 

 

Q: How about did the UDI (Unilateral Declaration of Independence) or Southern Rhodesia play 

any role in particular? 

 

PICKERING: Sure, Southern Rhodesia when I was talking about Zimbabwe it played a huge 

role and the UDI caused a polarization and they shut down the British in effect. 

 

Q: But the British were, what were they asking, the British werenôt supporting the UDI. 

 

PICKERING: Well they thought the British were an anomaly; they certainly werenôt militarily 

opposing it. They certainly werenôt going to use force against their kith and kin in Rhodesia and 

so that caused a lot of consternation and difficulty. 

 

Q: Did we get involved? 

 

PICKERING: No, we stayed clear of it. 

 

Q: What about Nyerere? 
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PICKERING: We may have by osmosis gotten tarred a little bit tarred with the UDI brush but I 

never had any problems in Zanzibar and I donôt think we did in Dar es Salaam. 

 

Q: What about the UN (United Nations) vote in all that? Did we have any influence on 

Tanzania? 

 

PICKERING: I think we had very little influence on Tanzania at the UN. 

 

Q: On Tanganyika, itôs Tanganyika. 

 

PICKERING: Tanzania. 

 

Q: Tanzania, thatôs right. 

 

PICKERING: Salim Salim later became Secretary General of the Organization of African Unity 

(OAU) who was from Zanzibar -- from Pemba actually, a small islands north of Zanzibar. He 

became their representative in the UN, played a very active role in the China vote which 

disturbed George Bush senior no end because he was there at the time. I donôt remember if that 

happened after I was there or not. They played a fairly active role in the United Nations in the 

center of the African group and in the center of what we would have considered the malevolent 

non-aligned and the unhappy non-aligned in that sense. I remember on one occasion, because I 

had spent a lot of time working in disarmament in Geneva, I wrote Nyerere a letter on the NPT 

(Non-Proliferation Treaty) in which I went through what I thought were all the good reasons why 

Tanzania should support the NPT. After a long while, I got a letter back from Joan Wicken 

explaining how this was denying these wonderful people their God-given right to have nuclear 

weapons. I thought that was entirely crazy but it was interesting to see how they looked at it, 

some of that I think under the influence of the Chinese who were then not necessarily very happy 

about the NPT. 

 

Q: Of the Soviets and Chinese was there rivalry oré? 

 

PICKERING: It was apparent both in Zanzibar and then later in Dar es Salaam there was rivalry 

between the Soviets and Chinese. How deeply we understood this was hard to know. I think that 

we felt that there were at least superficial differences and they were not working hand and glove 

by then. 

 

It was interesting, I was in Zanzibar at the time the cultural revolution started. It was amazing to 

see while they would not speak to us, we identified and knew the Chinese because we sat in the 

same government-sponsored social engagements. Immediately all the women who had been 

wearing wonderful Chinese dresses disappeared and those who came back, came back in Mao 

suits -- as if they had been working in the fields. You saw that flip overnight. In Zanzibar, the 

Russians were extremely uncomfortable with the weather. The consul general was a man of a 

certain weight and found the heat stifling. I donôt know if they didnôt provide him with air-

conditioning but he and the rest of the Russian consulate who were not friendly at all, but 

occasionally would talk to us, rued the day they ever got there and thought that they had been 

handed the worst possible assignments by the Soviet bureaucrats in Moscow. 
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Q: Were there any major developments in our relations or in the country while you were there? 

 

PICKERING: Almost none. At one point Lyndon Johnson flirted with the idea of coming out 

and we got some alert cables but that never panned out. 

 

Q: You probably were saved, thatôs like having a very large hurricane hit you, particularly in a 

very small country like that. 

 

PICKERING: Absolutely. No, the only thing I owed to Lyndon Johnson was that he got the 

bathroom in the ambassadorôs residence in El Salvador done for a visit there and the shower was 

in great shape when I arrived. 

 

Q: Iôve talked to an administrative officer trying to get the showerhead at a certain heighté 

 

PICKERING: Yep and you had to get the toilet seats all removed so they could put his own in. I 

donôt think a lot of things of great consequence happened. We saw a general deterioration in 

relations; we saw general movements toward what we would call ña rougher kind of socialismò 

and one party-ism. The radical fringe in Zanzibar for example led by a man by the name of 

Mohammed Ali Babu had been marginalized and then gone to the mainland. They allowed him 

to become a minister, but they then marginalized him further. The mainland was moving 

gradually, but almost imperceptibly to take over things on the island in keeping the island kind of 

locked away and keeping them from doing a lot of harm at first and then gradually trying to 

absorb them. It took a large amount of their time without much real pay back. The mainland was 

a lot more open, a lot less Islamic but still nevertheless Muslims were well treated. The mainland 

was also a lot more diverse, a lot more interested in a kind of westernization and development, 

but had very little way in the way of resources to do it and very little capability and an 

increasingly influential group in the leading party that wanted to have a command economy 

under government control. 

 

Q: For you personally and for your fellow officers serving there, was there a perceptible change 

in attitude towards African independence? At first you only notice this glow, this is going to be 

wonderful and all sorts of things good are going to happen? 

 

PICKERING: We were still living in the afterglow, but beginning to trend toward reality by the 

time I left in ô69. I was charge for my last four or five months and we began to see more of the 

realities popping up and felt more confident and free to call them as we saw them. 

 

Q: I think it is a time particularly when Soapy Williams was there who really couldnôt say ill of 

anything that happened in Africa. 

 

PICKERING: No we could, I mean Zanzibar was the sort of place were we had really no 

ambitions. The mainland was a little more sensitive about it. The folks in Washington were a 

little more sensitive about the mainland but Joe Palmer had taken over and Joe was different than 

Soapy. Joe it seemed to me was perfectly prepared to hear that things were not simply splendid 

everywhere. 
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Q: When you were charge, did you have any dealings with Nyerere? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, on a couple of things. I had one really outrageous thing. They sent us some 

teargas without asking as I recall. I donôt think it came in a pouch; it came in a package by air 

and the Tanzanians looked into it because it wasnôt pouch protected. The Tanzanians kept it and 

they were irate that we were going to use teargas to gas their people. So I had to explain to 

Nyerere personally that all of our embassies around the world had it. It was to prevent, because 

of the Cold War, people inciting folks against us. and I gave him three or four for instances 

where folks had tried to take over the embassy by force and the teargas was the most humane 

way to deal with that and it was to defend our people, not our property. We were all given it, we 

didnôt ask for it, it wasnôt a choice and supposed to keep it for that particular purpose and he 

said, ñWell you know the people in Tanzania would never do that to the Americans.ò So we 

agreed weôd ship it out to get rid of the problem but it was something he was quite feisty and 

irate about. I did that meeting with him in Swahili and had to invent a term for tear gas since it 

wasnôt in the dictionary! He knew what I was talking about! 

 

Q: You didnôt get a chance of him turning his charm on you? 

 

PICKERING: No, no, there was no charm. Of course that may have been while John Burns was 

away and while I was acting, but we had eventually allowed that to fade back into the weeds! 

 

Q: Ship it back in the pouch. 

 

PICKERING: No we couldnôt ship it in the pouch, they were not allowed to ship it in the pouch. 

 

Q: You left there in ô69. 

 

PICKERING: September of ô69. 

 

Q: Whither? 

 

PICKERING: I had thought and the African bureau had talked to me about coming back maybe 

in a job as the country director. But nobody from personnel spoke to me and nothing came along. 

Ron Spiers at that time had just taken over the bureau of Political/Military Affairs. He in the 

meantime had been in touch with me some months before and asked would I come back and be 

the deputy director (deputy assistant secretary level) his only deputy. I said I would love to do 

that, it was terrific. I signed up for that job and then Gerry Smith came after me to me to do a 

similar but different job in the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA). I told Jerry that 

I had already agreed to go and work with Ron. I felt that once made, it was very important to 

keep that commitment and thanked him very much. Ron had given me a great start some years 

before, and I admired him and knew I would enjoy working for him, and that being in the 

Department would give some opportunities I would not normally get in ACDA to meet the top 

levels at State. Then when I arrived back in Washington everyone said they were surprised and 

shocked that I had taken a job not in AF. I went and did that job and enjoyed it immensely. 
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Q: With Ron Spiers? 

 

PICKERING: With Ron, yes. 

 

Q: For how long? 

 

PICKERING: I came back in September of ô69 and I worked with Ron until August of ô73. 

 

Q: The Bureau of Political andé 

 

PICKERING: Military Affairs. 

 

Q: Was it a bureau at that time? 

 

PICKERING: It was and it had been set up and Phil Farley was the first director, it had a 

director, not an assistant secretary. Then I think Ron took Philôs place. Ron had been political 

counselor in London and Secretary Rogers asked him to come back and take up the lead when 

Phil Farley left that bureau. Phil had done it I think alone and Ron wanted a deputy. 

 

Q: This was the time, wasnôt there sort of a Spiers doing the leg work, a remarkable collection of 

Foreign Service officers? 

 

PICKERING: It was. We had a very, very, we had some fine foreign service officers; we had a 

very strong group. We also had some very good civil servants, and military officers. We had 

about eight offices. I looked after roughly half of them but since we carpooled we would usually 

have our staff meeting on the way home or on the way in, in the morning. It was very easy to 

operate. I looked after a group of these offices and Ron looked after another group, but we each 

knew what was happening in the others bailiwick. I think I did munitions control, the military 

base operations, we had an office doing that, we had an office doing atomic energy and I did 

that. I forget what else. Ron did most of the arms control, but I did a lot of work in it particularly 

stayed up with it and became part of that because we each had to sort of substitute for the other. 

Then after a while we got started on SALT (Strategic Arms Limitations Talk). Ray Garthoff 

came over as both the State Department negotiator and a deputy in the bureau. He had both 

positions but was almost entirely focused on the SALT negotiations both working on the 

delegation and then back in Washington in between with the policy planning. Ron spent a lot of 

his time on the strategic arms limitation policy the as well. It was one of our big issues. 

 

Q: Iôm interviewing and I will do another one tomorrow with Roz Ridgewayé 

 

PICKERING: Oh that is great. 

 

Q: And she is talking about how she was being mentored all over the place, she was really 

learning the trade in that bureau at that time. 

 

PICKERING: Roz was not in the bureau when I was there although I had worked with Roz when 

she was in Latin American affairs. We testified together on US Navy ship loansé 
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Q: Maybe a little earlier. 

 

PICKERING: She was in ARA (American Republic Affairs) by the time I was there and I 

worked on foreign military sales in leasing and I remember one time went to the Hill to testify on 

leasing submarines to Peru and someplace else and Roz really kind of had it all organized and 

managed and sort of led me through the whole thing. 

 

Q: When you arrived there what were the issues in Political/Military Affairs that you found sort 

of have priority? 

 

PICKERING: Certainly strategic arms limitations was critically important, non-proliferation, we 

had a raison dôetre which was to provide the State Department with expertise that it had never 

had in any organized way on this series of questions and issues regarding the military in the 

broadest sense. ACDA was in existence but we also became the State Departmentôs managing 

focal point on arms control questions. We had to operate a munitions control licensing activity, 

which was then led by a former Air Force colonel who was really a whiz and had things very 

much under control. We had relatively few problems in that area. We created a very high-

powered strategy shop. Leon Sloss and Les Brown who were both really extremely good, grew 

up in the strategy community and put us in a position to work closely with Defense. They were 

both senior civil servants and provided us with serious inputs on Defense Department strategy 

and thinking. 

 

Q: When you say strategy what do you mean? 

 

PICKERING: Military strategy in essence. What positions was the Defense Department going to 

take on force levels and how do they affect our foreign policy, what implications it had for 

foreign policy overseas? How to think about that and what the State Department ought to do in 

terms of where the Defense Department was going on this series of questions. Of course, there 

were tremendous battles over which nuclear posture was the right one. Should we have a nuclear 

posture and plan oriented at city busting or should we have a nuclear posture and plan oriented 

totally, exclusively at military targets. We played a role in the Defense Departmentôs putting 

together this single integrated operating plan for nuclear attack. We had views on a lot of those 

issues, which tended to reflect what our allies thought, how we would fight a nuclear war god-

forbid and what kinds of things we ought to be buying. We spent a lot of time looking at nuclear 

testing which was moving on and then some of the ancillary agreements that were picked up 

afterward dealing with nuclear testing. Would we allow the use of nuclear explosives for civilian 

purposes and if so, what kind of agreement should we make there? 

 

Q: You are talking about a nuclear explosive stuffé 

 

PICKERING: Explosives yes. 

 

Q: Excavate canals and things like that were all around. 

 

PICKERING: That was all around. 
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Q: I have to ask, where did the State Department come down with city busting or armsé 

 

PICKERING: I think that our view was that creating weapons for total mass destruction was 

worrisome. On the other hand, we were concerned that if we created a force only to ñfight a warò 

we would mislead ourselves into thinking that wars were winnable and therefore feasible and 

even useful. 

 

Q: It sounds very philosophical in a way. 

 

PICKERING: It is and it was and it involved a lot of the kind of arms control thinking and 

military strategic thinking at the time which continued on. We had this very high-powered shop 

that did a lot of this work, which was very closely connected to DOD (Department of Defense). 

 

Q: Did you get involved, Edwin Teller just died, but one thinks of him, as people talking about 

well you know, if we do it this way we will only lose four million and theyôll twenty million. I 

meané 

 

PICKERING: There was some of that and that was part of the thinking of some of the folks in 

the Defense Department. I think most people realized that you didnôt want to lose millions of 

people. We were developing ideas about deterrence. Kissinger was in the White House running 

his show and thinking about a lot of these things. He had been a primary formulator of a lot of 

the ideas which we were aware of. He wanted to run the disarmament negotiations and he tried to 

do it behind everybodyôs back in terms of direct contacts. Garthoff was so able and the Russians 

thought so well of him and his language was so good that they would usually tell us through Ray 

what was going on in the Kissinger channel, so we usually knew what was happening there. 

 

Q: This whole sort of spying within our own government I guesséparticularly under Kissinger. 

What was the feeling towards disarmament? Was this something everybody had it before but 

thinking itôs not going to happen? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think quite the contrary. Most people were fairly skeptical. The Russians had 

tried out general and complete disarmament earlier on and that was seen as sort of farcical and 

unrealistic, but it was also the time when non-proliferation treaty had caught on and was being 

ratified and seen as a contributor. It was clear too that strategic limitations were seen as being 

able to get at the nuclear arms race and the propensity of the US and the Soviet Union to spend a 

lot of money building up to counter other side. Even while the other side was building up to 

counter you and it was seen to be valuable and helpful to begin to put a damper on that sort 

behavior. We were disturbed and discouraged that Kissinger didnôt want, I think essentially for 

his relationships with the Pentagon and maybe with some uncertainties, to accept the 

opportunities to put a limit on multiple, independently targeted warheads, something that we 

have not been trying to claw our way back from for a long period of time. That was especially 

true given their capabilities and the fact that they didnôt add much to stability and they didnôt add 

anything to dominance if you wanted to put it that way, to achieving dominance because both 

sides could pursue them equally. 
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Q: Was there sort of behind everything this, was it mutual mass destruction, the whole idea that 

really if the thing ever gets going weôve reached the point where there wonôt be anything to 

clean up afterwards? 

 

PICKERING: I think everybody understood that. I think they understood the value of reinforcing 

deterrence and in fact using arms control as a way of making deterrence more effective. We were 

concerned about strategic stability. We didnôt want a situation in which people would reach for 

their nuclear weapons very quickly. One could build a lot of communication, a lot of ability to be 

transparent, a lot of certainty about force levels. We thought it was worthwhile to try to avoid 

surprises, have strong early warning, serious efforts to have people not commit, and to keeping 

the arms race under control. We thought that there it was an interesting opportunity to build a 

much more stable structure in what was inherently a very dangerous situation. 

 

Q: This implies that your opposite numbers are thinking the same way too. 

 

PICKERING: It implies what was essentially true, that they were attracted to the ideas I think 

originally for propaganda purposes and also because they consistently ran behind us in most 

things even if only a little bit. While in space they got ahead and in some of the large rockets, 

they also knew in fact that there was a balance. They also began to understand and absorb a lot of 

the thinking that was going on in our part of the world and add to it themselves so they in a sense 

became converts fairly quickly. The fascinating thing was that in a lot of these negotiations, we 

had to tell the Soviet civilian negotiators about their own military, their own missile force, 

because the military wouldnôt tell the civilian negotiators. They werenôt cleared. We spent time 

educating the Russian civilian negotiators about what they had and how it worked and how it fit 

in and what the dangers were of the things they were doing as well as the stability that came 

about as a result of being able to put a cap on these things in transparent and verifiable ways. 

 

Q: How did you find dealing with the defense department at this time? 

 

PICKERING: There was a long running feud between Rogers and Laird that made it difficulté 

 

Q: Melvin Laird who was secretaryé 

 

PICKERING: Melvin Laird, Secretary of Defense, and had come out of the Congress. With a 

good strong sense of pride and he didnôt want State Department to be told anything about what 

Defense was doing. He created a strong organization in ISA (International Security Affairs) 

Bureau which was called the Defense Departmentôs State Department. He inherited a very strong 

structure from Kennedy, Johnson and McNamara who also had the defense department play a 

strong role but a much more cooperative one than the Defense Department in the Nixon 

administration. It had become more conservative and more difficult to deal with as a result and 

there were not, as there were in the Kennedy administration, a lot of agreement between the two. 

Instead there was strong on-going background feud between the two and they used to send each 

other crappie letters every once in a while some of which I now lament I participated in drafting. 

The Defense Department tried to shut off PM (Political/Military) and to keep it out of their 

activities. They knew we had a very strong group and they knew that we had people who knew 
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and understood where defense issues were going -- so there was a constant battle. Happily, we 

had people with good contacts over there who helped to play a constructive role. 

 

Q: Well you did have military officers attended toé 

 

PICKERING: We had quite a few. 

 

Q: They must have been in a difficult positioné 

 

PICKERING: Well it worked well for us because we got very good people. We had people like 

Jack Chain who later became head of the Strategic Air Command before I was there, Bud 

Zumwalt had worked in ISA and in State and we got to know him fairly well so there were a lot 

of very good military officers working in that field, either in contact with us and some with us. 

That helped a lot and the military were less concerned about the feuding and turf battles. We had 

an exchange program with the military. It was very hard to get good Foreign Service officers to 

go there and the military didnôt treat them very well, they wanted to keep them isolated and the 

defense civilians even more so, so they werenôt well used. We, on the other hand, did use the 

military very well and they sent us very good people. We had them in the regional bureaus and in 

some of the functional bureaus as well. That has continued to this day. The military tended to put 

better people in that program, theyôve been selected as comers within the military system. 

 

Q: Iôm told that at some of the things like base negotiations and that sort of thing, we had a 

terrible time with the Defense Department because essentially they did not want to give up 

anything. 

 

PICKERING: That was always true and we watched that very carefully. We had a tremendously 

good team there. We had another civil servant who had worked with Ron in the London 

embassy, a man by the name of Jock Stoddart, who had come out of the Defense Department and 

understood the issues and ran the office that dealt with overseas bases and dealt with them 

extremely well. He was helpful with his old contacts in Defense, but even more with his 

knowledge of how to run things. Basically, that gave us another leg up because we played a 

tremendously important role in those negotiations. One set of negotiations was to set up the 

British Indian Ocean territories at that time, Diego Garcia, so that we could develop the base. 

That was an interesting negotiation, which had begun before I got there but was finished up 

while I was there. 

 

Q: How about the NSC (National Security Council)? Were they sort of a rogue element in this 

whole thing? I know Kissinger at that time? 

 

PICKERING: It depended on with whom you were working and on what subject. Kissinger went 

very strong for keeping State under control. I think he neither respected Bill Rogers nor treated 

him very well. 

 

Q: No he certainly didnôt. 
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PICKERING: As a result, there was a huge amount of tension in that area. Kissinger worked 

with Joe Sisco on Middle East peace things and didnôt himself get involved in any serious way 

until just before he came over to State. He let Joe and Rogers run with it because it appeared he 

felt then it was a helpless cause. He used to kid Joe, when Joe became under secretary for him 

and said if this next effort fails weôre calling it the Sisco plan. 

 

Q: There had been so many plans. 

 

PICKERING: Yes, very many. We got involved in the Middle East a lot, particularly on the arms 

sales side. And also on India-Pakistan, we got involved in the India-Pakistan war over 

Bangladesh. I was in the Situation Room the day Henry announced that he had dispatched the 

Enterprise to the Bay of Bengal and we were tilting toward Pakistan. 

 

Q: What was the purpose of that, do you know? 

 

PICKERING: In large measure he distrusted the Indians, didnôt like them. The Pakistaniôs had 

been from his perspective faithful allies. They had or could him in China and that he thought we 

ought to keep this strong Muslim bulwark against the intrusion of communists into the region, 

not altogether necessarily totally congruent with history. 

 

Q: But it was also, you know, being a realist this East Pakistan was not going to exist. 

 

PICKERING: No, no it was going to go anyway. But he was not reconciled to that, even though 

the Pakistanis lost it long before the war came. 

 

Q: Why not go with who wins? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think he thought that East Pakistan was going to go, but he would try to save 

it as a way of continuing to maintain a strong relationship with the key Pakistaniôs even though 

in the end I suspect he knew that they werenôt going to preserve this against the Bengaliôs and 

the Indians. He also saw the Indians as playing somewhat of a nefarious role encouraging the 

Bengaliôs to leave. 

 

Q: But what about this carrier? I mean what the hell was it going to do as a terrier group. Of 

course, this carrier groupé 

 

PICKERING: Well this carrier group, the Enterprise. He just wanted to dispatch it to the region I 

think as a warning to the Indians and maybe even the Bengaliôs not to let things get too far out of 

hand, but there wasnôt much else he could do. It was a purely presence mission. It irritated the 

hell out of the Indians; they have never forgotten. 

 

Q: I know it. 

 

PICKERING: It really irritated them. 

 

Q: Those fruital gestures, one wishesé 
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PICKERING: Itôs taken us years to pick up the pieces and it still adds to uncertainty in India 

about where we are. 

 

Q: What about in looking at that area with Israel and arms control, what was happening nuclear 

wise in Israel from our perspective? 

 

PICKERING: We, I think, by that time knew were the Israeliôs were -- everybody who wanted to 

look at it was told that maybe it was a better idea not to look at it. We didnôt play a large role in 

trying to look into it to see where it was going, but it was clear that it was happening. It was in 

the press almost too much. 

 

Q: Well this is one of these things we here we have double standards. Was this troubling or was 

this just weôre so used to having that double standard as regards Israel thaté 

 

PICKERING: Well, it happened more under Johnson I think before I got back from Africa. And 

so I think that they looked at it and decided that there wasnôt much that they were going to be 

able to do. I was not involved in that part and there was always the question of rather some doubt 

about whether this was really true or not which was helpful in kind of staving off U.S action. 

 

Q: The accountability and some of all of that. What about arms to the Middle East? 

 

PICKERING: We had provided some to Jordan. The Israeliôs looked at that very carefully. The 

Jordanians of course during this period of time had Black September and then they had had at the 

end of that the Syrian invasion. We had supported them and the Israeliôs had supported them 

making that clear to Syria. We agreed we would send tanks and aircraft but it took a while for 

that decision to come. But King Hussein had succeeded with the help he got from outside in 

staving it off. 

 

Q: With this Black September when the Syrians sort of with an armored division or something of 

that nature hadé 

 

This is Tape 4, Side 1 with Tom Pickering. 

 

Q: Tom, had we made any commitment or sub roles type thing saying donôt worry about it weôll 

help, we and the Israeliôs will take care of theé 

 

PICKERING: From where I stood in the Bureau of Political and Military Affairs that was not 

something that I was necessarily aware of, but I was concerned by foreign military sales and 

grant assistance at that time. I think we went up the Hill and worked with the bureau on 

providing the Jordanians militarily equipment. I donôt know what was said at an earlier time, I 

forget when it was, in the late ó60s; we had actually had British paratroopers go into Jordan at 

one point to help them stabilize things. That was before the Palestinian problem really got bad, 

probably after ô67 as I recall. 
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Q: We will pick you up next time after November ô73 but you knew this before October of ô73 so 

you didnôté 

 

PICKERING: Oh no, I was executive secretary then I left there in July or June we will pick all 

that up on that piece. 

 

Q: Did you have a spy over in the NSC? 

 

PICKERING: No, we had reasonable relations over there with some of the folks dealing with 

disarmament and with some of the folks dealing with the Middle East and other things but 

nobody particularly I think in those days that made a huge difference. I think early on Henry 

brought some folks over. Larry Eagleburger was, of course, working for him. 

 

Q: Larry Eagleburger. 

 

PICKERING: Yes. 

 

Q: Were the Helsinki talks beginning to start while you were there? I forget when they began, 

sometimeé 

 

PICKERING: They were not something we in Political/Military Affairs were concerned with; it 

was more EUR (European Bureau). I think it involved RPM (Regional Political Military). There 

were some conventional force issues even back in the early ó60s. There were discussions of 

notifications of exercises and major troop deployments and that kind of thing in the European 

East-West context. 

 

Q: How about I was consul general in Athens in ô70-ô74, how about did the colonelôs regime in 

Athens trouble you all? 

 

PICKERING: It did and I think we were all concerned about it. I forget what we actually did 

with them. Was Henry Tasca there at that time? 

 

Q: Henry Tasca was there and we were also beginning to home port and resume our homeport 

ships in Athens, in Piraeus. 

 

PICKERING: Yes, my sister was living there and so I visited a couple of times when I was in 

Political/Military Affairs. 

 

Q: I was wondering whether this was, well what about NATO (North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization)? Did NATO, I mean, who handled NATO? 

 

PICKERING: Part PM (Political/Military) and mostly EUR but we spent sometime with them on 

some of the bigger issues so we got involved in the multi-national force Naval deployment thing. 

 

Q: The one destroyer I think. 
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PICKERING: Yes, but there was talk about war at one point and we got involved in NATO 

nuclear questions. U.S. weapons hung on NATO aircraft and we looked after the storage sites 

from the point of view of the political/military activities and local government agreements. 

 

Q: How about Congress? Did you find yourself having to explain or having problems in 

Congress? 

 

PICKERING: I went fairly frequently. John Glenn for example wanted us up for regular 

consultations although I did that much later when I was in OES (Oceans and Environmental and 

Scientific Affairs). I did more with the Hill when I came back from Jordan then I did when I was 

in P/M. I was on the Hill a few times with PM learning a little about how to work on the Hill and 

how to handle Hill questions. We had a Mansfield Amendment blow up with Dave Abshire 

running the Congressional Relations. David was exceptional and mobilized a lot of the Deputy 

Assistant Secretary level people in State to help out when crisis came up on the Hill. It was 

smart. The Hill generally wanted to talk not to the Congressional relations managers (H) but to 

those that recommended and help make policy 

 

Q: You might explain the Mansfield Amendment. 

 

PICKERING: The Mansfield Amendment was to limit the number of U.S. forces deployed in 

Europe to NATO and otherwise. In order to keep that from circumscribing our deployments we 

fought very hard against it. Dave Abshire organized a tremendous effort and he wanted to use a 

deputy assistant secretaries and equivalents all across the State Department to do a lot of the 

lobbying. We each got a lot of lobbying tasks -- it was extremely well organized. I did a lot of 

that partly because these issues were close enough to PMs activities for us to be knowledgeable 

and to talk about them and to put them in context, but we all worked closely together with EUR 

as well. 

 

Q: When you say lobbying, for the uninitiated, what were you doing? 

 

PICKERING: We were up briefing Congressmen on our position and asking them to vote against 

the Mansfield Amendment. Easy, in words of one syllable. 

 

Q: How about the staff? 

 

PICKERING: We had a lot of contacts with the staff. We would get in to see Congressmen most 

of the time and talk to them and answer their questions. Some were feisty and totally 

unconvertible and some were interested and very much sympathetic with what we were doing. 

Some were there to hear the case and see where they would come out. 

 

Q: You were there at the time when the Vietnam War was sort of playing itself out. Was that 

somebody elseôs problem? 

 

PICKERING: No, I went two or three times when I was in PM to Vietnam. You just raised some 

interesting pieces I had forgotten about. I worked closely with Marshall Green and with Bill 
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Sullivan on the Foreign Assistance Program to Cambodia, which was just beginning and Lon 

Noll had just taken over Sihanouk. 

 

Q: This was in the spring of ô70? 

 

PICKERING: Yes. We got a retired Army officer to go out and set up the program. Coby Swank 

had opened the embassy and on this occasion Alec Johnson had asked Ron who he could get to 

come up to his office and work on the project. Ron said I was working military assistance and 

knew as much as anybody. So I went up and worked in Alecôs conference room and set up that 

program working with Defense principally and through Al Haig and other folks in the NSC. 

They were very interested in seeing it get going. And through some folks in Defense who were in 

high-level positions in the Defense Security Assistance Agency get the program moving. 

Essentially we went through the whole process of getting a mission out there, and briefing them. 

They had more to do with State almost than they did with Defense because Defense was a little 

more reluctant to get involved. We did and we wanted to solidify the position with the folks in 

Phnom Penn so that in fact the whole country wouldnôt go under. 

 

Q: Was anybody particularly from our military but also from our embassy saying, you know, you 

arenôt going to get very far with trying to arm the Cambodians better or something like that? 

 

PICKERING: I think almost everybody was prepared to think that we could do better than what 

had been done. That indeed was probably the case in a sense that we sent trainers to help train 

new units of the Cambodian army. They set up defenses inside the country to control limited 

areas of it. We watched what was happening all over Cambodia from up in the northeast all the 

way to along the Thai border down to the Cardamom Mountains. It was clear that the major 

government controlled areas were in Phnom Penn and out on the Tonlé Sap up to Angkor and the 

road to Sihanoukville which they could manage. They couldnôt control the border areas, they 

couldnôt control the outer provinces. We had no real idea of full strength of the North 

Vietnamese army or the VC (Viet Cong) in and around Cambodia and I think as long as we were 

not interrupting major road communications any more than they were by air in Laos, that did not 

play a huge role. 

 

Q: By the time you left in ô73 whither Vietnam and how did you feel about it 

 

PICKERING: I thought by the time I left it was hard to see it being won. I worked on things like 

the Control Commission after Henry negotiated the agreement. I was given another job by Henry 

and Alec Johnson, in which was to find 125 F-5 airplanes to make sure that Thieu had an air 

force in being as we pulled out. It was a very interesting effort. Again I did that almost by myself 

in Alecôs outer office, but we got the first 25 from the U.S. Air Force that had pretty much used 

them up I think as a kind of aggressor Squadron for training purposes in Nevadaé 

 

Q: Usually over até 

 

PICKERING: Out at Nellis, I think and then I had to find the next 100. The next 36 the Shah 

gave us. He was very magnanimous, it wasnôt a hard go. Dick Helms went in to see him, I wrote 

the instructions. The Shah came back and said he would consider it and two days later he said we 
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can have them, where do you want them delivered and he said the only thing he wanted in return 

was to be first on the list to get F-4s when they were being made available to foreign 

governments. We said perfect and he ended up you know, as looking tremendous in the U.S. 

eyes. The next 64 I got half out of Taiwan and half out of South Korea. The entire aviation part 

of the project came to be called ñenhance plusò; itôs been written up. In Taiwan, we ended up 

giving them the rights to build F-5s and access to the equipment and factory to do so. In Korea, 

Phil Habib was in Korea, and McConuaghy was in Taipei and they each had tremendous long 

negotiations. We finally got them -- Phil from Korea -- and we replaced them with a lot of F-4s 

and a whole lot of other military equipment. The Defense Department guys did ñenhanceò which 

was all the ground equipment. So I didnôt have to get that and most of that came out of U.S. 

stocks so we didnôt have to go outside to find it. 

 

Good news for everybody is that when Vietnam fell I guess that the North didnôt care about 

those F-5s and just let them rot. But occasionally we in PM got pressed into those kinds of things 

that came up at a fairly high level, where an administration wanted support on getting some 

special military equipment to friends for essentially political purposes. 

 

Since I had spent a lot of my time on foreign military grants and sales, I had another interesting 

experience. For a long time, I was scheduled on a certain date, I think it was in May, to go up to 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee and testify on the annul bill on foreign military credits. An 

Air Force general in charge of the Defense Security Assistance Agency was to be my fellow 

witness. This was on a Monday, and on Saturday U.S. forces went into Cambodia. On Monday, 

we came before Senator Fulbright and my Air Force colleague had the ôun-wisdomô to appear in 

uniform, three stars. So I sat next to him and throughout the period Fulbright was in the chair and 

of course this is the first set of administration witnesses he could get that was in any way relevant 

to Cambodia. We were asked all kinds of questions about Cambodia about which we knew 

nearly zero and happily said so which got Fulbright more and more irritated that we werenôt 

being helpful at all. I think that the fact that my colleague wore his uniform and got most of the 

attention probably saved my backside for a while at least. 

 

Q: Was there any other sort of major things that you were getting involved with at that time? 

What abouté 

 

PICKERING: As I said, all the major arms control negotiations we were involved in. I got 

involved in some of the early looks at chemical and biological warfare, arms control and some 

study groups that we had. 

 

Q: What about while you were doing that we had, I think, we had a policy of trying to keep South 

America, Latin America we will call it, from getting too advanced stuff, which is oneéonce it is 

opené? 

 

PICKERING: I forgetéit was more in Carter but I think even at that point the policy still held 

that we were not going to sell advanced fighter aircraft in Latin America just to keep down 

feckless arms races there. 
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Q: That made very good sense. If everybody had the same kind of planes, if everybody had to get 

the new kind they just paid a lot more money andé 

 

PICKERING: A lot more money went down the tubes and they never used them for anything 

except to fly in air shows. 

 

Q: Did Cuba play any role? 

 

PICKERING: At that time, Iôm trying to think. Nothing that I recall kind of hits me in the head 

on Cuba at that time. 

 

Q: I guess you were there, werenôt you, when we made our own into-China? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, ô72 by all means I was. We were all very surprised. 

 

Q: I was going to say how, I mean, did everybody sit back and say letôs reconsider what we are 

doing or did it make any difference? 

 

PICKERING: I think we all took a look at it. I think that everybody sort of wanted to keep their 

powder dry with China. I It was a little hard to see where this was going to end up in terms of 

where things were going, but pretty quickly it opened up. I went to China in November of ô73 

with Henry which we will get to. By then Leonard Woodcock was there as I remember and had 

opened the mission and we were in Beijing and there was quite a change. We watched the Nixon 

trip and, of course, the Henry trip. All of us were pretty surprised by it and I think none of us 

were discouraged. We thought it was a wise move. 

 

Q: I think it was sort of within the Foreign Service context, I mean, it was about time that we did 

thisé 

 

PICKERING: This is true. I mean we had been talking in Warsaw for a long time without much 

being generated in the way of any real progress. We were not out of Vietnam, but on our way? 

 

Q: Yeah, the final fall _________, but we had been pulling our troops out since about ô75. 

 

PICKERING: I guess it was later, youôre right, yeah. 

 

Q: Well, this is probably a good place to stop Tom and weôll pick this up next time when youôve 

left PM and you move to the executive secretariat. You were doing that in 1973 to? 

 

PICKERING: July ô73 to probably February ô74, a very short period. 

 

Q: All right. Great. 

 

Q: Today is the second of February 2004, Ground Hog Day. 
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Tom, you had a short period with the executive secretariat. How was it at that time? What was 

its role and how did it operate? 

 

PICKERING: Well, it was interesting. Let me just say at first a little bit about the kind of 

background of that. 

 

Sometime along in the fall of ô73 it became apparent that Ted Elliott was going to leave as 

executive secretariat. He had been engaged for I think three or four years in long battles with 

Henry and the NSC and the NSC staff. Actually, it emerged finally out of all of that that Henry 

had a lot of respect for Ted and for what Ted was doing and grudgingly at first but then later kind 

of quite generously mentioned it. I was approached. I had been working in PM. I had done a lot 

of work with Secretary Rogers on things like the Geneva Protocol on Gas Warfare of 1925 which 

we prepared him for and had him go up and help get ratified, advice and consented to, by the 

Senate many years after of course, 1925. That was almost 50 years but we did get it through. I 

worked with Secretary Rogers a number of other things including foreign assistance and 

Congressional testimony on those questions, so it became apparent after a while that they wanted 

me to take the executive secretary job, which I was delighted to do. I had been in PM from ô69 

until the summer of ô73, I was pleased to go on to a new job and anything as prestigious and 

interesting as the executive secretary was very welcome. I had no inkling that when I started to 

work for Bill Rogers he was going to be gone in a month and that Henry was going to come in 

and we would go through the Middle East war among many other things in that very short period 

of time. Henry would then ask me to go to Jordan at the beginning of the year. 

 

The executive secretariat when I first came in was pretty much involved in a couple of things: 

the OPS Center, which was increasinglyé 

 

Q: Thatôs the Operations Center. 

 

PICKERING: The Operations Center completely pretty much coming into its own, a regular 

long-term watch beginning to standardize procedures. It had become an alerting center for the 

Secretary and for the Seventh Floor principals, becoming in effect a standard way of 

coordinating in the intelligence community on judgments and impressions and opinions about 

fast-breaking crisis developments and obviously staying in support with the Departmentôs 

principals, in those days particularly with the secretary and the deputy secretary. 

 

The second piece was the Line in which a group of excellent young officers reviewed paper 

prepared for the secretary and the seventh floor principals for completeness for obviously ability 

to hang together in terms of the policy advice and to make sure in fact that the rest of the 

Department was signed off for clearance. There were I think, in Bill Rogers time very few by- 

passes of the Line. In Henryôs time they began to multiply with great rapidity. 

 

Q: What do you mean bypass? 

 

PICKERING: A piece of paper that wasnôt vetted through the Line, but got on the secretaryôs 

desk anyway. There were a number of ways to do that. One way was obviously to go to one of 

the secretaryôs executive assistants and by pass the executive secretariat and another was to come 
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to me as executive secretary and see in fact if would personally put it in, given a) its sensitivity 

or b) the need to move it in a hurry. This is always dangerous because often these represented a 

single personôs point of view, often an assistant secretary or a bureau point of view, but without 

in fact all the competing interests brought in. There was a certain value in this in the sense that it 

tended to rise above the lowest common denominator department opinion so it was always a kind 

of close call. I wanted to be involved in those even, if they were not clearly vetted by the system 

and I tried to hold those down to a small minimum. 

 

It was also very clear that the executive secretary in those days did an awful lot of work 

particularly with Kissinger, that the secretary personally wanted done. Some of it had to do with 

personnel at very high levels bringing people back to help staff the Department that the secretary 

wanted and which he used the executive secretary rather than the personnel system at least to talk 

with the ambassadors overseas. Ted had developed the LIMDIS/EXDIS/NODIS (Limited 

Distribution/Executive Distribution/No Distribution) channels, I think, during his time and 

regularized those. We attempted to use those and he had developed several versions of the 

NODIS Channel on call. One was ñCherokeeò which was reserved for the secretaryôs use. We 

got a lot of use out of that particular channel as things developed with Kissinger who wanted 

things particularly close-hold and also who at the same time wanted to be totally in command of 

what was going on in the Department. 

 

We were at the period where jobs were being filled and he hadnôt yet brought back Dean Brown 

who was coming back from Jordan to be his managerial focus. Joe Sisco was going up to be 

undersecretary for political affairs, Roy Atherton took over NEA (Near East Asia), and a number 

of other people around were being shuffled one way or another and Henry was spending, as you 

remember in those days, half of his time at the NSC and the other half of the time in the 

Department -- usually mornings at the NSC and afternoons and late evenings in the Department. 

 

It was an interesting organization and it became one of the major ways in which Henry stepped 

into the Department. I can remember that I heard of Bill Rogers departure just about the time 

everybody else did. I think he called me in one morning and said that he was about to leave and 

shortly thereafter it became a public fact and then Henryôs announcement by the president 

proceeded almost on the heels of that if not with it. Then Henry came over and I can remember I 

had a fascinating opportunity with Ted to see Henry when he called the two of us out to San 

Clemente in California. We spent a whole afternoon. Ted was about to leave and I was about to 

take over. I came back with I think a short list of three hundred action items from Henry of every 

conceivable type. I became in fact the initial liaison between Henry and the Department to get all 

these things done or to get them underway. It was everything from his security detail to what we 

were doing about a whole series of foreign policy issues, to funding of his office to everything 

you could conceivably think of. 

 

Years later on several occasions, Henry was kind enough to say that after he left the Department, 

he was shown a memo I had prepared after San Clemente eyes only to the regional assistant 

secretaries. I spoke to them frankly about my assessment of the Department under Henry, what 

he was expecting and how I thought they should respond. He said that he thought that I was right 

on in my judgments and made gratifying statements about how and what I had done to help 

mobilize the department to support him. 
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Q: Was his attitude part of, and I donôt mean to be facetious but a little bit like Jesus cleaning 

out the temple, I mean or was he willing to work with the system? 

 

PICKERING: I think that initially he arrived in the department with a lot of skepticism. He had 

known some department officers and had respect for them -- the ones particularly who fought 

with him, I think he had more respect for. So he began immediately to start picking people. He 

worked very closely with Larry who, in effecté 

 

Q: You mean Larry Eagleburger. 

 

PICKERING: Larry Eagleburger who in effect came into his outer office and became his 

executive assistant again. Working with Larry was easy. He and Larry knew and understood how 

to moderate Henry and modulate him to the department and vice versa. That became an 

interesting part of where we were going. He had his mind totally set on having Secret Service 

provide his security. Regardless of anything we provided him and whatever we did, that was his 

decision. It didnôt sit well obviously with the folks in DS (Diplomatic Security) who thought that 

they had an inveterate right to do this. We began to see whether we couldnôt integrate some DS 

people into the detail. It was always a hard shot and a difficult approach. He had his own view 

about how to conduct foreign travel, not necessarily ours, but we began to blend the two and the 

first couple of trips were pretty rough in terms of getting things done and getting them right and 

working them out. I made it a point to go on the first couple of trips, to be sure in fact that the 

pieces that had to get picked up, and inevitably there had to be, were going to be picked up by 

me and carried out by the Department as quickly and as rapidly as possible so that the fewest 

possible stools were overturned. 

 

Q: Prior to that had the trips with Rogers and other ones been as a real traveling State 

Department or as I understand it was with Henry? 

 

PICKERING: Itôs kind of hard to answer because I came in I think in July at some point and 

Rogers was gone by the end of August so no trips were taken. I worked with Ted in my breaking 

on what he did about trips. The Line had well organized preset series of cables and wide number 

of things that went out, but I donôt have a feeling that it was anything like what Henry was doing 

or where he was taking things. We had a special series set up for when Henry traveled to bring in 

all the essential information from the Department and from around the world. I can remember on 

several trips where we were away for more than four or five days, weôd had at least two or three 

hundred messages in that series, all of high priority all requiring his attention in one way or 

another, a lot of them extremely sensitive that we moved back and forth. I think it is interesting; 

it was a very short period but a very intense period. 

 

One of the first things was of course in September to go with him to the UN General Assembly 

and we spent a lot of time there. It was his first speech. I remember it was only after about the 

16
th
 draft that Winston Lord who was working on that Henry really began to look at it. But then 

he began spending a lot of time and effort on getting that speech the way he wanted it. It was 

amazing to me the degree of focus and attention that he gave for example to important 

documents like that. He had a broad series of meetings at the UN and they were pretty 
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consistently extremely interesting and high level. He knew everybody and everybody knew him 

and they all wanted to see him. He represented in that sense not only the president in a very 

personal way but now the whole structure of the State Department as well as the National 

Security advisor. He was really in many ways a kind of indispensable man in the diplomacy of 

the United States at that point. 

 

Q: Were you feeling the problem that Iôve heard people refer to and that was that Henry 

Kissinger would meet with heads of state or something and he would meet them by himself? Then 

often you would have our ambassador not being aware of all that had happened and having to 

scurry around to see if he or she could find out whaté 

 

PICKERING: Yes, there was more of that than we were ever bureaucratically comfortable with 

but it didnôt relate to everybody and it didnôt relate to every situation and increasingly over a 

period of time, because then I dealt with him from Jordan, he always had me in the meetings 

with the president and the King. I always did the memcon (Memorandum of Conversation). He 

always wanted memcons practically verbatim, but having worked with him before I went to 

Jordan it was easy for me to do that and I knew pretty much what was on the Kingôs mind. I 

think as he went along he found some people provided special insights and skills and he used 

them. Others didnôt and sometimes he had the NSC staff do the memo and then it was always a 

problem getting the memo out of the NSC staff. And the memo you got you wondered whether it 

was the whole memo or not. There were all kinds of difficulties and jealousies of that sort. I 

think that later when he became just the secretary of state and Brent Scowcroft stayed over at the 

White House things improved greatly. 

 

Q: Brent Scowcroft? 

 

PICKERING: Brent Scowcroft, that readjusted itself a little bit. I think that the big events for me 

in that very short period from August until February were essentially the UN in the middle of 

which on evening the 6
th
 of October, I went back home to Washington. Henry the week before 

had been seeing intelligence that I hadnôt seen or he had a feel for something going on and asked 

three or four times if I would take a look at and consult with people, which I did immediately 

over whether there was an increasing possibility that things were going to blow up in the Middle 

East. Most of the sources we touched were reassuring, including the embassies, the attaches and 

the intelligence community right up until the end of Friday the 5th. He had us regularly pinging 

away on this particular issue. There may have been things in conversations that I was not aware 

of that alerted him to it or may have been seeing some intelligence. It was true that we saw a 

continuing Egyptian buildup and to some extent Syrian but it had all been linked to exercises and 

I think that until the very end that was considered the major reason and the intelligence 

community had concluded there was nothing to worry about. 

 

The Israeliôs may have begun to worry too, but they too were slow off the mark and I remember 

on a Friday night the 5
th
 of October he was staying for the weekend in New York, there was 

nothing on that weekend, and I asked to go back because I hadnôt been back with my family for a 

couple of weeks and he said sure. I flew down to Washington and was awakened I think may be 

about five in the morning by Nick Veliotes who was DCM in Tel Aviv. He said that it had 

started, that the Egyptians had crossed the Canal and the Israeliôs were getting pressure on the 
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Golan from the Syrians and that it didnôt look particularly good. He was giving us a headôs up 

and the Israeliôs were surprised, they were mobilizing rapidly, it was Yom Kippur and they were 

in a little bit of difficulty in getting things out. But he thought they would be able to mobilize and 

that we would be in touch later to talk about what the Israeliôs needs would be. 

 

I immediately called Henry, he planned to fly down to Washington, and I went to the Department 

and put together information packages for him to read when he got off the plane and I met him at 

Andrews. 

 

That started off that whole period until the 22
nd

 of October, which was the Yom Kippur-

Ramadan war. It was a fascinating time and in many ways I had a unique position. Roy Atherton 

and Joe Sisco and I sat in with Henry in a lot of his daily meetings on the war including a lot of 

his sessions over at the Department to think through next steps. Hal Saunders joined us from 

time to time from the NSC. It was very clear immediately that his impressions of what to do 

were very much based on his vision that this would open the door to a longer term possibility to 

work on a negotiated settlement of some kind -- a negotiated effort between the parties. It was 

also clear to him that if that were going to happen then neither side should end up too far ahead 

of the other. When we were able to bring about a cease-fire it was clear to him that as long as the 

Israeliôs were being pushed very hard they would not agree to a cease-fire, but it was clear to him 

as well that when the Israeliôs found a way to come back that we had to hold them in order to get 

the cease-fire when the Arabs were ready. The Soviets were a continuing complicating factor in 

trying to deal with this set of issues. The Israeliôs had been caught short and so the fact we would 

need a lot of military equipment moving in their direction was one of the first things I worked 

with him on. Setting up an airlift and getting it moving were not easy and tight control of the 

timing was hard to manage. 

 

PICKERING: Schlesinger was Secretary of Defense. Henry and Jim had a different view about 

when material should go and there were some knock down drag outs about that. I think it really 

wasnôt until the next Saturday that stuff really started to move and then it moved it moved with a 

vengeance. I can remember calling the Portuguese Foreign Minister that Saturday morning and 

telling him that all these planes were about to land at Lajesé 

 

Q: In the Azores. 

 

PICKERING: In the Azores and on early Saturday in the morning the planes were already 

launched. It had taken I think Wednesday, Thursday and Friday to really get a major part of them 

going and I said they were on their way. We hoped that the Portuguese would help. They were 

very unhappy about the late arrival of the news, but happy to have it at least an hour or two 

before the planes hit them at Lajes. 

 

Q: Was the feeling that the Soviets were trying to take advantage of the situation in manipulating 

things oré? 

 

PICKERING: I think the Soviets played their own game It was very much in the Cold War 

format and their own game was to say that they would like to see a cease-fire in place. They 

pushed this because the Egyptians were across the canal and seemingly pushing the Israeliôs very 
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hard through to and at the passes in the Sinai and toward the eastern Sinai. We were having 

nothing of that. We argued for status quo ante in order to keep the equilibrium that Henry 

wanted. Then when Sharonôs forces crossed the canal and surrounded the Egyptianôs Third Army 

at Port Suez in the southern end of the canal, we had to grab tight on the Israelis to hold them in 

place for a ceasefire. 

 

We had a very interesting evening with dinner with the PRC (Peopleôs Republic of China) 

representative at his offices, they were not yet called an embassy, in Connecticut Avenue on a 

Friday night the 2oth of October. In the meantime, in the morning, President Nixon had gotten a 

message from Brezhnev asking us to come to Moscow that night to work on a UN Security 

Council Resolution to end the fighting and bring about the cease-fire. We had about reached the 

equilibrium that Henry wanted and so before we left for Russia we went to the Chinese. While 

this was supposed to be a secret trip and wasnôt going to stay secret forever, the night that we left 

Henry told the Chinese representative Han Xu as we left their embassy that they shouldnôt be 

surprised that we were now leaving to go to Moscow. 

 

Throughout the war the interest was high in the military situation as well as in the international 

diplomacy. The Germans were extremely cooperative in allowing military equipment to move 

from Germany by train to ports and by sea to Israel and some by air. Most of the airlift flew 

through Lajes and I think to some extent Rota or Moran in southern Spain and then went on tom 

Israel and we refueled them as they went in and out. It was not without danger moving stuff in 

and out, but the Israeliôs generally took care of controlling the air pretty well as the process went 

ahead. The reason for the dinner with the Chinese was that Henry had a later trip planned in 

November to China 

 

Q: How would you say relations were during this beginning of the war just prior with Israel? 

Was Israel sort of saying we can take care of everything and then all of a sudden they couldnôt? 

 

PICKERING: There was only a little bit of that. The war was a surprise in the main. Henry had 

been in contact off and on as National Security Adviser with the Israeli PM, Golda Meir, but he 

had also begun to have discussions as the National Security Adviser before he came to State with 

the Egyptians. He was in the pre-war period also trying to establish his own set of relationships 

with the Egyptians which helped prepare for what he would be able to do. Prior to that he had 

left things mainly to Joe Sisco. 

 

Q: You were mentioning that the relationship was not rosy with the Pentagon, particularly with 

Schlesinger and Kissinger. What was the sort of Pentagon view of all of this thing? 

 

PICKERING: Hard to know because I didnôt spend a lot of my time on it. My sense was there 

was concern that he wanted to run the Defense Department aspects of what was going on more 

than they were happy to have him. So there was a sense of rivalry and there was a sense that 

military equipment supply was really in their bailiwick to decide. I think there was a sense too 

that maybe we were rushing too hard, too early and too fast to help the Israeliôs out. They didnôt 

share the judgment which we had that the Israeliôs were being pressed very hard, had lost a lot 

and were not well prepared to meet this particular conflict. The military equipment military 

losses which they were suffering were pretty important as well as the military equipment needs 
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which they suddenly developed once they saw what was coming against them. Defense needed 

time also to mobilize their support. I think Henryôs view was that if we were ever to have 

significant amount of future influence over the Israeliôs, we had to move rapidly to meet these 

needs at the time they were most in need. It would be vital to rebalance the equilibrium that he 

saw as the necessary precondition to the kind of cease-fire that we wanted -- a cease-fire that 

could open the door for a whole series of future which he had very much in mind. 

 

Q: Was there in a way a sense of almost optimism that the Israeliôs had of to get something 

going in the Middle East at that time, the Israeliôs had to be taken down a peg, you know to 

understand that they were not just, they couldnôt do anything they wanted? 

 

PICKERING: I think the situation was tied up in a lot more complexities than that. The Israeliôs 

of course had had a long standing position that they wanted to negotiate and the Arabs had been 

pretty resistant to the idea of any negotiations and any meetings with the Israeliôs. They wanted 

us unilaterally to organize the Israeliôs. The Israeliôs of course occupied the Sinai and the Golan 

at that time as well as the West Bank and Gaza so they were sitting pretty strongly on top of an 

equation where it was going to be hard to move them. I think Sadatôs view was pretty well 

established was that he had to make a major move and take the Israel down a peg if he was going 

to achieve anything further. He persuaded the Syrians to come along. The Israeliôs had 

underestimated air defense capabilities particularly capabilities of the SA-3 and the SA-6 and 

Israel unexpectedly lost quite a few aircraft. 

 

Q: These were Soviet missiles. 

 

PICKERING: These were Soviet surface-to-air missiles, They lost quite a few aircraft in their 

efforts to support their forces in the Golan. They also had to give first priority to Sinai. Jordan 

stayed out until the end when it sent a couple of brigades, armored brigades, up to Syria. Iraq 

came in through Syria as well. So did the Saudiôs, who took a long time to get up there. But the 

Jordanians did not engage across the river and there were diplomatic efforts to keep them from 

doing that, to keep them from making yet another of what we considered to be a potentially fatal 

mistake as they did in ô67. They had learned that that was not on, but they did the minimum 

which was to send forces to Syria. As you know, before that they had had a dust up with the 

Syrians over Black September over their pushing out the PLO so they were not totally 

enthusiastic on their side about moving to help Syria. There were times when the Syrians looked 

like they were going to push down off the Golan and maybe even cross the Jordan River. It 

didnôt eventuate but the Israeliôs had a very tough time there as well. The Egyptians had 

horrendous tank losses in the big battles in the Sinai particularly in the western side but Israel 

also suffered in the Sinai battles. 

 

Q: Was Golda Meir theé? 

 

PICKERING: Golda was prime minister and Abba Eban was the Foreign Minister. 

 

Q: Did you see Kissinger working with them and howé? 
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PICKERING: Yes, I did on a number of occasion. He had Simcha Dinitz, the Israeli Ambassador 

in Washington around and Simcha was given immediate access with his car to the basement of 

the State Department and stayed very close to Henry. I didnôt sit in on the meetings with Simcha 

so donôt know all of the items that were discussed. The records will obviously show that it was a 

very important channel for Henry to the Israelis. It was part of the extensive diplomatic effort. 

Henry also spent a lot of time having messages go out to brief world leaders either in the 

presidentôs name, or his name to foreign ministers, to keep them informed. He made a sustained 

effort to try to deal not only with the principal parties but with everyone else that was might 

become involved. He wanted to shape their attitude toward where the administration wanted to 

go by making sure that he kept them up in his own way with what was happening. Henry had a 

kind of strange view that very few people were allowed to work on these messages from the 

NSC. Joe and Roy to their credit found ways to bring NEA in even if everything had to be signed 

out by Roy Atherton. But it meant that the bureau was engaged, their capabilities were used, the 

people who understood the issues became very much a part of the process of the diplomacy early 

in Henryôs time in the Department. 

 

Q: The Soviets were sort of making, in fact didnôt they alert some of the air born divisions? 

 

PICKERING: This came near the end of the fighting and I want to talk about it because the final 

phase of this was this trip to Moscow and was especially important. I had been to Moscow once 

or twice before. We all went overnight, landed at Copenhagen for fuel and then came into the 

airport in western Moscow, Vnukovo, which I now know very well from my time there and then 

we went to a KGB -- (Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti -- Soviet Security Agency) 

provided house, a mansion in Lenin Hills next to the University overlooking the Moscow River 

and the city of Moscow. The KGB quite liberally allowed us one telephone that we could work 

internationally and on which we managed to make operate most of the time. 

 

It was a very interesting situation, because Henryôs habit with the NSC was to use the aircraft as 

his communications lifeline even when it was on the ground. But two things happened while we 

were in Moscow. For some strange unexplained reason the aircraft communications become non-

functional. I will leave you to guess what caused it. Secondly, we were beginning to be 

overwhelmed with outbound traffic we could not send. I told him that I would manage the traffic 

through the embassy in his discreet channel. He agreed with some reluctance and we began to 

get the embassy engaged in passing traffic. That was the same weekend that we had the Saturday 

night massacre over Watergate. 

 

It was also the weekend when King Faisal instituted the oil embargo so we were spending a lot 

of time catching up. In the meantime, Henry and a small team spent a morning and an afternoon 

with Brezhnev down at the Kremlin working on a UN Security Council, draft resolution to bring 

about a ceasefire and provide for future negotiations. Then we had to get it back to John Scaly, 

our UN representative, and get a Security Council meeting and get it passed. It became 

resolution 338, along with 242 one of the two foundational resolutions for Middle East peace. 

 

This all went on over a Saturday and I can remember Henry stomping into the one room with a 

telephone, Larry was talking on the telephone, and Henry shouting, ñLarry theyôre going to give 
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you the Order of Lenin if you stay on that Goddamn telephone.ò Because of course it was not a 

secure phone and the Russians already knew everything we were working on. 

 

Q: A little bit like white noise. 

 

PICKERING: The Russians started out tough, but they came pretty quickly to the conclusion that 

if they didnôt agree with us, the Egyptian Third Army was going to have to surrender so we had 

all of the right pressures moving in the right direction. We agreed to a pretty good resolution, 

that was not contrary to the key elements of the Israeli position. By this time the Israeliôs were 

very nervous about what we were doing and didnôt know what was happening. The 

communications difficulties made it hard for us to get back to Scowcroft or anybody in the U.S. 

much less the Israeliôs about what was going on. 

 

Half way through on Saturday, I think maybe late Saturday afternoon Moscow time either the 

Israeliôs asked or Henry decided, I forget which, that we were going to fly next day to Israel. So 

overnight with the Air Force crew we had to arrange to fly due south of Moscow and over 

Turkey and then set up a fighter escort over the Mediterranean to fly into Tel Aviv with the war 

still going on. The war was still going on as we flew into Tel Aviv and so we flew into Tel Aviv 

on a Sunday and got there about mid-day. We had meetings in Jerusalem and then left on Sunday 

night to fly all the way back. As we flew back it became clear that the Israeliôs were being 

tougher on the Third Army and its relief on the movement of food supplies than the Egyptians 

liked or that the Russians thought was good. There were some signs at least that the Russians 

might actually move into the conflict. Later in Washington the level of the U.S. alert was 

changed. By the next morning things had been pretty well resolved with no Russian further 

movement 

 

Q: Were you feeling as you were working on this sort of the ebb and flow of the battle as far as 

the response, particularly the Israeli because I think if we didnôt have much communication with 

the Egyptians at the time. 

 

PICKERING: We had some but not as much as we would like. I forget who was the Egyptian 

ambassador here whether it was Ashraf Ghorbal or somebody else. We were sending messages. 

Henry had, I donôt think met, he may have met some of the senior Egyptians quietly and 

privately in the period before the war broke out but we had nothing like the relationship with the 

Egyptians. We had only a tiny interest section in Cairo. Herman Eilts was there, not yet 

ambassador, with Beth Jones and April Glaspie. They worked the embassy at Cairo and they had 

to perform under all of these difficult conditions and then it got worse for them because then we 

started making trips to the region 

 

Q: Did you find the Israeli response to you was changing as the battlefield changed? 

 

PICKERING: It did and we were able to reassure them privately, Henry did, about what his 

objectives were and where he wanted to be. I think that a certain amount of candor and then a 

certain amount of toughness on those issues with the president backing him up helped to bring 

them along essentially with where we were going. 
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Q: What was the role of the president this time? I mean he was going through the long 

Watergate trauma but was this pretty much in Henryôs lap oré? 

 

PICKERING: It was pretty heavily in Henryôs lap and I donôt know, because the relationships 

with President Nixon all took place over at the White House, to what degree and how extensively 

he was brought in. I havenôt gone back and reviewed Henryôs memoirs to basically see. I think 

that particularly at the time the alert was changed I think he talked to the president. Whether the 

president actually came to the meeting or not or for all of the meeting I think is still somewhat 

unclear although apparently he did show up for some of the meeting but it was a cabinet level 

meeting in the Situation Room in the White House but that was after the UN resolution and after 

the first cease-fire but at a time when it looked liked things were going to break-down in holding 

the cease-fire, not necessarily an unexpected contingency as when you get into a military conflict 

like that getting things to stop immediately and then to work out exactly the way you want is 

never I think something you could count on and it is never easy. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel, was sort of the Israeli lobby, was all this happening too fast for them to 

play any role or were the friends of the Israeli Congress and all? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think they were out and about and around and Henry had them in as well as 

Arab-Americans He arranged to have the Arab ambassadors in Washington at least on one or 

two occasions during the war to brief them and tell them where we were going. I think he saw 

this as a real opportunity to open up contacts and not put us in a position of being seen as or 

otherwise playing the role as the Israeliôs lawyer on this issue. In fact, he felt very strongly what 

the Russian objectives seemed to be were that we should take care of the Israelôs and they will 

take care of the Arabs. Weôll settle it between us and that was very much their view. At the same 

time he kept them on board by making it clear that this idea of a Geneva Peace Conference 

would be something that would eventually be carried out. It took place later in December but it 

was almost a pure formality. Henryôs view was very much that we were the indispensable partner 

in making peace and making progress on peace in the Middle East. The Russians (Soviets) were 

not trustworthy and were unlikely to do anything in the long run that we wanted. We had to keep 

them in a position to stop them from making the problem worse or more difficult. We had 

particularly to bring Sadat along to the greatest extent that we could since he was a most 

important player. We had to bring him around to the view that we had something serious to offer 

in the long term perhaps in reaction to his effort to create this war in the Middle East which we 

all saw as difficult and dangerous, but which he saw as necessary to make progress. 

 

Q: Were you seeing this, the Middle East hadnôt been your thing particularly at this point but, 

were you seeing a change in attitude toward Sadat because at one point Sadat was considered to 

be somewhat of a lightweight and all? 

 

PICKERING: Sadat was seen by many people in the years before this as unlikely to be effective. 

I spent a fair amount of time on Middle Eastern issues having to do with arms supply for Jordan 

and Israel in particular but for other countries. So I got to know about and get some sense as to 

what was happening. We had the War of Attrition along the canal in the years leading up to this. 

That was all part of the picture but I think the original view was that Sadat was certainly not 

going to be a heavy weight, was a short-term transition figure and that somebody else would 
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come along. Instead gradually he gained in stature. His role in setting up the war and launching it 

was one of the things that helped him gain respect and stature. 

 

He became a much more serious and important player and by early November -- by the 5
th
, 6

th
, 

or 7
th 

-we had another trip planned. It was really the post cease-fire kind of engagement trip 

coupled with the China visit. We went first to Morocco overnight and saw the King, then to 

Tunisia quickly to see Bourguiba, and then to Cairo for a couple of days where Henry had his 

really first long private talks with Sadat. He began to sketch out what the future might be like. At 

that point we worked out the next stages of the trip. They were to send Joe Sisco to Israel via 

Cyprus to brief Golda Meir. I remember I made a phone call from Egypt to the Ops Center and 

through Ops Center to Israel with Nick Veliotes to begin to set up the logistics arrangements. We 

got an Egyptian plane to take him to the airfield I think in Nicosia or Larnaca, and it landed on 

one side. The embassy had a car to take him to the other side and an Israeli plane to take him to 

Israel. He later caught up with us a day later in Riyadh by crossing the bridge to Jordan and 

getting a plane from Jordan down to Riyadh. It was fascinating because we also arranged to fly 

to Jordan from Cairo directly over Israel -- just flew right across and landed in Jordan and spent a 

late morning and lunch with King. Hussein. Jerry Bremer and I, Jerry was then working for 

Henry, were basically caught in the Kingôs secretariat catching up all on all the paperwork that 

was piling in on us. Henry by then had put together with the Egyptians at least a game plan for 

the Middle East and Joe was briefing the Israeliôs on it and Henry was briefing the King. In fact, 

the morning before we left Cairo I was summoned unexpectedly to a meeting with Henry and the 

Foreign Minister Ismail Fahmi in which they outlined the various steps they were going to take. I 

made the notes, I was just there alone so I had not only to do the MemCon, but get it all packed 

up and leave, make sure I didnôt get left behind in the motorcade. 

 

In Jordan there was a funny incident. Jerry and I were traveling together in one of the Daimler 

cars from the Royal Palace. We were at the end of the motorcade as probably we were supposed 

to be. The driver took us the wrong way in the palace down to a gate which was closer to the 

airport and the airport road, but totally blocked by the crowds waiting to see our motorcade. We 

quickly got him to turn around and drive like the wind back through the palace. We left by a 

different gate further from the airport and just managed to catch up with the motorcade as the 

crowds kind of surged across the street as it passed. Jerry and I had grave fears about what would 

happen had we gotten left in Jordan. 

 

We flew from Jordan to Riyadh where Henry and the team met King Faisal for several long 

sessions. I was not in those meetings but read later the memcons. Joe caught up with us by 4 a.m. 

in the morning. We began to get some indication over the phones that things were falling apart. 

We awakened Henry at 7:00 and got some more messages out We left about 8:30 from Riyadh 

for Tehran where we had lunch with the Shah and the Royal Court. Then we left in the late 

afternoon for Islamabad where we got in during the early evening. A week before Henry had told 

us to cancel the folkloric celebration planned by Prime Minister Bhutto. When he arrived Bhutto 

apparently upbraided Henry in the car and he gave me hell for having cancelled! Being fired by 

Henry is a real experience, even if it doesnôt take! So we all had to go to the dinner and then fell 

asleep. You can imagine how tired we were and this Pakistani folklore festival went on into the 

wee hours of the morning. 
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Q: I was going to ask, this is so great but you are sort of responsible for putting things together. 

It sounds like there is no time to sleep. 

 

PICKERING: Almost none with the message traffic piling in. The various embassies made sure 

that we got these dossiers of the cables. I would be up at night working to make sure that Henry 

got a look at the most important ones that he had to respond to. We arranged for Joe and Roy to 

respond to the other. This was Henryôs fashion in travel while at the NSC -- three countries a 

day, but he didnôt have the State Department to worry about. He and his small staff could focus 

on a single problem at a time. They could leave the rest of the world to the NSC and State to deal 

with. That wasnôt possible now so things were going on all around the world that we had to stay 

up with. 

 

Q: The title kept changing but the number two, the deputy secretary of state or who was 

technically the number two? 

 

PICKERING: I think John Whitehead was still back in Washington. 

 

Q Was it possible, I mean the normal thing would be to say, ñThis is a big thing Iôm going to 

take care of this, you take care of the rest of it?ò 

 

PICKERING: That didnôt occur so straight forwardly. I had a sense that it did for some things. 

John handled a lot of things but there was still an awful lot piling in and of course Henry had all 

of the instincts of wanting to be totally in control -- coming over from the White House where he 

had been totally in control. We got a break the next day because while we got up early in the 

morning, flew over the Himalayas and over western China to Beijing. 

 

In Beijing it became almost a civilized trip. We had three or four days. Henry insisted we all go 

sightseeing, which we did. Chinese protocol was exquisitely strong and correct and we got the 

right rooms and the right places very quickly. We had these three or four days to catch up on the 

mail and relax. In the meantime, Henry had talks with Zhou En Lai and a long evening session 

with Mao. Nixon had been there the year before and it was an important opportunity to work the 

Chinese issues. We went home stopping in Japan, and Korea for briefings and refueling in 

Alaska. 

 

Q: To go back to the sort of the initial phase of the war when it was going. Was there the feeling 

Kissinger kind of instilling in you the idea that this wasnôt a crisis, this was an opportunity? 

 

PICKERING: It was a crisis but we had to find a way forward and he didnôt say that in so many 

words the policies he was pursuing, the doors he was opening up to try to turn it into an 

opportunity. He saw an eventual military equilibrium as providing him the opportunity for a 

cease-fire and the cease-fire the opportunity for further discussions to move on to the next steps. 

In the meantime, Hal Saunders, Bill Quandt and Roy Atherton were beginning to work on what 

the next steps might look like. As you know, over a period of time those became disengagement. 

He began that process with travel in December on which Larry Eagleburger went. 
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I went with him on a trip in January which was the first shuttle. Seeing Sadat was critically 

important. Sadat had gone to Aswan to relax so we spent a week or so in January moving 

between Aswan in Egypt and Lod Airport in Israel. In Israel we went to Jerusalem to see if we 

could convert the cease-fire into something more permanent which we did. It was the famous 

signing of an agreement of Kilometer 101 on the road between Cairo and Suez. It set up the 

beginning parameters, which then allowed for disengagement agreements to succeed in a follow 

on series of negotiated arrangements. Eventually the Israeliôs evacuated Sinai.. 

 

Q: Were you getting any feel in dealing both with the Egyptians and the Israeliôs, in the first 

place in the beginning was there a difference in sort of the attitude I rather thought that the 

Israeliôs, for example, particular military people like Sharon and others would be all head up 

and letôs keep going and you know really bring it on. 

 

PICKERING: Sharon was. Moshe Dayan became the principal interlocker and Dayan had a 

bigger vision of what could be done. He was among the Israelis the most helpful in beginning to 

help us shape the outcome. We pushed them to shape what could be done to achieve a 

disengagement, while addressing the questions they wanted to cover on their side. 

 

We were there in January, and by the end of the January shuttle, the principal development for 

the Egyptians and for Mrs. Meir was the release of all the Israeli prisoners of war. She had long 

worried about that. It was a big preoccupation of hers. The night that was finally resolved we 

were in Jerusalem and had a fall of two and a half feet of snow. I went with Henry and a couple 

of others to Mrs. Meirôs for breakfast -- in her house. She cooked for us. It was literally a very 

small, very unprepossessing personal residence, She was clearly overjoyed by the developments. 

But her big preoccupation was to get the prisoners of war back. They were coming back and we 

had pretty clear evidence that had already started. The Egyptians had signed up to this 

arrangement. It was an emotional moment for her. After breakfast we made our way slowly 

through the snow to the Jerusalem railway station and take the train down the old Turkish 

railway line to Lod airport because no automobile traffic was passing down the mountain from 

Jerusalem. 

 

Q: Who was our ambassador in Tel Aviv? 

 

PICKERING: Ken Keating, former Senator Ken Keating from New York 

 

Q: He was fairly old wasnôt he? 

 

PICKERING: He was. He was I think in New York recuperating. 

 

Q: I mean he really wasnôt as vigorous so it was much more Nick Veliotes? 

 

PICKERING: Nick had to handle the bulk of the work and Nick was on top of it. Nick was very 

much engaged. 
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Q: Did you feel that Henry Kissinger arrived at the State Department and gets the sort of face; 

do you think he came out of this with a better impression of the State Department? The 

personnel? 

 

PICKERING: I think that he was seeing a combination of frustrations and problems build up in 

the region and around the world and he began to see that there were a number of people at State 

who could help him. He had then a very limited view of who and what that was. He had a 

tendency to want to stay in a small circle, not be content with too many folks engaged. He had 

respect for people like Walt Stoessel with whom he had worked in the past and brought him on 

as his Deputy Secretary. Art Hummel quickly became very close to him. He knew the region was 

very competent and capable. He had then almost no time for Africa. It was quite striking because 

if you look at the last couple of years in the job, he spent a lot of time traveling around Africa 

and seeing African leaders. That was quite a remarkable transformation. 

 

Q: How about Latin America? 

 

PICKERING: A lot more time for that. I mean he was very close to the Mexicans and had in his 

NSC days other relationships in Latin America. He could call upon Latin American friends at 

ministerial levels and did so. And of course he had spent some time on a place called Chile. 

 

Q: Did you get involved with Chile? The Pinocheté 

 

PICKERING: To the best of my recollection not a lot. Some of that may have been going in; 

some of that may I think have antedated his coming over to the Department. 

 

Q: How about on the relations with China? Iôve interviewed Winston Lord and others and I get 

the feeling that the people who were on the initial trip there had gotten sort of a proprietary 

interest in relations with the PRC (Peopleôs Republic of China) and were not giving due 

recognition to our relationship with Taiwan and all that. Did you get any feeling in this at the 

time? 

 

PICKERING: Not a lot. China was in the hands of a very small group. Winston was very much 

engaged and a few others. Art Hummel was just being brought in as the assistant secretary and it 

was in a kind of in transition at that period. I think that what lead to the Shanghai Communiqué 

(that had just come about as I can recall during the 1972 Nixon visit to China) and the fact that 

we had changed our relationship with Taiwan were all clearly evident. Most of us who had 

watched this question over the years thought that the move to open up with China and begin to 

develop relations with China was both important and an awful long time in coming. It was 

fascinating for to me to go to China and see it in November of 1973. We had just opened the 

interest section in connection with the Nixon visit in ô72. We were just beginning to see China. 

David K Bruce was at the Liaison Office. 

 

Q: Bruce Fork. 

 

PICKERING: He was deeply experienced and provided superb leadership. He and his wife 

Evangeline were both extremely interesting. We went over to the house for dinner and talked 
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with them. We were then a tiny minority among the many diplomats in Beijing but very much 

looked at as being significant. 

 

Henry said to me early on he wanted us to pay a lot of attention to Chinese protocol. He thought 

that they really knew how to do things well. He understood that if we could ever approach them 

in our own management of protocol, we would be making a lot of progress. It was fascinating to 

watch because the Chinese did do things very well -- they handled these visits very effectively, 

very efficiently. People got where they had to go and meetings were well organized. They 

arranged things, but of course they never quite would tell you when you were going to see 

Chairman Mao until the last minute and then you were rushed over. 

 

Q: Did you get any feeling that we seemed that our first people who sort of go there were sort of 

in awe of Chairman Mao when looking at it from some hindsight this guy was a real monster. I 

mean you know was thaté 

 

PICKERING: There was -- I donôt think there was an idolization of Mao -- but I think there was 

a sense at least that here was this guy who put China together after decades of disintegration, 

done it around the communist party, exercised almost unlimited sway, at least from what we 

could see, did it, without as we saw it then, without making a lot of serious mistakes and at the 

same time was pushing ahead with the development of the country. Donôt forget too this was 

Cultural Revolution- Red Guard time. There was no outward impression of all of that for us to 

see the in Beijing. And the tension with the Soviet Union did not make the process easier. 

 

The public impression was interesting. There were very few motorized vehicles, almost 

everybody on bicycles, almost in those days in November 1973 a total uniformity of costume. 

You found nobody wearing anything of color. The Mao suits at the Great Hall of the People were 

all the same grey. We went to a performance of one of the revolutionary ballet or operas. 

Everybody in the room, several hundred obviously waiting for our arrival on the night we flew 

into town, looked exactly the same. All of us immediately sat down in the second row behind 

Henry and the lights went out and we fell asleep. It was quite embarrassing when they turned on 

the lights for the intermission because some of us were not as quick to re-cover as others. 

 

We had fantastic food at the Great Hall of the People and Zhou En Lai personally entertained us. 

That included toasts drunk in the Chinese liquor called Mao Tai -- a spirit apparently distilled 

from fermented rice and with its own distinctive and not very appetizing taste. They served rice 

wine and the food was exquisite and we all appreciated that. The quarters where we stayed -- the 

Diaoyutai State Guesthouse -- were very comfortable and those kinds of things were well taken 

care of. Henry had been and still was very impressed with the Chinese -- with Zhou in particular- 

with the conversations with Zhou about world events and how Chou saw things. Zhou may have 

been ailing although he showed no signs of it. 

 

Q: Did you notice did Kissinger when you were dealing with him in the secretariat, obviously 

you were finding out you were as a subordinate role making sure things went well. But did you 

find did he take people aside and start talking about the world view and all or was it did he have 

time to do this? 
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PICKERING: Not a lot. During the occasions when we had a chance to relax he was interesting. 

But we also aware that we were not entirely alone. 

 

He was also extremely interesting in State Department staff meetings where he often shared his 

assessments of what was going on and where the world was going. I think you could count on 

him to have a very sophisticated view of what was happening, a pretty good appreciation of what 

were the motivating factors. He always set out interesting tie ups of individuals and peoples that 

hadnôt occurred to me immediately and I suppose neither did they to others -- fascinating to 

listen to him and it still is today. 

 

Q: Iôve gotten the impression that Kissinger was in a way very European in his thought process 

and seeing sort of the United States as at that particular time as really being at a disadvantage 

that the Soviets were almost, you know, history was on their side or something and he was trying 

to help cut, doing something about this but there was no way optimistic. 

 

PICKERING: I donôt think so, I mean I was with him a relatively short period of time from 

August 1973 until February 1974 roughly. I never detected any sense of that on his part. He may 

have had respect for the power and strength of the Soviets, a sense of concern about the 

Europeans, particularly the French because the French were often dropping off the wagon to play 

their own game. He once described them in private as ñjackals fighting for crumbs under the 

tableò, one of his kind of less complimentary statements about the French. We spent a lot of time 

talking about Europe. He was receptive to hearing others ideas. I would send him a memo every 

once in a while with an idea on what to do and he would pay attention to it. He would write you 

back, he would give you an answer. He was, in that sense, with all the work that he had to do, 

most considerate. He was less considerate of staff hours and working arrangements. We all were 

unhappy because we all had to work weekends sometimes until midnight. He would certainly 

arrange to have his food sent in, but the rest of us had recourse only to the machines in the State 

Department and on weekends they were soon emptied and that got a little bit trying. 

 

One of the interesting things was that very early on I found that the Air Force would loan us 

radios which we could use in our car to connect up to the telephone system. While they were not 

super secure it was the first opportunity I had to have anything like a mobile telephone in my car. 

It was enormously valuable going back and forth to work and coordinating admin and logistics 

things that I hadnôt otherwise been able to put together. It gave me almost another extra hour of 

work time. 

 

Q: How does this work with the family, this sort of thing? 

 

PICKERING: Very tough. My wife and the kids went off for vacation in August that we had 

long planned in the Caribbean. We had hoped to take advantage of the low season fares (and 

high hurricane possibilities). My wife Alice invited her mother to go along in my place. By 

December things were pretty unhappy -- in January Henry asked me if I would go to Jordan, 

which I was absolutely delighted to do. That was a great opportunity for me I had never been an 

ambassador. Jordan was a fascinating country. Iôd already been there on leave once. In fact, in 

the trip we took in January on the shuttle we ended up after the snowstorm and a visit to Egypt 

going to Aqaba to see King Hussein. I had the unusual circumstance where Henry brought me 
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into the room and asked in effect for my agrément in my presence, which I donôt think itôs every 

happened before or since. The King was kind enough to agree immediately, although I donôt 

think he had much choice! I wrote my own agrément cable! 

 

Q: Here he is. 

 

PICKERING: Here he is(!) and as a matter of fact I met then with Rocky Suddarth who was the 

political counselor at the embassy. Dean Brown had left to become undersecretary for 

management and his DCM had been promised by Dean a post in West Africa. That came through 

so I had recruited Rocky, who was an Arabist, to be my DCM and he stayed with me for the 

whole of my 4 and half years in Jordan. 

 

Q: What was your reading that you were getting of Assad? 

 

PICKERING: Assad, we were getting a reading that he was very difficult to deal with and that he 

was an interesting man, quite sophisticated in his appreciation of what was happening, extremely 

interesting to talk to. I never met him, but I went on one trip with Henry to Damascus. He spent a 

long time with Assad. Assad had the tradition of meeting late at night and kept people up until all 

hours expecting to be called to a meeting. He was a ñbladder testerò. You had to be careful what 

you drank before meeting him. 

 

Q: What about, did Iraq come in while you were doing this? Was either Iraq or Iran any 

particular interest? 

 

PICKERING: Iran was certainly on our scope and we stopped off to see the Shah in this 

November trip. Iraq was not. The Iraqiôs had sent some troops to Syria through Jordan during the 

fighting. The Jordanians and Syrians were anxious to get them out and they eventually left. 

Relations between Iraq and Jordan then were strained. They both suffered losses in the war. 

There was a real lack of coordination by the Syrians of the other country forces who came to 

their aid. The Israelis targeted all of the Arab troops in the Golan; they got hit pretty hard -- the 

Jordanians perhaps less so. They had no air cover. They had no artillery coordination, they had 

no real way of identifying the location of units on their own side. It was pretty much a óyou all 

comeô situation without much coordination or control. 

 

King Hussein told an interesting story about this time. He got word that Idi Amin from Uganda 

was on his was to see him and see the fighting. The King left town for Aqaba or someplace else. 

Amin stayed and when the King returned told the King that he had examined all of the war 

planning by the Jordan Army staff and fully approved -- the King said he told his team in Arabic 

that they had better take another careful look at their plans! 

 

Q: Iôm talking still about the time when you were, it was the secretary now, did you get any feel 

for or even prior to the amount the Arabists. Did you feel that this was a special corps thaté? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think that we all knew that the officers who had taken time out to study 

Arabic would spend their time in the region and brought special knowledge and skills to the case. 

There was then a very distinct line between people who worked in Israel and people who worked 
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in the Arab world. Nick Veliotes was probably the first cross over. He went from DCM in Israel 

to ambassador to Jordan as my successor, followed by Dick Viets. I was the first to have been 

ambassador in an Arab country and then in Israel, but I was not an Arabist. I studied Arabic 

while I was in Jordan and achieved some minimal proficiency but was not certainly one of the 

people who had spent the twenty-nine months studying Arabic and getting it really under control. 

One of the reasons I grabbed Rocky Suddarth was that he had already had language training and 

a lot of experience in the Arab world and I thought I needed somebody like that in the embassy, 

obviously to make sure that as I went along I was staying on track. 

 

Actually, Jordan for me was a place where you could use English most places, not absolutely 

everywhere but sufficiently so that I very rarely had to rely on an interpreter. The bureau was 

pretty much run by the folks who had been through the language and area study and had served 

in the region. They were the predominate number of people. On the other hand, both Joe and Roy 

had a lot of respect for the Israelis and a lot of contacts with them. They had strong friendships 

there. There was an effort in those days to achieve a kind of balance in what we were doing. 

 

Q: This is probably a good place to stop. I would like to stop kind ofé 

 

PICKERING: In segments. 

 

Q: Segments. I think it works better so we will pick this up the next time in what ô74? 

 

PICKERING: Yes 

 

Q: When you are off to Jordan. Youôve already mentioned how Henry Kissinger asked you to do 

it and got the agr®ment sort of by forcing ñdu jourò (of the day) by saying ñHey King, how about 

it?ò 

 

PICKERING: He said heôs the person -- this is your ambassador. 

 

Q: But then we havenôt really picked up anything on that so we will start oné 

 

PICKERING: Iôm just trying to think if there are any other pieces left over but if I think of 

anything else weôll talk about it tomorrow. 

 

Q: If there are any pieces concerningé 

 

PICKERING: Pieces to catch up on tomorrow. 

 

Q: Concerning internal politics in the Department or dealings with Latin America or Asia, 

Southeast Asia or thatéwe can pick that up too. 

 

Q: This is Tape 5 Side 1 with Tom Pickering. 

 

Tom, what was it 1974 you were going where? Was this to Jordan, to Jordan as ambassador? 

Now had you had any experience in Jordan before or in the Middle East? 
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PICKERING: Almost none. I had visited Jordan in the summer of 1966 on an R&R leave with 

my family when I was stationed in Zanzibar. I went specifically to the Middle East because I told 

my wife we would never be back or probably never be back which shows you how perspicacious 

I was. I said we should use that opportunity to see it. I was back there again for a few hours with 

Henry Kissinger right after he visited Egypt for the first time as secretary in early November of 

1973 following the end of the Ramadan-Yom Kippur War. We organized that visit so he could 

go between Cairo and Riyadh and have lunch with King Hussein to get his views on what was an 

emerging peace process in the Middle East coming out of Kissingerôs first set of meetings with 

Sadat in Cairo. It was an interesting arrangement because I was executive secretary and so I 

worked on the logistics. The Israelis allowed us to fly directly over Israel between Cairo and 

Amman -- it may be the first time that a US military transport plane had ever done that to my 

knowledge. I was there with Jerry Bremer and I remember Jerry or someone and I were the last 

people to leave the royal palace on the way to the airport. We got loaded into a very grand light 

brown Daimler of a certain vintage. The Jordanian driver proceeded in the opposite direction 

from the motorcade to take us out of a back gate of the palace on the way to the airport. When 

we got out of the gate of course we found the road was blocked by the crowds waiting to wave 

good-bye to us. So we turned around and raced back through the palace and down the other end 

of town and out through another gate just as the crowds were beginning to surge across the street 

in following the receding convoy. We made it to the airplane and nobody ever knew that we had 

had this hiccup although we were certain, Jerry and I both, that Henry would have certainly left 

us there if we not been on time. We were both a little skeptical about what would become of our 

future careers! 

 

Q: What was the feeling about when you went there in ô74 what was the feeling about Jordan? 

Jordan had not, Egypt had recognized Israel which was a major step forward, was it an opinion 

that sort of Jordan ñcome on fellows get on board or whatò? 

 

PICKERING: I think that there was no Egyptian recognition of Israel. Egypt had agreed to a war 

end at something called Kilometer 101. 

 

Q: Thatôs right I was really later. 

 

PICKERING: So after that you had Camp David which could be seen in the Carter 

Administration as a quasi recognition followed eventually by the Peace Treaty. The interest in 

Jordan when I arrived was in getting their own disengagement. 

 

Q: Well why donôt we, Iôm not sure if we have, why donôt we cover that. 

 

PICKERING: Anyway I was still executive secretary. There had been a meeting in the Middle 

East, which I attended in Cairo and just, to describe a portion of that trip to Jordan. I think I may 

have described the fact that Cairo meeting had set up an arrangement for Joe Sisco. then 

undersecretary, to go directly to Israel to talk to Mrs. Meir about some of the ideas Henryôs had 

discussed with Sadat -ideas which later led to the disengagement agreement. That began to come 

apart in Riyadh; we spent the next day going from Riyadh to Teheran for lunch and then to 
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Rawalpindi where we managed to help keep things together, Roy Atherton was also on that trip 

and was also instrumental in helping to keep things together. 

 

The next trip that Henry took to the region was in December and I stayed home. Larry 

Eagleburger went on that trip and that trip also went to Syria. We began to propose the thoughts 

that there be a future agreement in which Henry would endeavor to get the Israeliôs to withdraw 

from the long salient they had punched outward in 1973 from the Golan Heights which they 

occupied in ô67 toward Damascus. And perhaps he could get even a little bit of withdrawal from 

Golan -- something which Assad made minimal, painful and drawn out. Following that meeting, 

almost immediately, there was a one-day international peace conference in Geneva. Henry had 

put it together in part to make sure that the Russians were in the inevitable words of Lyndon 

Johnson ñinside the tent pissing out rather than the other way aroundò. Assad listened to Henry 

on the subject of attending and allowed Henry to assume Syria would attend, but when Henry 

asked for confirmation he made clear he would not go to Geneva. 

 

Q: We are talking about the Soviets in those days? 

 

PICKERING: Yes and that all took place as foreseen at Geneva, but there was a high level of 

frustration by most of the parties who didnôt see it leading anywhere. They were perfectly right it 

wasnôt leading anywhere. It was seen to be an artifact that had to be implanted on the road in 

order to satisfy the Soviets, keep them out of the central negotiations and allow the U.S. to assert 

its leadership to see what we could do with the Israelis and Egyptians. By January. with the help 

of Hal Saunders and Bill Quandt, and from Joe and Roy, Henry had teed up a trip which turned 

out to be a shuttle, to see if we could to put in place the first phase of an arrangement that might 

involve Israeli withdrawal from Sinai and a more permanent and stable arrangement between 

Egypt and Israel. You will recall that in the years prior to the ô73 War, Israel had occupied the 

Golan and stayed on the Suez Canal much to the irritation of Egypt and Syria and with a rather 

negative effect on stability in the region. I went on the shuttle trip. As I recall, we went first to 

Aswan where Sadat was vacationing in January and then flew back and forth to Israel almost on 

a daily basis. I think we stayed in the New Cataracts Hotel for a while, but it was barely capable 

of accommodating us and most of the negotiations took place outside of town at Sadatôs villa 

which was as I remember near the Nile but also partly out in the desert. There we were equipped 

with one hand crank telephone which could reach Cairo for coordination efforts. Anyway the 

discussions went on well and we flew back and forth, I suspect, five or six or seven times. 

 

Q: This is betweené? 

 

PICKERING: Aswan and Lod in Israel. At each point we seemed to get closer to a successful 

effort. It was more focused on getting the Israeliôs out from across the west side of the Canal 

where Ariel Sharon had led them during the war. They had surrounded the Egyptian Third Army 

and the port of Suez from the Bitter Lakes on down to the Gulf of Suez. The discussions were 

eventually successful and we ended up with a final night of the trip in Jerusalem in a huge 

snowstorm that put down I think easily two feet of snow. 

 

Q: Dear God. 
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PICKERING. We sent Hal and then State Department legal advisor and maybe one or two 

people off down the road to the airport in an Israeli armored personnel carrier to go to Cyprus to 

get a flight which took them to Kilometer 101 on the Cairo Suez road with all the documents for 

a signing. 

 

In the meantime, I and my small staff were busy at work typing up all the documents for the 

signing from the Israeli side while Henry was briefing folks in Washington and elsewhere on 

what we had been able to do. We flew then to Luxor in Egypt for some ñdecompressionò and 

Jordan after having taken the train from Jerusalem down to the airport since the roads werenôt 

open to traffic because of the heavy snow. We had breakfast that morning, three or four of us 

with Mrs. Meir in her kitchen in Jerusalem. She was happy with the agreement and happy that 

the war not only was over but that we had achieved what seemed to be a principal objective for 

her, the release of all the Israeli prisoners of war in exchange for the Egyptians held by the 

Israelis. She was happy she could tell the families of Israel their people were coming back. 

 

So that, with the Syrian trip to follow raised the prospect on the minds of the Jordanians as to 

when was it going to be their turn. Their primary interest was focused around the peace process 

and when would something like the disengagement happen for Jordan. Jordan as you remember 

had occupied the West Bank in ô48 and had been driven off by the Israeliôs in ô67 when the 

Jordanians made their own self-admitted serious mistake of supporting Nasser and the Egyptians. 

Despite Israeli warnings, they opened artillery attacks from the West Bank against Israel proper 

at the time of the first day of war when the situation was totally unclear, but when the Egyptians 

had lost their air force and thus most of their military capability. Nasser was screaming for help 

and the King was from his perspective he thought deceived into going to war when the Israeliôs 

told him not to. The King was anxious to maintain a position in the Arab world for the future, 

particularly given his long-term contention with the PLO (Palestine Liberation Organization) 

over who would negotiate for the West Bank. 

 

Q: Whatôs his memoryé. And that had only been about three years; no Black September hadnôt 

even arrived at that point. 

 

PICKERING: No Black September was over in 70; this was in ô74. He wanted badly to 

participate in the disengagement process to establish his role. The first thing we looked at with 

him was this and the first thing he talked to me about was this. I arrived at the end of February 

and Henry arrived the next day. He received my credentials in the morning and Henry in the 

afternoon. 

 

Q: Before we move to that time had you during the shuttle time had it happened that you feel that 

the Israeliôs and the Egyptians were also talking to each other? I mean in some other contacts or 

not? 

 

PICKERING: Little evidence of it then. However, prior at Camp David it became clear that they 

were and we knew about it. They had begun discussing things in Morocco. I should also say that 

I paid one other visit to Jordan before I arrived there as ambassador that was kind of interesting 

because at the end of the Egypt-Israel shuttle at the beginning of ô74, we went to Aswan or 

actually we went to Luxor and thanked the Egyptians for their help we had a wonderful dinner 
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with a group of American tourists in one of the Nile Hilton tour boats on the river and the next 

morning flew off to Aqaba to talk with Hussein 

 

Q: Would you say he picked you to go, I mean because of feeling he wanted somebody who was 

familiar with the peace process and where things were going rather than go through the normal 

ambassadorial selection dance and all that? 

 

PICKERING: I presume so. He asked me very early on if I was interested and I said yes, very 

much so. Dean Brown had come out after the war but almost immediately after the war to 

become undersecretary for M -- management. So the post was empty when Henry said he wanted 

me to fill it, I said I was very pleased to have been selected. 

 

Q: When you went out there, in the first place how did we see the King at that time? The King 

has gone through various permutations from theé? 

 

PICKERING: Well the King quite wanted to stay out of the Yom-Kippur War. He had prior to 

that after he attempted to take back parts of his country from the PLO, in Black September, and 

had been invaded by Syria. The Israeliôs had threatened the Syrians and we had supported the 

Jordanians to the extent that we could with the British. But we werenôt able to do a lot in that 

period of time, but Jordanian army stopped the Syrian tanks and the King survived. Increasingly 

we felt the King was a voice of moderation even if he was a small voice in the midst of the Arab 

world -- one that deserved our support. We continued particularly in the post-Ramadan Yom-

Kippur War period to feel that was the case. 

 

Q: Was there concern that so much rested on one man in a place where people were getting 

assassinated all over the place? 

 

PICKERING: Always -- people were being assassinated all over the place following the Kingôs 

effort to deal with the PLO and Black September. There had been a number of efforts against the 

King, variously counted up to seventeen, before I got there and so we were concerned obviously 

about this. He played most significantly a special role in his own country. His security with 

which we constantly helped him out was effective. The army which was principally composed of 

recruits in the combat arms from the Bedouins of the East Bank tribes was loyal by tradition and 

by tribal arrangement. A very large percentage of the population, currently now counted over 

sixty percent and then certainly in the fifty percent range, were Palestinians, refuges from 1948 

and 1967, many of them still lived in refugee camps and were very much under the influence of 

the PLO until the PLO was thrown out. A small number of Palestinians played roles in the 

military but generally speaking they were in the technical services, not in command or with 

combat responsibilities. 

 

Q: When you went out there what did you feel was your mandate or what were you going to do? 

 

PICKERING: I thought that there were three or four things that were important. One was 

obviously to be the eyes and ears on the ground and the voice back in Washington for the 

Jordanian participation in the peace process. I wanted to see what I could do to make that 

happen. I was notably unsuccessful. By June, Yitzhak Rabin, the Israeli Prime Minister, had 
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given a flat no to a withdrawal from an enclave around Jericho -- so that failed. I was interested 

in reinforcing the security and stability of Jordan and helping them build their economy. We 

spent a lot of time consulting with the Jordanians on military assistance. The U.S. was providing 

a combination of military and civilian AID programs both of which were not huge by todayôs 

standards, but reasonably large for Jordan. A lot of that was kind of tacked on to the post-war 

effort to condition the area through these programs to be more amendable to some of the 

sacrifices they would have to make on the peace front. 

 

Q: You mentioned the Palestinian refugees and one of these cankers of this whole peace process 

has been the so-called, I mean I donôt know what you want to call them, refugee camps because 

they have become more than camps. I mean there were several of them, but were any of the other 

Islamic countries doing anything to make the plight of the Palestinians more comfortable? 

 

PICKERING: Not in a way that was directly apparent. I maintained contacts with the UNRWA 

(United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East) organization 

set up to deal with the refugees after the ô48 War. It was avoided by the Arabs as a conduit for 

funding because they wanted to end the refugee status by a return across the Jordan river as soon 

as possible and supporting the UN and their efforts for the refuges was contrary in their view to 

that objective. We were a major contributor and UNRWA which provided schools, a medical 

system and a feeding arrangements to Palestinian refugees in Jordan. They were located in what 

you might call three different general types of environments. One was a series of refugee camps, 

principally from ô48 but also from ô67 which were in the middle of the city of Amman. They 

originally were on the outskirts, but the city grew to become intertwined with them, They 

overlooked the center of Amman from some of the hills to the south. They stayed as refugee 

camps even though people built personal houses for themselves. They had a little water supply 

and less sewage protection and they were not subject to any building code and they continue to 

this day. They are on highly valued land areas in Amman and are areas of very dense Palestinian 

settlement. They are supported generally by UNRWA schools and UNRWA medical facilities 

and hospitals. Similarly outside of Amman in more rural locations and sometimes completely 

away from settled areas there were other camps, the largest was the one called Bekaa on the 

major road between Amman and Jerash in a large agricultural valley. Then you had a large 

number of Palestinians absorbed into the local cities and towns outside of the camps. They just 

mixed and moved in and lived interspersed with non-Palestinian Jordanians as part of the local 

scene. We tried to help the Jordanians assume some of the responsibilities for that extra load. 

 

Q: When youôre dealing with this were there two Jordanôs, the refugee as a Palestinian Jordan 

and the almost the tribal Jordan or not? 

 

PICKERING: After September ô70, when things had been the worst, the King had foreign help 

and had made some significant progress in trying to fuse the two groups more closely together. 

However, he could not eliminate the underlining and deeper differences. What became Jordan in 

the late 1880s under the Ottomanôs had very few people, mostly tribal. The only sedentary 

people lived in the highland belt from about two-thirds of the way down the western end in the 

mountains up to the Syrian border an area which got most of the rainfall. There had been a 

steady trickle of people from the 17
th
 century coming over from the West Bank. Many trace their 

lineage back to cities like Hebron or Al-Khalil in Arabic and Nablus and Jerusalem. So it was in 
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a sense an area where there were long ties between the West Bank Palestinians and the East 

Bank Jordanians. For a long period of time there were very few differences between them. The 

British mandate attracted more and of course the two great refugees surges in ô48 and ô67 

brought a great deal more. 

 

Under the Ottomans most of the area arou8nd Amman and on the desert edge of the mountains 

was settled by people from the Caucasus. Moved there by the Turks in the 19
th
 century as a result 

of the Russian Tsarôs capture of their homelands. They were Muslims, mainly Circassians 

(Cherkas in Arabic) and Chechens (Sheshanis in Arabic who lived in Zarqa and a village in the 

desert at Azraq). They were renowned fighters and their women where blond and beautiful and 

many ended up in the Sultanôs palace in Istanbul. Queen Alia of Jordanôs mother was a Sheshani. 

 

By the time I was there, people identified themselves as Palestinians or East Bankers. They all 

held Jordanian passports in common. There were some limitations as I said on Palestinians and 

on their role in the Jordanian government and in the combat arms of the army. Iôm sure the 

Jordanian intelligence serviced (Mukhabarat) and police service which the monarchy saw as 

mainstays of its stability did not include many if any Palestinians. They monarchy wanted to 

assure strong loyalties through traditional connections and paid a great deal more attention to 

East Bank tribes than they did to Palestinian refugee camps. There was never any effort to 

disown them or publicly to try to separate them. At times the government made efforts to try to 

begin to even out the treatment as much as it could and to understand that the future couldnôt be 

half Palestinian and half East Bank -- Jordanians forever divided in a common land. 

 

In the mid -1970s we estimated that there were several hundred thousand at least Palestinian 

refugees in camps alone and maybe twice that many integrated into society. We thought that a 

small percentage of those, perhaps less than half, would ever go back under any peace 

settlement. Their permanent positioning in Jordan was a fact of life that Jordan as hard as it was 

had to accommodate and take in to account. The government and the regime made major efforts 

to balance the cabinet, sometimes it would be more East Bank or sometimes less. There were 

reserved places in the cabinet for minorities like Christians and occasionally they brought 

women in, but that was very rare in those days. The set up was still very much dominated by the 

East Bankers who tended to be more favored by the Royal Family and by the government 

leadership. 

 

Q: Was there leakage across the border in those days, I mean between the West Bank and the 

East Bank and people could theyéIsraeliôs of course were occupying but were people kind of 

moving back and forth? 

 

PICKERING: People could move back and forth over the one border crossing that was open -- 

the Allenby Bridge. They had to get permission to do so, but there was a daily flow of traffic as 

there was a daily flow of goods and commodities coming back and forth. East Jerusalem 

residents often lost their residence privileges if they left. Often Jordanian fruits and vegetables 

would go up the hill toward Jerusalem. There were things like building stone; they exported a lot 

of quarried limestone for building in Jerusalem. There was very little Israeli export coming over 

because of the boycott, although it was very clear that by the time I was there that one of our 
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AID development projects was significantly impacted by the smuggling of Israeli drip irrigation 

pipes. 

 

We had agreed to extend the canal system in the Jordan Valley which takes water principally 

from the Yarmuk, the border river between Jordan and Syria, to feed the irrigated areas of the 

Jordan valley. This we opened up a lot more agriculture to irrigation and we equipped this for 

what we thought would be the next stage of development for sprinkler systems. The canal fed 

water to electric pumps that drove a pressure system with pipes. Almost immediately, the 

Jordanians began to import clandestinely Israeli developed drip irrigation systems which also 

used pressure-fed piping arrangements because they were much more efficient in the use of 

water than sprinklers. Once that got started, Australian and American firms moved in also to sell 

drip irrigation. They Jordanian farmers also constructed very primitive but very effective plastic 

covered hot houses to maximize their ability, 1200 feet below sea level, to produce three crops a 

year of some high value fruits and vegetables which they exported to the Gulf. 

 

Q: Were there forces of people, political movements who were working on the refugees at that 

time, essentially keeping them barefoot and pregnant so they would be more malleable for 

political purposes? 

 

PICKERING: I donôt think so much so. The Palestinians were very much go-ahead and 

reasonably well educated by UNRWA. Significant numbers of those emerged with education. 

UNRWA provided immediate opportunities for that. A lot of the Palestinians won scholarships 

both in Jordan and overseas. The PLO had never been entirely uprooted among the Palestinians 

in Jordan although they were carefully monitored by the security service -- the General 

Intelligence Department (GID) or Mukhabarat. Arafat despite the battling in ô70, eventually 

showed up at Inter-Arab meetings with Hussein. He didnôt visit very often and the PLO was 

proscribed while I was there. It came back into its own after 1974, when the famous Rabat-Arab 

Summit decisively removed Jordan from responsibility for the West Bank and turned it over to 

the PLO. 

 

Q: When you went there do you want to talk about things that you were working and your 

impression of the King during this time? 

 

PICKERING: I met with him over four and a half years almost two or three times a week. I 

quickly came to understand that while no one would call him a deep intellectual, he had an 

enormous wisdom and what I considered to be very sound and solid information. He knew what 

was going on around him and in the region. Like all leaders obviously he had particular affinity 

for promoting, in a reasonable way, where he wanted to go and what he wanted to do. He had 

numerous advisors whom I got to know -- perhaps the closest when I was there were people like 

Zaid Rifai the prime minister and Zaid bin Shaker, head of the army, and Adnan Abu Odeh, who 

was a Palestinian, but close to the King and he listened. 

 

The Kingôs interests were very much in the diplomacy and politics of the region and where the 

peace process was going and what we intended to do. He was part of the military service in 

particular the air force because he had earlier learned to fly and still was an avid pilot and flew 

his own helicopter frequently. He also flew fixed wing aircraft and often took over the controls 
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of the Jordanian airline aircraft when he flew with them. He was known as a good. I have flown 

with him a number of times in helicopters and aboard airliners. The Kingôs interests were less in 

economic development; he left that for his youngest brother then Crown Prince Hassan. In 

between was Prince Mohammed who had I think some perhaps of his fatherôs afflictions and was 

therefore both ill a lot of the time and much more limited in his interest about governing and had 

been pretty much excluded from the succession I think very much to his own unhappiness in 

respect of that. I got to know him and spent a little time with him over that period of time 

because I felt that it was important we had relationships with everybody who counted or who 

would count in the country. 

 

In frequent meetings with the King we would discuss many different issues and questions. A 

good part of my four and a half years was taken up with the Kingôs quest for Hawk Missiles for 

air defense. He had been very vulnerable to Israeli air attack in ô67 and never forgotten it, and 

was very concerned when the Syrians came over the border that they might use their air against 

him. He had no way except his small air force to deal with it which was outgunned and out 

classed by the Syrians. He was also very impressed by the fact that the Syrians had given the 

Israeliôs a very tough time with their Russian acquired air defense missile equipment during the 

ô73 war. So, his primary military priority at that point was a ground-based missile anti air 

system. As you can imagine this was not something the Israeliôs were particularly fond of seeing 

him acquire although we were able with a lot of work to get that through the many hurdles in the 

Congress. The U.S. was not prepared to pay for it, so the King, when King Faisal was still alive, 

had gotten what he believed was a commitment to pay for a $300 million ground-based Hawk air 

defense system from King Faisal. This left us with two huge problems. One was to put together a 

system, which we could sell to the Congress, which meant selling it to the Israeliôs, and 

secondly, after that getting the Saudiôs to deal with the money. This took up a lot of timeé 

 

Q: I canôt think of why. 

 

PICKERING: Early on we were able to tell the Jordanians that we thought, given where they 

were that they could get an equally good system with 18 fixed ground based sites rather than a 

mobile one. The Israeliôs didnôt want mobile sites and those sites were arranged so they provided 

extremely good cover for the Jordanian principal concern with Syria. Jordan had a great deal 

more capability against Syria than Israel. So the Saudiôs felt they were paying for a system 

against Israel and the Jordanians knew that their principal problem would be probably from Syria 

and not from Israel although they could not say so. 

 

Q: You mean from Syria? 

 

PICKERING: Iôm sorry from Syria, right not Israel. In any event, this went on for quite a while 

and we worked out almost everything with the Jordanians -- all the details of this system. I 

suppose by 1975, maybe late ô74, this was all getting finalized and I can remember one Friday 

afternoon for no reason at all and I rarely did this, I went into our little code room just to see how 

the guys were doing. I guess I had run out of things to do and almost immediately rolling out of 

the machine came a NODIS cable from Joe Siscoé 

 

Q: Joe Sisco. 
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PICKERING: Yes, saying that much to my irritation and without any prior knowledge they had 

just finished negotiating a wonderful letter that the secretary was going to send to the Congress 

on all the restrictions he was going to put on the Jordanian air defense system as the final 

keystone in getting all of this resolved. As soon as I read it I knew that the King would go 

ballistic because it put out in public a whole series of things which after at long painful effort, we 

had negotiated with him in private with no indication that this would be part of the public record. 

I managed right away, because the King was in Aqaba, to see the prime minister who was Zaid 

Rifai, that evening and said that we both had a serious problem. We had to think about how to 

deal with this. He got on the phone to the King and they both said absolutely impossible, this 

could never happen and they would give up the system before they would ever agree to anything 

like this even if it totally destroyed their capability of continuing to have the needed air defense. 

To accept the letter or endorse it which is what we wanted would destroy their capability to 

govern the country. 

 

I knew this could be a deal breaker, it was one of those clear times when after all the months and 

months of hard work and negotiation you could see actually something disintegrating right 

before your eyes. So I asked Rifai to let me work over night and see him again in the morning. 

He agreed. I went back home and lost a lot of sleep over it but overnight figured out the only 

way I thought we could ever handle this and phoned the prime minister the next morning, which 

was a Saturday, and said I thought I had figured out a way out of his problem. He said, ñNo, itôs 

your problem, come by and see meò. You could sense his lack of receptivity. So I laid out for 

him what I rarely, if ever before or since, have done with a foreign leader, I said, ñHere is a 

positive approach about how we can disagree in order to get over this particular hurdle.ò I said, 

ñI will go back to Washington and tell them that you and I have discussed this and that I am 

recommending this approach,ò but the exact nature of who was the author of this program was 

left a little bit alone. The program was essentially that this letter would go through, would be 

published and they would denounce this letter, they would find every way to criticize it and they 

would do it for three or four days. But, in doing so they would be very careful not to reject 

anything that they knew that we knew we had already incorporated in the signed and sealed 

delivery contract between us which didnôt go into the ideas in the letter, even refer to the letter 

and made no commitments with respect to any of these things. I said that we could do this in part 

because we had already gotten full agreement about what they were going to do. While this letter 

made some assertions it didnôt ask them to do anything that they werenôt going to do anyway. 

Publicity was the problem we had to get past us. So I said, ñWe are not going to ask you to sign a 

new contract or one thatôs any different nor are we going to ask you to assume any additional 

obligations, you are just going to have to find a way to get out from under this letter with your 

own public while in fact we use this letter to justify giving you the missiles on the part of the 

Congress.ò Washington agreed to sit still. I suggested Jordan denounce the letter for a few days 

and then go quiet. It took me over a week to get them to shut up and it took then another week 

for Joe to get the Congress to calm down. But this essentially is the way in which we solved this 

problem. 

 

The second problem, which took us another year, was how to get the Saudiôs to pay. 

That was not easy either. The Saudis continued to deny that they would help and claimed the 

Jordanians had bought a Cadillac system when they had agreed only to consider paying for a 
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Ford. In the end, the Defense Department discovered that the Saudis had put so much money in a 

deposit account with them that it could be used to pay for the Hawks for Jordan without 

demanding any further replenishment and the Saudis reluctantly agreed to let that happen. 

 

Q: To get what? 

 

PICKERING: The Saudiôs to pay for it. 

 

Q: Oh yeah. Was there that it goes back to World War I, the Hashemite House of Salve dislike of 

each other? 

 

PICKERING: Oh, absolutely. You have to remember that in the First World War the British 

supported the Hashemites who were then and had been for centuries the rulers of Mecca. King 

Husseinôs grandfather Hussein Bin Ali, was the leader and ruler in Mecca, the Sharif, the leader 

of the Sharifian family. He was the leader with whom Lawrence and the British in the main 

dealt. 

 

Q: Let me just stop. 

 

PICKERING: He was the leader and ruler in Mecca and western Saudi Arabia, the Hejaz. The 

Hashemites had been there for many, many years, uncomfortable with the Turks and it was the 

British who persuaded the Hashemites and the tribal people in the region to conduct guerilla 

warfare against the Turks and the Turkish railroad working with Lawrence. 

 

Q: The so-called Arab revolt? 

 

PICKERING: The so-called Arab revolt. By the end of the First World War, the Hashemites had 

been denied by the French the rule from Damascus, but got Iraq instead. (Sikes Picot had more 

than a little to do with this!). One of Hussein bin Aliôs younger sons, Abdullah, was rewarded by 

being asked to occupy a throne as Emir (prince) in Trans-Jordan, which was the eastern part of 

the Palestine mandate assigned to Britain as a result of Sykes-Picot Agreement. The more 

conservative Jews felt it was a betrayal of the British commitments to set up a Jewish state in the 

Palestinian mandate and which the Arabs felt was a betrayal of what they thought was the 

promise of independent Arab states or state following the defeat of the Ottoman Empire. The 

Palestine Mandate was divided by the British in the early 1920s to accommodate the Hashemites 

who had been defeated by the Saudis a strong traditional group from the Nejd -- the center and 

eastern tracts of what is now Saudi Arabia. As a result, the area of Trans-Jordan around Maôan in 

the south, which was traditionally a Hashemite influenced area as well as the purely Ottoman 

controlled areas in the north around Amman and Mafraq and Zarqa were created into the Trans-

Jordanian Emirate. While Abdullah was put on the throne in Jordan one of the older sons, Faisal, 

was put on the throne of Hashemite Iraq. By 1922 the al Sauds in the Nejd, the area east of the 

Hejaz, which was Hashemite, began their effort to take the whole country. They had also been 

close to the British in the First World War and had fought against the Rashidis and others in 

northern Saudi Arabia -- tribes which had maintained closer ties to the Ottoman Turks. So when 

the war was over the al Sauds just continued their effort to become the principal leaders in the 

Arabian Peninsula. 



119 

 

In about 1924, the Ikhwan army was used by the al Saudis to consolidate the marches of their 

kingdom. 

 

A large Saudi force on camelback invaded Jordan and fought a serious battle roughly where the 

modern Queen Alia Airport at Amman now stands against a major Jordanian tribe. The British 

provided four RAF biplanes with machine guns to assist and the invading forces were turned 

back not to return. The RAF was a major influence in the region, regularly flying the mail 

between Jerusalem and Baghdad. For navigation purposes, the desert tracks in Jordan were 

identified and marked on the ground with letters spelled out with stones laid out on the desert 

floor to assist the RAF mail pilots with their navigation. We found them useful for the same 

purpose while traveling in the desert. 

 

By the early ó20s, they had confronted the Hashemites and defeated their army in the Hejaz 

under Emir Abdullah. The Saudi army called, the Ikhwan al Muslimin, consolidated control over 

the region. Emir Abdullah and his part of the family established themselves in Jordan. Others 

went to Turkey, Iraq or the UK and the long Hashemite rule over Mecca gave way to the Saudi 

rule and of course that put the Hashemites and the Saudis in confrontational posture over a long 

period of time. 

 

This was followed up in 1924 with an incursion into Jordan by the Ikhwan, the Saudi camel 

mounted army, which had been used for two and a half years under the leadership of Abdullah 

Aziz ibn Saud, the scion of the family, to consolidate control over the outer edges of Saudi 

Arabia. They staked out the new borders of Saudi Arabia by incorporating people and tribes as 

much as they could. This camel-mounted army of ten-thousand tribesmen was their basic 

instrument. By 1924, they had come to that northeast corner of Saudi Arabia and invaded Trans-

Jordan. In an area where approximately is located the new Amman Queen Alia Airport they 

confronted a tribal group mainly built around the group called the Beni Sakhr and the Royal Air 

Force. Its old biplanes flew the mail from Jerusalem to Baghdad often landing on makeshift 

airports and dry lake beds in the Jordanian desert in times of emergency. 

 

The British provided four RAF biplanes with machine guns to assist and the invading forces 

were turned back not to return. The RAF was a major influence in the region, regularly flying the 

mail between Jerusalem and Baghdad. The desert tracks in Jordan were identified and marked on 

the ground by the RAF with letters spelled out with stones laid out on the desert floor to assist 

the RAF mail pilots with their navigation. We found them useful for the same purpose while 

traveling in the desert. 

 

It doesnôt tell you this in the Saudi museums, but this is essentially the story and so that added 

obviously to the history of tension between the Hashemites and Saudis. The truth was that the 

border between Jordan and Saudi Arabia was almost been unpopulated and stayed unpopulated. 

There were a few tribes including one that worked very closely with Lawrence (Howeitat) that 

crossed over the border and indeed led by the gentleman in the Lawrence of Arabia film played 

by Anthony Quinn (Auda abu Tayi), 

 

Q: Of Lawrence of Arabia. 
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PICKERING: In the movie Lawrence of Arabia played this leader whose tribal group was 

located mainly on the Jordanian side and actually settled in southern Jordan. These tensions kept 

on. The Hashemites were not united enough or strong enough to think about going back into 

Saudi Arabia. By 1958, the strongest of the Hashemite rulers in terms of strength and power, 

young Prince Faisal in Baghdad, was killed and his body dragged through the streets of Baghdad 

in a very bloody military overthrow of the monarchy. The Hashemites in Jordan, with the death 

of Abdullah by an assassin in the Al Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem in 1952, and the brief succession 

of King Talal and then the succession (as a result of Talalôs incapacity) at a very young age I 

think 17 of King Hussein, were not in a strong position obviously to think about doing anything 

but preserving what they had. 

 

Q: Did you sense in the King or his followers a resentment of the Saudiôs that thisé? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think that I sensed a feeling that they would do what was necessary in 

dealing with the Saudiôs as brother Arabs to maintain their position in Jordan. The Saudiôs could 

be generous at times although the Hashemites were near the bottom of the list. They also saw the 

Gulf rulers who were increasingly beneficiaries of royal oil income as important places where 

trained Jordanians could provide support and security and in business, and they did so. They 

made a positive effort to go to Qatar where they competed with the Saudiôs for influence. The 

also worked with the UAE (United Arab Emirates) and Bahrain and to a lesser extent Kuwait 

which had lots of Palestinians coming in to provide technical support. The Jordanian people 

export to the Gulf and to Oman was essential. Palestinians went there to work and into business 

and the East Bank tribal Jordanians into military, police and intelligence work. That worked out 

quite well even though I think the Saudiôs always felt that they should be the center of influence 

in the Gulf States. Jordan provided a small and not very large counter weight which again put 

them at odds. Nevertheless, King Hussein took advantage frequently of the opportunities to make 

the Umrah, the small pilgrimage, to go down and visit even when he wasnôt invited. He would 

then get an invitation to talk and did his best to keep relations open first with King Faisal and 

then later with King Khalid who succeeded him after King Faisal was killed. 

 

Q: I remember I was in Tehran in 1959 when King Hussein came to visit there. I must say that 

looking at the young man and said, ñThe poor guy heôs not going to be around for more than a 

couple of years.ò Could fool usé 

 

PICKERING: Yes, he was twenty-four then. The Jordanians attempted to use their front line 

state position next to Israel as a way of collecting funds. It was a process in the Arab world 

particularly after the ô73 war where they looked like the Arabs were capable of doing more 

things militarily as a result of Sadatôs efforts to cross the canal and Assadôs to push the Israelis 

off the Golan. The Arabs became more enthusiastic in these pledging conferences, but the 

general approach was that they would pledge probably two times or three times more than would 

actually get delivered. Nevertheless, for small poor countries like Jordan with little in the way of 

natural resources, this Arab largess was extremely important. It was also the time in the 

aftermath of the Saudi oil embargo and there were tremendous Saudi monetary receipts as a 

result of the high price of oil before, during and after the war. At that time in the mid-70s we saw 

a huge import boom in Saudi Arabia, so Jordan became awash in 18-wheelers from Europe 
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bringing everything for the Saudi construction programs. The Saudi ports got hugely backed up 

and indeed at one point I counted at least sixty ships waiting to unload in Aqaba just to feed the 

Saudi import boom. 

 

Q: During the time of negotiations with the air defense was it implicit that the King might say, 

ñScrew you Iôll go for the Soviet SCUD (tactical ballistic missiles) system?ò 

 

PICKERING: Very much, that was always hanging over the system, not SCUDs because theyôre 

not air defense missiles. 

 

Q: Not SCUDs buté 

 

PICKERING: The SA-6s and later the King did buy mobile SA-8s from the Russians to balance 

off his Hawks because he knew he couldnôt get very quickly mobile missiles from us. It didnôt 

seem at that point to be such a large buy that it would upset the Israeliôs fantastically. 

 

Q: Were we being, this would be the foot in the door where we didnôt want the, I mean was there 

a chance that the Soviets might do something? 

 

PICKERING: We always had argued with the King until you get this system consolidated and 

set up and paid for it didnôt make much sense for him to do other things. In fact, by the end of the 

time, once this system had been set up and we figured how to get the Saudiôs to pay for it, he had 

begun to buy some mobile SA8s, but not at a point where I think we really considered it a huge, 

difficult problem. By that time we had the Israeli rejection of any effort to move with the 

Jordanians in the peace process and the Jordanians had been told by the rest of the Arabs to stay 

out of the West Bank and the Palestinian question. Between ó70 Black September and the Rabat 

Summit of ô74 when they were asked to stay out, Jordan had confected something called ñThe 

United Arab Kingdom Planò in which the Palestinians would be a separate, independent part of a 

common monarchy with their own domestic local government. Of course, there was unity of 

military and security and foreign affairs. So, buying Russian equipment didnôt I think cross any 

red lines of any serious variety. By then the King had become less dependent on us and we had 

become a great deal less dependent on him to be an essential player in a key part of the peace 

process. 

 

Q: By this timeé 

 

PICKERING: By ô76, ô77, and ó78. 

 

Q: Sadat had gone to the Jerusalem. 

 

PICKERING: Right. 

 

Q: Early on did you pick up anything from the King of how he views Sadat? Because Sadat, 

when he first came in, he was considered somewhat of a lightweight. 
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PICKERING: Well that was before I got there. I think Sadat enjoyed a lot of popularity as a 

result of the ô73 war in Jordan and in the Arab world. The King professed to have a lot of respect 

for him. That faded almost immediately in the summer or autumn of ô74 when the King had gone 

to the Rabat Conference feeling that he had Sadatôs support and finding out when he got there he 

didnôt at all. The King felt doubly betrayed because he constantly through the remainder of ô74 

told us that unless something would happen to put him into a position to be in the peace process 

he would lose that possibility -- be deprived of any role, He was right. One of the reasons we 

counted on the King playing a role is that the Israelis clearly would never stomach dealing with 

the PLO. They wanted Jordan. So the King was a viable interlocutor for the Palestinians over the 

West Bank and any Israeli withdrawals for the territory. The problem is that the Arabs decide to 

the contrary in an Arab League Summit meeting in Rabat in 1974. The Israeliôs were being 

resistant to that, as they obviously did not want to face up to their most difficult question, one 

that still bedevils them today, what to do about the occupied territories. I think the Israelis didnôt 

care much as to whether it was Hussein or X; in the end they werenôt going to deal with either. 

 

Q: Was it still, at least in our minds that the King was a reasonable alternative of somehow or 

another after a real Israeli withdrawal that we could have a benign Jordanian rule on the West 

Bank? 

 

PICKERING: That was very much the thought in ô74. Quickly the Arabs took that possibility 

away. It took us years until the late ó80s obviously to then deal with the PLO and with Arafat. 

Obviously it was an idea that died hard with us as it did with the Israeliôs. I spent a fair amount 

of time with Peres in Israel later on over his effort to try to resuscitate the Kingôs role in the West 

Bank for that precise reason. I had said earlier that an Israeli who wanted to achieve something 

knew it was a lot easier to deal with Hussein over the issue than with the Palestinians for a 

combination of both political, emotional and practical reasons. 

 

Q: At that time, had Kissinger made a sort of commitment that we will not talk to the PLO and 

all? 

 

PICKERING: Oh sure, that had all been there reiterated almost on a liturgical basis. 

 

Q: For a professional Foreign Service officer dealing with the problem you donôt like to get the 

position when you donôt talk to people. 

 

PICKERING: Frankly, we all felt that. On the other hand, particularly where I was, the history of 

the PLO was not as a reliable interlocutor rather than as a terrorist group. After all, they had 

pretty much taken responsibility for Cleo Noelôs murder in the basement of the Belgian Embassy 

in the Khartoum and they had pretty much caused havoc in the Middle East if not destroyed the 

Hashemites and their role in the East Bank to say nothing of the West Bank in ô70. It was hard in 

those days as it is these days for us to see Arafat as a really viable interlocutor ready to take risks 

for peace. He was someone who had a remarkable capability to stay alive as a leader under the 

most difficult of all circumstances. But that didnôt include an ability or willingness to take risks 

in making deals to achieve results in the peace process. 
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Q: While you were in Jordan was there any movement toward any effort on the part of the PLO 

types to get to you? 

 

PICKERING: Certainly not to me but there were, and the record I think will show ( some of this 

stayed classified) opportunities to talk to the PLO indirectly at various times and various 

occasions from the end of the ô73 war onward, but in a very deniable way. 

 

Q: What was your daily work like there in Jordan? Was this a difficult place to talk to people? 

Were we pushing things they didnôt want to here? 

 

PICKERING: Often we did, and the King was always willing to listen and I was always willing 

to report back what he had to say. We worked hard to be constructive and to find things that we 

could work together on to bridge over the gaps. It was a relatively small country and as 

American ambassador I still couldnôt know everybody. You did have a chance to meet most 

people. There was an intensive social life around a small diplomatic corps and a small group of 

Jordanian leaders with the American ambassador occupying a really preferred position both in 

entertaining and being entertained. My wife and I took maximum advantage of that. There were 

a few among the harder line Palestinians who were hold outs and who wouldnôt talk to the U.S. 

They saw the U.S. as being the Israeli protector par excellence and therefore totally on the wrong 

side of the equation. Indeed it was tremendous work by Henry Kissinger to build a relationship 

with Arabs beginning with the Egyptians. It helped to change a lot of that feeling following the 

ô73 war that we were useless in bringing about an end to the conflict. That was tempered always 

by their belief that if we only wanted to we could, if we only wanted to we had the unique 

position of being able to make the Israelis come along. Henry helped to get people to think about 

it and understand that with the disengagement agreement on Sinai and then subsequently in 

Golan, if we wanted to we could exercise this positive influence. Arabs would not admit they 

liked him but would admire what he was trying to do. Some even called him ñHamid Henry 

Kissingerò to signify their sense of his interest in seeing a solution. 

 

Q: Well we are going to stop at this point. 

 

PICKERING: We are mid-way in Jordan. 

 

Q: Yes we are mid-way in Jordan and we will be continuing. We havenôt talked about the change 

over to the Carter administration and some of the things that came in the latter part of the 

Jordanian story. 

 

Q: Today is the Nationalé 

 

PICKERING: Actually the Jordanians did very well. 

 

Q: Today is the 28
th
 of September 2004. Tom, first when were you ambassador to Jordan? From 

when to when? 

 

PICKERING: I arrived there just trying to think to get my thoughts together, in late February of 

1974 and I left in mid-July of 1978. 
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Q: All right, so weôve reached the point, letôs pick it up I guess when the Carter administration 

came in. Did you have any feel at that point? Was anything emanating from Washington that you 

knew about? Was this going to be a change? 

 

PICKERING: Well it was an interest in a peace settlement and we all sensed it. I think that the 

first and most interesting thing was three of us were asked to stay on, quite unusual particularly 

in the Middle East. I was asked to stay on. I donôt remember now whether Sam Lewis was 

already in Israel and Dick Murphy stayed on in Syria. If it wasnôt Sam then somebody was asked 

to stay on in Egypt and that may have been Herman Eilts but I am not sure. In any event, three of 

us did stay on to the best of my recollection for another year or two. They said they wanted 

continuity and they obviously signaled that they were serious about the Middle East and wanted 

to continue the process that Kissinger and company had got up and got going. 

 

Q: Was the King or his court, foreign minister and all, one did he get a feel for this new 

administration? 

 

PICKERING: I think they did. I think that there was no question at all that whenever there is a 

change we had gone from Nixon to Ford but Henry had stayed on and at that point they had 

become somewhat disaffected to say the least with the United States because the United States 

had failed to pursue their interest in a Jericho disengagement. They thought some disengagement 

on the West Bank would be tremendously important to them. It turned out to be right because by 

the end of 1974 the Arabs had pushed them out in a summit conference in North Africa of any 

responsibility for getting the West Bank back. So they were interested in where the new 

administration was, what its views were, where it would come from. Cy Vance was the new 

secretary. Cy came out fairly early on in the process and began to have some conversations with 

the King and others about what their interests were. The Jordanians, as I recall and I would have 

to go back and look at the cables on this, I think pushed very hard for their usual views that they 

should be part of the process and they should be engaged, but the Arabs had taken them out and 

so there was not a lot that they had to contribute. They were playing dog in the manger a little bit 

on this one. Jordan felt that Kissinger had let them down. 

 

Q: How did you find when Vance came out, he had been around the neighborhood before in 

various capacities? 

 

PICKERING: He had a lot of experience and a lot of interest in the subject. I canôt remember but 

I think basically he kept on Roy Atherton at the Department; I have to kind of take on another 

look at that to make sure that I am right or wrong. He wanted to keep continuity in the process in 

terms of the people who had been engaged. As a result the administration said they were very 

much focused on this. The president had made some statements and it increasingly became clear 

the president himself was very interested in what could be done. So President Carter stimulated 

this early Vance trip. They were taking a look at what they could do and I think a lot of this then 

later led up to of course what they did at Camp David. I had left by that time that had happened. 

 

Q: Did you feel when Vance came out that there was much of a role for Jordan at that time? 
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PICKERING: I think that it was becoming clear that the King had not entirely divorced himself 

in his own mind from the West Bank. He never did, despite the fact that the Arabs had taken it 

away from him. But he leaned more and more heavily on the United States to get himself back 

into the center of things by hoping we could actually show that something could be produced. 

The Jordanians had for a long time hoped for something called the United Arab Kingdom Plan, 

which was in essence a way of creating a Palestinian State in a separate confederal relationship 

with Jordan, with the King as a monarch over both of them. It would be in theory kind of British 

kind of Westminster constitutional monarchy. That never went anywhere because I think 

everybody saw that as a kind of transparent ploy on the part of the Jordanians to play a heavier 

role in the Palestinian side of the equation than either the Israeliôs or the Palestinians, each for 

different reasons, were prepared to allow them. The Israeliôs in those days were wary about 

moving on anything on the West Bank, it was too sensitive in domestic politicals at the time and 

the Israeli right wing was too attached to it to let it go. They saw very little that they could get in 

return and that while the Jordanians might well be the appropriate people to make the right deal, 

they were deeply divided over the idea of any deal. On the Arab side, there was always this long 

standing conflict between the PLO and the Jordanians about who would be the negotiator and 

therefore emerge in the cat-bird seat on the Arab side with respect to the West Bank. 

 

Q: What were you getting from particularly Syria? How were relations with Jordan by this time 

with Syria? 

 

PICKERING: Well Syrian relations picked up over a period of time following the 1973 war 

slowly but they continued to do so. The King paid a lot of attention to Assad and Assad in turn 

was more open and so the Syrians and the Jordanians went back and forth and they talked about 

joint projects. They were going to build a dam in the Yarmuk River valley. They talked about 

coordinating their forces. There were a number of issues that I think Assad woke up and found 

things that he could use to exercise some influence in Jordan with a kind of friendlier, more 

gentle approach to the Jordanians rather than the other way around. The Jordanians didnôt have a 

huge amount of leverage on Syria. Later on, the Jordanians shifted their affections a little more to 

Iraq. particularly during the Iraq-Iran war when Jordan became a major conduit for military 

supplies, long after I had left, and for Iraqi business. The Syrians then attempted to bring 

pressure on the Jordanians; they did it through terrorist attacks, through infiltrations, through 

managing cross border activities. The King in turn had his own method of bringing pressure on 

the Syrians by supporting the Muslim brotherhood, the Syrian Ikhwan al Muslimin that had ties 

from Jordan into Syria. I donôt know how affective they were but as you remember eventually 

that lead to a real confrontation in Hama where in fact Assad wiped out physically a large 

number of people holed up in Hama on one occasion. 

 

I was concerned and talked to the King frequently about what I thought was his over tilt toward 

the Syrians and his kind of mesmerization with Assad. It was a set of circumstances where I 

didnôt feel there was really any close conjunction of views. As you know, the Syrians had a 

traditional view that the breakup of the Ottoman Empire should have resulted in something in 

Arabic called ñBilad al Shamò, Greater Syria. Greater Syria always traditionally the hinterland of 

Damascus, included Jordan. It should have been part of Greater Syria as they saw it, perhaps 

including parts of what we now like to think about as Palestinian and certainly Lebanon. The 

Syrians had a very big view of the importance of Damascus and the role that Damascus played 
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and the fact that all Arabs within several hundreds if not a thousand kilometers should be in fact 

labeled as Syrians under the control of Damascus. 

 

Q: Was the King making, did he have room to do anything about improving relations with the 

Arab world, the Egyptians, the Saudiôs and others? 

 

PICKERING: Well it was a checkered course, but the Jordanians had no choice but to do 

everything they could in their relationships to try to maintain good ones in the Arab world. This 

was one of the driving factors in the closer relationship to Syria while I was there. Prime 

Minister Rifai was probably the architect of that, but brought the King along The King was 

rather sympathetic to the notion that he didnôt need more enemies on his border than he already 

had. So he would worked hard to try and keep the process with Syria going. I think that Sadat 

and Syria and Egypt were always a great disappointment although it was easier to deal with 

Sadat than it was with Nasser. There were plenty of Egyptian reservations about Jordan as a tiny 

kind of insignificant kingdom of a few million people off on the side of the Arab world, with 

upstarts without much claim to rule either in history or fame or success from their perspective. 

 

But with Saudi Arabia the relationship was traditionally clouded because it was with al Sauds 

who had replaced from the Nejd the Hashemites from Mecca. The Hashemites of course were the 

people who participated in Lawrenceôs organized rebellion against the Turks and expected to 

inherit at least the Hejaz -- all of western Saudi Arabia if not more -- and were defeated over the 

five year period following the First World War by the al Sauds. That estrangement always has 

meant tension between the Jordanians and the Saudis -- tensions that have never ever been fully 

one hundred percent repaired. The Jordanians usually went out of their way to be nice to the 

Saudiôs because the Saudiôs always represented a source of support, particularly gifts for military 

equipment and other things. I recounted to you the long history of the Hawk Missile episode and 

the Saudiôs involvement in it. 

 

Q: Did you feel that as ambassador to Jordan in this period that you were in a small kingdom, 

which was really kind of insignificant, or did you feel it was a key kingdom? Iôm sort of wonder 

whether King Hussein had such a following in the United States gave them more standing within 

American circles? 

 

PICKERING: I think latter. The fact that the King over years developed his personal 

relationships, was essentially in every sense of the word a moderate, and showed every evidence 

both publicly and privately of being devoted to finding a peaceful solution stood him in good 

stead. He knew this and made it his business to be sure that others did. He was to me genuinely 

committed and took risks for that. He had his own relationships with the Israeliôs, semi-

clandestine if not completely clandestine, much of this has come out since. He involved himself 

from time to time in meetings there or in Europe or otherwise with the Israeli leadership. They 

were meetings that never produced very much but which he continued to keep going. The 

Jordanians did really attempt to try to stop infiltration going into the West Bank and Israel from 

Jordan partly because they knew that the Israeliôs were fully capable of massive retaliation and in 

part because they didnôt want to encourage the folks in the organizations (PLO and others) in the 

occupied territories to believe that they could have that kind of an independent military 

existence. The Jordanians had to contend with a large and growing majority of people of recent 
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Palestinian origin who maybe had closer affinities on the West Bank than they had on the East 

Bank. All that produced a danger for them so the Jordanians tread their ground very carefully, 

played their cards very carefully. They had lots and lots of issues put before them. They were 

certainly not a large robust kingdom, but they got a lot of time and attention from the United 

States because in fact they were prepared to play on the moderate side. The King, while not a 

major serious large player in Arab Councils, could always be counted on for counsel and a voice 

of reason and rationality in the peace process. Therefore we continued to be attached to him and 

considered him important for that reason alone. So the King punched above his weight and as a 

result Jordan tended to punch above its weight also. 

 

Q: Did the new administration, Vance team, during the time you were there lay on any sort of 

tasks for you to perform? 

 

PICKERING: I think that overall they came with the idea in mind that they would be on a fact 

finding mission. They really wanted to find out what was going on and how people in the region 

saw the peace issue. Around Vanceôs first or second trip we had a brief meeting of chiefsô of 

mission in Amman. Actually we got Sam Lewis over from Israel so I guess Sam was in Israel 

before that. Sam hadnôt been over before and I think it was the first time that an American 

ambassador to Israel had attended one of the chief of mission meetings of other Arab 

ambassadors in the region. We were able to do that in Jordan with the Kingôs help with no 

problem at all. It worked out fairly well. I can tell you that there wasnôt a unanimity of view in 

that group about where to go or what should be done. There was still a lot of the tendency to 

fight all battles I think not necessarily extremely fruitfully in open meetings and in the cables. 

People inevitably took on the coloration of their country and recited the histories of past wrongs. 

Once we got out of that, we started to move forward 

 

Q: At that time, looking at the Arab world were they trying to deliberately keep the Palestinian 

cause vis-à-vis Israel in other words for the Palestinians to take over Israel a lie because you 

think about this if the Arab countries which had money, the ones that did could have made a real 

investment in Palestine, they could have built that place up or done something? 

 

PICKERING: Well, I donôt think that they were prepared to invest in a Palestine under Israeli 

occupation. 

 

Q: I mean the fact that Israel was there? 

 

PICKERING: Oh yes, Iôm sure and it was going to be one hundred percent control of everything 

that happened. So I think there was a notable reluctance there. No, I think that generally speaking 

the other Arab leaders tended to favor the Palestinians over the Jordanians. The Palestinians were 

the people who had a closer relationship to the territory and were the group they would favor in 

terms of working out any relationship in the future, whether it was to drive Jews out of Israel or 

alternatively create a separate state for the Palestinians in part of the territory. They vacillated 

between these two. There was no clear view as to where they ought to go. They had no capacity 

without our help to do the one and none on their own to do the other. We at the same time were 

really estranged from the PLO and so we were in a position of talking to other Arabs about this 

issue with relatively few if any serious contacts with the PLO at any significant level. 
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Q: Were you feeling you and your fellow ambassadors feeling a certain sense of frustration of 

why we couldnôt talk to the PLO? 

 

PICKERING: Less then. We tended to see the PLO a little bit the way folks see al Qaeda now 

and I think that was not totally objective but that was a little bit of the way in which the things 

were looked at. So far no one has begun proposing we should have diplomatic talks with al 

Qaeda about the future. There were differences but in essence because of the PLO role in Sudan 

and murders of American ambassadors and all they presumed to be doing in Lebanon, no one 

was advocating that. I think that the sense that weôve had from the Jordanians after Black 

September and from the Israeliôs all colored our views about the PLO and what we should be 

doingé 

 

Q: The Olympics killings and all that. What was the feeling toward our embassy in Tel Aviv with 

Sam Lewis and all? Was this a sense of almost them and us or were we all in the same team or 

not? 

 

PICKERING: My view was that we were on the same team. It was not my interest to enter into 

rhetorical fights on the cables over various issues. We did our own reporting and we looked at 

what they were reporting. Often they were things we didnôt have a lot to say about. We were 

heavily concerned given the fact that the Jordanians werenôt going anywhere in the peace 

process, about other issues in Jordan and they tended to occupy a lot of time and attention. 

 

Q: How did you find your staff at this time? Your reporting officers and others, were they good 

contacts, did you have problems with over identifying with the Jordanian cause with the younger 

officers and all that? 

 

PICKERING: No I think not. I think that having been there for four and one-half years I was 

concerned about over identification because it just happens. I think the King with his popularity 

in the United States was obviously someone that I felt strongly that the United States should 

continue to pay attention to and work with. I think that we were disappointed that neither the 

Israeliôs nor the U.S. after that saw the Jordanians as playing a serious role in the peace process. 

Of course when Camp David came along they were not involved at all except to watch from the 

sidelines. I was not there, but we were engaged in what was basically the run up to that. We went 

into a period where we the Carter administration talked about a Geneva conference. They had 

talked about having the Soviets there. That threw the cat among the pigeons and in Israel to a 

great extent there was distrust as well as in other places. The Jordanians were not terribly 

concerned but understood the fact that we had to recoil from that a little bit and it represented a 

political liability in the United States. So those were the kinds of things that were going on but 

we were heavily on the periphery of those things rather than in the center. 

 

Q: Were you picking, you know usually there has been a constant flow of politicians and 

American Jewish leaders in all of Israel, I mean this is probably one of its major sustaining 

forces. Was there a spin over into Jordan? 
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PICKERING: Yes, increasingly people who went to Israel were coming over to Jordan to look at 

Jordan and to look at that part of the Arab world. I think there was a reckoning that Jordan was 

also friendly and that they could come and there would not be discrimination against them. 

 

Q: Were you able to sort of inculcate in them the feeling that Jordan was our friend andé 

 

PICKERING: I think we worked at it and the King did a good job too. I can remember that Steve 

Solarz came over and that he said was his first trip outside of Israel, the U.S. and Canada. I met 

him at the bridge and took him around. I took him out to see a group of Palestinians, 

unfortunately I had something else that night so my deputy and somebody else went with him. 

Steve I think as he later described it to me, he said he only knew his UJA (United Jewish Appeal) 

speech so he gave it and that produced a kind of fire storm from the Palestinian there. He got 

plenty of give and take from the Palestinians. Steve was, if anything, a hugely intelligent guy 

with a real interest in what was going on. He frequently came back because he thought it was a 

good way, as he always did, in all the places he visited, to keep his ear to ground and to tap the 

well springs of informationé 

 

Q: This is Tape 6, Side 1 with Tom Pickering. 

 

In the first place, did you get any reflections, Iôm thinking of your Foreign Service network and 

all that perhaps Carter was being a bit naïve about things, I mean, opening to the Soviet Union 

and the idea that maybe you could do more business with Brezhnev and the idea of having 

Soviets in on talks on Israel? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think that we did and I think that it was an interesting approach. We had who 

had worked for Henry, watched Henry manage the Soviets where he held out the opportunity for 

conferences but they were I think part of Soviet management, they were not part of deep 

integration into the efforts to resolve the question. The cold war was lively enough; the 

differences were serious enough, the zero sum game immediate enough not to want to in fact 

believe that we could hazard our future in the Middle East with this. Henryôs view was that this 

meant that over a long period of time we had to build strong relations with the Arabs if we were 

going to prevent the notion that the Soviets constantly paraded in the region more by implication 

than by explication that they would become the lawyers for the Arabs and we could become the 

lawyers for the Israeliôs and then we could duke it out as to what the settlement would be. 

 

That was, I think, in the essence of what we sensed was the Soviet view. That may have been a 

very unsophisticated and distrustful view of the Soviets but there was enough evidence around to 

consider that it wasnôt a bad view and that those around who thought of challenging the Soviets 

to improve their behavior for whatever reasons remains unclear or were not in the ascendancy. 

When Vance and Carter kind of made what everybody considered was a mistake of going back 

to Geneva and reinviting the Russians to engage in the process in this distinctly straightforward 

and overt way were I think pulled back, they helped to pull them back a bit from that approach 

and certainly the Israeliôs objected like mad. 

 

Q: Were you getting any feelings about by the time you left about Sadat? Was Sadat still 

considered a second rateé? 
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PICKERING: Oh no not at all. I went on Henryôs trip while I was still executive secretary before 

I went to Jordan right after the war in November of 1973 when he first met with Sadat. He came 

back extremely impressed with Sadat and what Sadat might be able to do in his ability to reach 

an agreement with Sadat. I think that Sadat went up in folkôs estimation when we began to deal 

with him in the aftermath of the war. 

 

Q: Did the King see Sadat as a strong leader who was going to make a difference, someone to 

get close to? 

 

PICKERING: The King saw Sadat as stronger in Egypt than he had been given credit for when 

he originally came in as kind of a transitional figure. I think that he and Sadat and the King had 

differences of view over things some of which Sadat was careful to hide, but the King felt 

betrayed in 1974, at Rabat, when the Arab League people gathered in the Summit. There was to 

be an effort to let the King take over responsibility for negotiating, or to ratify the Kingôs 

responsibility for negotiating for the West Bank. It went entirely the other way. The King told 

me he had talked to Sadat about it and felt that he had Sadatôs support. Sadat turned out to be on 

the other side of the issue and very much in favor of the Palestinians and the PLO as the people 

who were going to deal with this. I believe the King had over-estimated perhaps where he was 

and maybe at the same time underestimated Sadatôs long-term influence in the outcome of things 

in the region. What gradually strengthened Sadat and Assad is that they had gotten together in 

the beginning of planning the Ramadan War / Yom Kippur War. They coordinated their efforts 

in deep secrecy. But, it was a little bit like two scorpions in a bottle; they didnôt stay very long 

wed, and each didnôt do precisely what the other expected they would do. 

 

Q: So much for the United Arab Republic? 

 

PICKERING: Well that was long dead. 

 

Q: I know that was long dead. In ô78, July of ô78, you left. 

 

PICKERING: I have one interesting experience in New Years of January of ô78, the end of ô77. 

In ô77, in July, I believe, Cy Vance came out. He told me the president was going to make his 

rather large trip in and near the region. He was going to Iran and I think India and Nigeria and 

Saudi Arabia. Cy said to me that the president would like to invite King Hussein to join him in 

Saudi Arabia. I asked ñWell,, where else is he going?ò He said, ñIran, India and Nigeria,ò. I said, 

ñWhy donôt you give the King a choice becauseò, I said, ñ His first choice will not be to go to 

Saudi Arabia or another Arab countryò, for the reasons we just completed discussing. Cy did 

give him the choice and the King choose Iran. 

 

The King asked me if I would fly up there with him. I had been invited to attend President 

Carterôs bilateral meeting with him in Tehran. We arrived before New Years Eve. The King went 

to a small party with President Carter and the Shah in the Palace. I ended up at a party to which I 

was asked to attend through our Embassy with what was clearly the gilded youth of Iran. It was 

an interesting contrast, because the city was kind of dark and bleak and smoky and the gilded 

youth were enjoying themselves, totally disinterested in any foreigners. I had not a very good 
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time and a very early got to bed. I was rather depressed, not just by what I saw, but what I 

thought was basically the increasing strictness of the class structure -- the wealth and poverty 

divide because it was so apparent in Tehran. I didnôt fly back with the King, he was doing 

something else and after maybe staying a day or so\, I flew back actually by way of Baghdad and 

then met the King a week later in Amman. I asked him, ñWhat was his impression of things in 

Iran and the Shah?ò He said, ñThe Shah is out of touch.ò I said, ñThat is interesting,ò what did he 

mean? He said, ñHe doesnôt know whatôs going on in his country, he doesnôt spend any time 

trying to find out, he doesnôt do what you constantly encourage me to do which is to get in my 

helicopter or my car and go out to see people in the villages and talk to them or talk to people in 

the military and in units around the country.ò The King did a lot of that. He concluded that the 

Shah was very much out of touch. We all encouraged Hussein to do that, he had been 

encouraged for a long time to do it, so it wasnôt anything new for him. He said the Shah just 

doesnôt know what is happening and of course that is the year when everything fell apart. It was 

an interesting, early indication that Hussein himself had detected and lamented because he liked 

the Shah and the Shah was very kind to him. He also basically saw that it was not only part of 

their lifestyle and what they were doing, but it was part of basically their failure to pay attention 

to politics and the situation, which did turn around and bite him. 

 

Q: You in ô78 you left. 

 

PICKERING: I did. Before I left, Alice and I had the pleasure of attending King Husseinôs 

wedding to Lisa Halaby, an American who had been working in Amman for the airline. She was 

the daughter of Najeeb Halaby, an Arab American who ran one of our large airlines -- TWA or 

PanAm -- and also had run the FAA under President Kennedy I believe. During my stay in 

Jordan, the King had been married to Queen Alia. She was the daughter of Ahmed Touqan, a 

Palestinian Jordanian and the wedding had taken place before I arrived. She was killed along 

with the Kingôs helicopter pilot in a crash in bad weather near Amman. Over time I suppose the 

King had a chance to meet Lisa. She had graduated from Princeton in city planning. We had seen 

something of her while we were there and understood fairly late in time the developing 

relationship with the King. The event took place in July 1978, just before I left. I suppose it 

marked a fitting end to a stay in Jordan which was perhaps a bit too long for balance and 

objectivity on my part. Lisa was smart, open attractive and very engaged in Jordan. After the 

marriage the King asked her to take a Muslim name, Noor -- light, and she become of course a 

Muslim. Her mother and father had been separated. Her mother was close to Gay Vance with 

whom my wife had become friendly. Gay and Lisaôs mother came and stayed with us for the 

wedding and we were included in many of the dinners and receptions. Jeeb Halaby as he was 

called, came as well and I had met him over the years and we maintained for quite a while 

continuing contact. 

 

Q: Where? 

 

PICKERING: In the Spring of ô78 in May I think I got a cable from Cy. I was looking around for 

what to do and I knew I wasnôt going to stay there forever; I had been there four and a half years. 

Cy said we would like you to come back and be assistant secretary for Oceans, Environment and 

Science (OES) and that was such a complete shift I had kind of hoped that I would stay in 

Middle Eastern Affairs, maybe someone would find a job for me as a deputy assistant secretary 
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something in NEA (Near East Asian Bureau) although nothing had happened to raise that 

possibility. This came like a bolt from the blue and said in return -- you know is that really not 

what I want to do and sat and talked with folks. I finally decided that if Cy were asking me I 

pretty well ought to go along. If that is what he wanted, it was an assistant secretary position, but 

I knew very little about it. 

 

Q: Did you have the feeling that four and a half years is a long time to be in Jordan, were you 

part of the NEA team by this time? 

 

PICKEDRING: Probably on the edges but not in. I had not sat down with them and not gone 

through language school. I had not spent most of my early part of my career in dealing with 

Middle Eastern issues. I thought I had good relations with them but I didnôt really feel that I was 

a kind of NEA old hand or partner in that sense. 

 

Q: Well thené 

 

PICKERING: I had plenty of sand under my fingernails, plenty of grains of sand under my 

fingernails. 

 

Q: Well then you hadnôt paid your dues? 

 

PICKERING: Well not in the same sense that they had. I hadnôt grown up in the region, been 

through the language training, had multiple posts and that kind of thing. Actually, I studied 

Arabic while I was in Jordan and became reasonably proficient at listening to the TV news and 

reading the front page of the newspaper and asking directions and carrying on social 

conversations. 

 

I should also say that in Jordan I traveled a tremendous amount in the Arab world. I spent several 

long trips driving. I drove to Yemen one winter with a crew and back. I drove to Oman another 

winter, camping out and came back by way of the Persian Gulf coast, stopped in Bahrain and 

Kuwait and then drove back across the desert -- all not without difficulties. It was tough driving 

in a lot of these places. I went to visit in northern Saudi Arabia in pursuit of archeological 

interests and went to a place called Madaôin Salah. It is a kind of another Petra, in central Hejaz 

north of Medina, which was fascinating. We went camping several times in the mountains in 

northern Saudi Arabia to a place called Kilwa. It used to be part of Jordan but was area traded off 

with the Saudis for an enlarged seacoast on the Gulf of Aqaba for Jordan. It was interesting 

because there were fascinating archeological things to see, everything from late Paleolithic 

petroglyphs to fairly early Stone Age settlements with plentiful hand axes to a Christian 

monastery actually in this Jebel Tabaig from the 8
th
 century which was datable from Arabic 

inscriptions on some of the Monkôs cells. 

 

Q: Was it still operational? 

 

PICKERING: It had been abandoned centuries before, but the remains were clear. Thereôs a 

stone outcrop that is covered with Byzantine crosses carved in the rock. But it was not operating 

-- no it hadnôt operated Iôd say for fourteen hundred years! 
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Q: Was that area essentially grass land? 

 

PICKERING: No, no it was pure desert. 

 

Q: Has it always been? 

 

PICKERING: No I think that there was evidence in the Pluvial Period of ten thousand years ago, 

that there was more life and game from the inscriptions showing such animals carved into the 

rock outcrops. There had clearly been more people in those areas and the monastery was kept in 

water at least originally by a dam in whatôs now a dry lake bed. The dam was clearly part of the 

water resource -- a water catchers. They were pretty remote areas; of course donôt forget that it 

was when hermit Christian monks in the Egyptian desert were living in cells too in the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 

centuries living in the middle of nowhere. 

 

Q: Well, back to a different world. You were assistant secretary for Oceans, Environment and 

Science. You were there doing that from ô78 toé? 

 

PICKERING: I went there, let me think now, July I left so August of ô78; I had to get confirmed 

and stayed there until February of ô81, that was the end of the Carter administration. 

 

Q: When you went there, again you are the new boy, really the new boy on the block. What sort 

of scientific, oceanic, environmental background did you have other than being an informed 

person? 

 

PICKERING: Practically none. I always liked technical things. I guess when I went to college I 

had to choose between becoming a mechanical engineer and a liberal arts major. I chose the 

latter. Iôve always enjoyed technical stuff and been interested in it. It turned out to be a very 

interesting job -- much more interesting than I thought. I had kind of become addicted to high 

policy in the Middle East at that time because that is where I had come from. It was a surprise, 

unexpected and something of a shock and after I had considered it I said sure I will take it. When 

I got back, I found that it was a bureau that had lots of problems, that had lots of difficulty in 

getting its issues considered, that it was even more ramified than I thought. It went from oceans 

and fisheries affairs including a whole new series of fisheries treaties that Roz Ridgeway had 

negotiated at a slightly prior epic to science cooperation and well beyond. She was no longer 

there but as I remember John Negroponte was in charge of that. John stayed for a while and then 

came back years later and ran the bureau too. John and I overlapped for at least six or eight 

months and I think he then went off to be ambassador in Honduras at that time but Iôm not sure. 

So he was running oceans and fisheries and it was in very good hands He had an excellent 

deputy by the name of Morris Busby who had been a Navy Commander. He later integrated into 

Foreign Service and then later, Buzz as he was called, tan counter terrorism and then went out 

and became ambassador to Colombia. He was a very capable guy. 

 

We had other areas, one that dealt with all of our international science agreements and treaties. It 

covered everything from health to research cooperation. It also dealt with environmental 

questions which have now become the kind of big focus of the bureau, Back then, it was not 
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subliminal but it was not huge. I had in the very controversial and difficult area of population 

policies and questions a coordinator who had a small office but was attached to me and operated 

as kind of a deputy assistant secretary in the group that I had. I had a big area in nuclear 

questions and non-proliferation with two large offices. One that dealt with non-proliferation 

policies generally and coordinated with ACDA and with two other important players in the 

building -- Jerry Smith, he used to be head of ACDA. The other was the Under Secretary of 

Scientific and Technological Affairs, Lucy Wilson Benson, to whom I reported, and her Deputy, 

Joseph Nye, from Harvard. 

 

Q: Well, itôs one of those hard names. 

 

PICKERING: Jerry had a small office and he was a special assistant to the secretary and 

ambassador at large for non-proliferation. The other was with Joseph Nye who worked as a 

deputy to the undersecretary for science and technology, Lucy Wilson Benson. Joe worked out of 

her office. David Welch was his special assistant in those days. We had this group of non-

proliferators with which I met daily to consider the main problem areas. Pakistan and Iraq were 

high among them. 

 

I had a second office that dealt with nuclear power questions overseas and how they fit in both 

into non-proliferation questions and what else we were doing. We were right in the aftermath on 

the nuclear side of the late 1970ôs legislation on non-proliferation after the Indian test. The law 

was designed to tightened things up. Jessica Tuchman-Mathews was working for the National 

Security Council staff and played a large role in the effort. Joe Nye had been living in my house 

as a renter and Ron Spiers lived across the street. So when I came back from Jordan and Ron was 

out, Joe moved out to Ron Spiersô house. Joe and I carpooled for a year so. Joe and I had a 

running tutorial in and out of work in which I learned at Joesô knee everything I could learn as 

rapidly as I could about nuclear reactors and non-proliferation. Joe was a super whiz on all of it. 

It was tremendously interesting and very helpful to me. Very early on I organized in my office a 

daily meeting of all the non-proliferators around the building because we had no other way of 

coordinating the four big players 

 

We also had something else going on in IAEA (International Atomic Energy Agency) at that 

time after the Indian test. It was a complete international review of the international fuel cycle to 

decide whether there were parts of it which should be further limited -- specifically acquisition of 

highly enriched uranium and the separation of plutonium from the spent reactor fuel in which it 

was produced. We considered that for both the proliferation risks were too dangerous and hoped 

to limit enrichment above certain levels and the reprocessing of spent fuel to remove the 

plutonium. So all of this was another piece of my bailiwick. 

 

What else did I have? Those were the major hunks, a kind of operating part of the bureau, I had 

what turned out to be five deputies assistant secretaries and then the coordinator for population 

affairs. 

 

Q: Did you have a Scion; I mean did you run the science attaché? 
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PICKERING: Yes, we had science counselors. I didnôt run them but I helped to choose them. 

They belonged to the regional bureaus, but we had science counselors and science attaches 

overseas in our Embassies and I took a special interest in their work from an operational point of 

view. 

 

We had another very interesting arrangement. Shortly after I came in I went over to see the 

presidentôs science advisor who was Frank Press. I had known a lot about Frank because Frank 

was a preeminent seismologist who worked on nuclear the test detection and that was one of the 

early things I did when I worked in ACDA. Frank quickly suggested, much to my surprise, that 

he had too small a staff to do much internationally, but if I would work with him he would look 

to me to me and my staff be his kind of foreign affairs arm. So that worked out extremely well -- 

we helped with trips, worked with him and his staff on policy issues and assisted with other 

Departments and Agencies. 

 

We did a number of interesting trips for Frank at his suggestion. We worked with him on a 

number of interesting problems. They included separate missions overseas with the top R&D 

(research and development) people in the government to talk in places like China, Japan and 

Africa and Latin America to senior leaders in selected countries about closer R&D cooperation 

between the United States and their country. Frank was a jewel to work with. This was a 

tremendously reinforcing thing for me and a very significant part of that fact was that we could 

reach into the White House for backing and support. They too reached over to us on a lot of 

things. They were not particularly interested in nuclear non-proliferation, that followed another 

track in the NSC. It was interesting in a sense that this job had more associations in the NGO 

world and with the Congress and others in the government than any I think in the State 

Department and probably still does. 

 

I dealt with many of the major domestic agencies who pursued R&D and science collaboration 

overseas in things like whatôs now become HHS (Health and Human Services) HEW (Health, 

Education and Welfare). In those days, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was getting 

up and running and it had a lot of interest overseas. Some of the military services had overseas 

science activities that they were interested in and we worked with them. We worked with the 

National Institutes of Health, the CDC (Center for Disease Control) you know it went on and on 

and on. The Department of Energy, of course they had a lot of work to do with us in non-

proliferation but they also had other interests. John Deutch was under secretary there out of 

Boston and MIT worked closely with Joe Nye. Joe introduced me to John and we became close 

collaborators on a very interesting effort that we pursued later in my OES time. John went over 

and actually bought an interest in a French program for enrichment of uranium through chemical 

processes. We didnôt know precisely what the French were doing. We had some ideas, but we 

paid them a consulting fee in fact to tell us what they were doing in this area to get a better idea 

and to see whether in fact it would have made any sense for us or others to use it. In the end it 

didnôt. John was a renowned physical chemist and immediately understood what the French had 

developed. We need to assess the process for proliferation resistance should others seek to 

develop it to produce a weapon. 

 

Q: Well it sounds like there was a tremendous breath also one can describe it as almost a 

hodgepodge of thingsé 
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PICKERING: Oh, cats and dogs. 

 

Q: Thrown together. 

 

PICKERING: Yes actually it arose because at one point after I had left the department to go to 

Jordan, Henry asked the usual question, ñWhy do I have all of these special assistants I never 

seeò. He said letôs kind of take a look at reorganizing and I think that Larry who was there and 

maybe George Springsteen and a couple other people said, ñWell, we have a common thread of 

science and scientific like work, why donôt we sweep these all into a bureau and they set up a 

bureau. They had a very good guy who was not a career foreign service officer but had been in 

the Department long enough and had been an expert in this area for a significant amount of time 

to become the first leader of this new bureau. It became OES 

 

It was a bit like PM, how PM was organized in the period before that in the early Nixon period 

when a bunch of folks working on arms control and related issues were pulled into PM and I 

went over there fairly quickly and worked for Ron Spiers who was the second director of PM. 

But the same idea that we had a bunch of people floating around the Department who did work 

which was similar and that made sense not to have them as special assistants to the secretary any 

longer to kind of tax his staff and be loose kidneys and not function in a coordinated way, but to 

coordinate those into a new bureau for creative purposes. OES in those days was fairly large, I 

think we had 185 or 200 people on the Washington end and almost nobody overseas to speak of 

except the science counselors and attaches. We did lots of interesting programs all over the place 

and as a result we had huge range of contacts with the executive branch, departments and 

agencies. We managed a lot of those. We actually looked over how HHS and its cooperative 

agreements was working with other organizations in foreign countries and international 

organizations. We had a wealth of international organizations of a scientific character that we 

were working with -- UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Social and Cultural Organization) 

was one. I think it was actually before we pulled out of UNESCO but Iôm not sure. We may have 

actually pulled out by then. 

 

Then we had a huge range of contacts on the Hill. The Whale Lobby was one of my favorites and 

I was not one of theirs but it was interesting. We had all the animal protection treaties. The 

CITES treaty covered in part the non-importation of ivory. There was just a huge panoply of 

very interesting things going on all the time. 

 

One of the most interesting experiences I had was that I think my second year my budget was cut 

fifty percent by a disappointed Congressman who worked his vengeance on me because I 

wouldnôt dismiss someone in order to hire one of his diving buddies to be a deputy assistant 

sectary in my bureau to deal with oceans and fish. At least that was in my view, the reason. This 

came to us out of the blue. The Department, Congressional Relations, didnôt pay much attention 

to it. I had a couple of very good special assistants who watched the Hill for me and they 

discovered this very quickly. I was then left on my own by the Department to go out to defend 

and try to restore on the floor the 50% cut made in committee. My folks who had all of these 

contacts on the Hill and around town did an absolutely fantastic job. We just lobbied the Hill 

tremendously while the State Department hung back in Congressional Relations. I was trying to 
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build up my bureau and the State Department in the eyes of this big community to convince them 

that we could work their issues and be successful. I had a sense of responsibility with respect to 

them. They all suddenly turned around and saw this cut coming. They understood they were 

going to lose much of the relationship they had in the State Department through OES and any 

influence in State along with it. So those outside people also worked hard to save us. We actually 

saved the budget in a floor debate which went on for a couple of hours. We ended up with 

something like 160 votes in the floor of the House in favor and 80 against restoring the OES 

budget. 

 

Q: I was going to say it sounds like you wereé 

 

PICKERING: Frankly, as an assistant secretary I did more on my own. I saw the secretary 

occasionally but very rarely. I had said to Cy Vance when I started, that ñI will not measure my 

success by the number of times I parade into your office with a problem.ò I asked him to ñLet me 

go out there and see what I can do with this. If I have something really big, Iôll come back.ò 

Lucy Wilson Benson was the undersecretary and she took a lot of interest in OES, was very 

helpful, was extremely supportive and weighed in from time to time. Lucy can be quite 

formidable if you know her, I became a friend and worked very closely with her and we got a lot 

of things done. It was interesting in part because almost all the prior leaders in the bureau had 

been political appointees. One of them was an ex-Congresswoman who is very, very pleasant 

and very capable, but had less interest in the Department and less knowledge of how to make the 

Department work in your favor -- how to deal with the foreign policy establishment on those 

terms. Coming out of the Foreign Service and having had a lot of that experience with the 

Department, having even been for a short period of time executive secretary, it was for me 

comparatively easy to kind of locate myself in the bureau. I had to decide what to do to pull the 

organization up by its boot straps, to populate it with good people which was harder, but we did 

and to put it into working in the government on these issues. Those were all the sorts of 

objectives that I wanted to achieve while I was in OES. 

 

Q: I would think that it would be hard to get a Foreign Service officer say come on over into 

oceans. They want to get intoé 

 

PICKERING: They want to go back to their regional bureau because the regional bureaus are the 

ones that control the overseas assignments and have the funding for the Embassies. They are the 

bread and butter to the Foreign Service. We all understood that but nevertheless we were able to 

attract good people. I had the particularly good fortune of going out and recruiting a 

tremendously good guy both analytically and managerially who was a civil servant who had 

worked in the Bureau of Political/Military Affairs with me, Leslie Brown to be my principal 

deputy. Les was a very calm head and a very bright and capable guy who knew his way around 

the Department after years of experience. I brought him in as my principal deputy assistant 

secretary to help me manage the bureau. He had a lot of arms control experience, a lot of 

technical background, a lot of competence and was just kind of the right person to be the deputy 

in the bureau. We had an excellent person in the non-proliferation area Lou Nosenzo. Mike 

Guhan who had worked for Henry was one of my office directors in non-proliferation. Similarly, 

John Boright also covered the nuclear power office and has now been for years at the National 

Academy Science. Most of these fellows I thought were good and had worked in the bureau for a 
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long time. They just needed some support and they needed some backing in moving things ahead 

and so we were able to do that. 

 

Q: I would have thought that you talked about getting non-proliferation and all this and nuclear 

matters would fall more into ACDA or arms control. 

 

PICKERING: Well ACDA was there and of course the State Department never relinquished its 

own individual interest in arms control. So even when ACDA was set up, the Bureau of 

Political/Military Affairs remained the principal adviser in the Department to the secretary on 

disarmament and arms control. There were three of us in the Department, Joe Nye, Jerry Smith 

and I (as well as ACDA) who were all working with the secretary on non-proliferation. I tended 

to try to pick up what were the operational questions, what was happening with respect to 

Pakistan today and what could we do to block a shipment we knew was going to Pakistan that 

had proliferation significance. We looked what governments did we have to work with to make 

that happen. I had the NEA team which covered Pakistan in my office every day, people like 

Howard Schaefer and so on, excellent people. Bob Gallucci was covering all of this in INR 

(Bureau of Intelligence and Research). He was our daily source of intelligence briefings. Bob 

was first rate. This small group sat in my office and did an hour on what were our operational 

problems and how do we deal with them. Then we spent a little time on the longer-range policy 

issues. Joe Nye and Jerry worked on the fuel cycle. Jerry worked extensively on high-level 

negotiations with our allies over non-proliferation issues and where we were going. 

 

Lou Nosenzo was my nuclear deputy as I had noted. Lou and I worked on a major problem 

coming out of the look at the nuclear fuel cycle. There was a tremendous amount of objection to 

the notion that countries should have the capability to reprocess plutonium. Japan was way down 

the road, the British and French had already done it, but they were nuclear powers so under the 

NPT (Non-Proliferation Treaty) they could claim some latitude for their special status. Lou and I 

spent about a year with the Japanese figuring out precisely how we could work out a kind of 

satisfactory position for the Japanese and for the United States on this issue. The deal was finally 

worked was later carried over into the Reagan administration after we left. But we put a lot of the 

building blocks in place as to how to do that. It was a highly sensitive issue because on the one 

end folks in the White House who were very strongly anti-proliferation, essentially for political 

and security reasons didnôt want to leave any leeway to separate plutonium for non-nuclear states 

like Japan. The Japanese were deeply dug in on doing that. It was very hard to deal with the 

Japanese. They were too big to muscle and to important not to take into account and to difficult 

not to try to bring into the tent. So we had a very interesting long-term dialogue with them about 

what kinds of things that they would do in this area, what kinds of things they wouldnôt do and 

we worked out something that I think later became a fairly satisfactory settlement and didnôt lead 

others to try to replicate that status. 

 

Q: Were the Japanese I would think they would be under tremendous constraints from their own 

people, I meané 

 

PICKERING: Interestingly enough, because they wanted to develop nuclear power which 

became very popular in Japan, they wanted to have a full fuel cycle and they wanted to be 

independent. They wanted to have in effect all of the things that were necessary and even 
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possible without discrimination. They were fascinated with breeder reactors turning out 

plutonium for power reactor fuel. They had a lot of plutonium coming out of the spent fuel from 

their own civil reactors. The problem is all that plutonium was right there and could be used to 

make a nuclear weapon. For a long time people thought that reactor grade plutonium that coming 

out of the spent fuel from the civil power program wasnôt good enough for weapons. However, 

we all knew for a fact that it was. We had tested it. The Japanese separated out a lot of 

plutonium, mainly in the UK where in the main it stayed. They have had trouble bringing on line 

a breeder reactor that works successfully as well as developing and managing the chemical 

technology to separate plutonium from spent fuel. 

 

Q: What about in the fuel cycle did you reach a point where you just have highly radioactive 

stuff that couldnôt really be used but had to be disposed of? 

 

PICKERING: Oh, there are huge volumes of much that comes out of civil power production is 

highly radiated, stored in pools either next to the reactors or now in other storage sites. Just this 

year ( 2004), we finally qualified the tunnel at Yucca Flats in Nevada for permanent storage of 

nuclear fuel.(2015 and it is still not in use, blocked politically by the Congressional Nevada 

Delegation). But if it isnôt going to stay there for 300 or 400 thousand years with no 

contamination in absolute certainty of no such problem, the environmental community gets very 

disturbed. Of course environmental community on the one side was very concerned about 

nuclear power anyway. I was sitting in John Deutchôs office in the Department of Energy the day 

he got a call saying they had a real problem at Three Mile Island (TMI). 

 

Q: I would image the Three Mile Island whether it was a nuclear leakage must haveéit really 

changed our whole attitude didnôt it? 

 

PPICKERING: It was one of the many things they helped change views on nuclear power. 

Chernobyl certainly did. People got increasingly concerned by the problem of reactors getting 

lose and acting dangerously. Knock on wood, we havenôt had it outside of TMI. We still run a lot 

of civil reactors, but TMI has more or less put the kibosh on the development of further new 

nuclear power reactors in the United States. We havenôt developed any of those since the ó70s, 

built any new ones. (2015 some few are under construction now). We put a lot of constraints on 

for example, breeder reactors, which would produce more plutonium than they would burn up 

mainly because of the proliferation danger. Nobody, as well, including us and the French has 

been able to perfect the technology enough to make it an on-going, workable, economically 

viable proposition. 

 

Q: Did Israel admit its nuclear developments? Raise anything with your office during this time? 

 

PICKERING: Yes sure. By then we had -- details are highly classified -- but we had all had 

begun to assume that Israel was de facto at least a member of the nuclear club. 

 

Q: Letôs talk about oceans. What were you doing ocean wise? 

 

PICKERING: Well we were doing a lot of things. We had some fishery treaties to negotiate, we 

had some boundary treaties which we got involved with because they were seaward extensions, 
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the Alaska-Yukon Boundary, the Gulf of Maine is a long-standing issue which then was being 

negotiated. Boundaries affect fishery resources. because we end up fishing in each otherôs 

waters. In OES, we were very much engaged in the Law of Sea which was about to establish a 

200-mile economic zone. We had negotiated arrangements for Atlantic and Pacific salmon, 

which on the high seas protected the catch against over fishing with the major fishery states of 

the world. We also had a huge problem about people taking whales for ñresearchò or subsistence 

for native peoples. There were continuing efforts -- we had I think just about succeeded in 

agreeing on a whale convention, except for a little Aboriginal whaling, in getting most of the 

whaling stopped around the world. The Japanese were still taking some and still do I guess as 

part of ñscientific experimentsò even though they love to eat the meat. 

 

We had a lot of fisheries conservation resources issues that had to do with the economic viability 

of our east and west coast fishing fleets. We had a Southern Pacific tuna convention so we could 

protect our rights to fish in the South Pacific and protect the catch from over fishing. We had a 

lot of difficult issues with Mexico over fisheries issues in the Pacific coast in particular, less in 

the Gulf. Those all had to be worked out and regulated. We did pay a lot of attention particularly 

to the fisheries side of the Law of the Sea and we followed what was going on in the Law of the 

Sea. Although we were not major participators some of my team actually worked with Elliott 

Richardson who was the negotiator at that time on various sub-committees dealing with specific 

parts, especially fishing. I would go out and visit him every once in a while and see where he 

was going and see where the process was taking us. 

 

Q: Were the tuna wars still going on down in Ecuador and Peru and all? 

 

PICKERING: Some of that had been handled by these bigger agreements in the South Pacific 

zone. 

 

Q: On these agreements, our fishing people who had very strong feelings about this, it is their 

livelihood but sources were dwindling and technology was getting to wake up to the bounty of 

the ocean. You must have been under conflicting pressures werenôt you? 

 

PICKERING: We were. We worked with the National Maritime Fishing folks in Commerce and 

NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration) who were very close to the industry 

-- with the fishing councils in New England and the Pacific. Happily, most of the key agreements 

had already been put in place, so we were dealing with supplemental agreements and changes 

rather than major questions. The big battles had been fought. 

 

There was a constant effort for us to pay attention to what that the US fisherman wanted and felt 

they needed. On several occasions Senator Warren Magnuson from Washington held hearing in 

which I testified on Northwest Pacific fisheries issues. On Alaska fisheries issues, Senator 

Stephens was very interested as he still is on those kinds of issues. There was a lot of field 

contact and that was just one of the numerous constituencies that we had to deal with. We were 

never able to satisfy everybody all of the time. We put a lot of pressure on foreign countries to 

join us in what were essentially conservation oriented mechanisms which tended to favor our 

larger fishing fleet. But our fishing fleet had trouble competing with Japan and with Russia and 
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others. The Soviets were doing a lot of deep-sea fishing in the polar areas. The Japanese were 

around all over, they were global fishermen. 

 

Q: Ours were more individual type fishermen werenôt they than rather than these big factory 

ships? 

 

PICKERING: Closer in shore, yes. We were short-term fishermen without the benefit of 

logistical establishments, processing boats, far off shore to handle a catch and things like that. 

 

Q: How about Canada or did you get involved? Who handles the fish in Canada? 

 

PICKERING: Canada had their own ministry or certainly one of the Canadian Ministries focus 

in on the issue. Our negotiators would see them frequently. They were continuing to raise the 

important issues in U.S.-Canada relations and as I said particularly the Gulf of Maine boundary, 

which hadnôt been finally settled yet. It was a major outstanding issue that had been going on for 

years. It has been now I think, happily resolved. 

 

Q: Well, I think John has gotten involved with this. 

 

PICKERING: Daniel Webster certainly did but access to the Georgeôs bank and things of that 

sort were all very important to us. 

 

Q: In the first place, I must say did you ever have staff meetings that would sound like everybody 

was talking a different language practically? 

 

PICKERING: We had a pretty good group. We had the five or so persons who were deputy 

assistant secretaries and a couple of other people in my office. We would meet every day. I 

thought this was a big enough bureau and ramified enough and things were moving enough that a 

daily staff meeting was pretty essential. So the first hour of the day they all came in to my office 

and we would sit down and go over what issues they were dealing with, where they were going. I 

had to do a lot of delegation. I had to trust the people to do what was needed. I basically said call 

when you need me and when something comes up keep me informed. I will tell you when I am 

interested in something. They were pretty good about figuring out where to pick up and why and 

how to move the questions. They had a lot of experience. A lot of it was interagency work. I had 

more to do with assistant secretaries and other departments than I had in State Department. We 

had things in the State Department; we worked closely with Dean Hinton who was the Economic 

and Business Bureau (EB). Dean was great to work with and was deep into the background of 

many or the issues. 

 

One of the interesting things we did in the environmental area was to become co-collaborators 

with the Council on Environmental Quality at the White House on producing something called 

Global 2000. It was basically a look ahead, this was of course back in 1978-79, at the question of 

population growth and resources, and how that would impact the world in 2000, especially in 

terms of environmental pressure. What we did was we used the Council on Environmental 

Qualities backing to recruit contributors all over the government. For example, the CIA (Central 

Intelligence Agency) took a look at what was happening to forest cover in the world mainly 
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through things like land sat photography. It was interesting because out of that early look, even 

before I got to the bureau, they had discovered that tropical forests were disappearing at a rate 

that was absolutely breathtaking. That led to our putting together and actually negotiating an 

international tropical forest protection convention well ahead of producing the report. 

 

The report turned out to attract a lot of attention. It was ground breaking -- using essentially in 

house government research capabilities to look so far ahead and at such a broad sweep of issues. 

When we published I became a joint signatory. The environmental focus caused dyspepsia on the 

other side of the aisle. However much of the factual information was valuable. We often 

discussed the question of whether a regular effort like this would be useful and if so how often. I 

thought it would. A number of other countries were very interested in the report, looked at and 

came to a similar conclusion. 

 

The report, to my view unfortunately, became a centerpiece of President Carterôs campaign for 

re-election. That politicized an otherwise careful effort to keep it out of politics. It was never 

revived by follow-on administrations. Although beginning at the end of this century, the CIA has 

taken a look at the world on a regular basis some five years ahead. A lot of that looks at political 

trends. But some of it also reviews resources and demography and environmental impacts. 

 

We felt we were breaking new ground and putting in place material which could be useful in 

making policy judgments for the time ahead. 

 

Q: I would imagine Brazil would have been at the top of this? 

 

PICKERING: Absolutely, on tropical forests. 

 

Q: How did this work? Did your office deal directly with Brazil or did it go through the ARA? 

 

PICKERING: We kept ARA ( the Latin American region) involved and up to date and worked 

with our embassy in Brazil and set up negotiations with the Brazilians, We also began later to 

look at the ozone and ozone depletion. 

 

Q: Almost theological, it does get theological. 

 

PICKERING: Well, population was a very difficult issue. The Carter administration was 

obviously more interested in population programs than their successors. It was therefore 

supportive of U.S. governmentôs work in AID, which had big programs. State had no programs. 

We had something called the Coordinator for Population Affairs who played a major role in U.S. 

government policy. We had lots of pressures from the Hill pro and con activist efforts to limit 

population growth. There was obviously interest in the abortion issue, domestically and 

internationally and in what role we should play in that area. We attempted to create a policy that 

would be generally supportive working with countries overseas that wanted to adopt 

contraception to deal with demographic problems, deal with growth rates. We did not try to cut 

ourselves off from organizations either internationally or privately that supported governments 

that wanted to control births. That later became a nexus of contention in the succeeding Reagan 

administration. We generally supported the UN Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA). We 
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were basically a very small organization in the State Department, with very big operators at AID 

and elsewhere. We continued to maintain a major role in the policy making and oversight of the 

funding. We were aided by having a few good people and working closely with the outside 

community. We, of course, had community interest and NGO (non-governmental organizations) 

interest from all angles. It was a very tough road to steer between our various clients without 

becoming beholden to one side or the other that we would destroy our effectiveness. 

 

Q: The Carter administration many of the things you were talking about were sort of things that 

the Carter administration was really interested in. 

 

PICKERING: They wereé 

 

Q: And not from a negative sense but you had the sense that the Reagan administration much of 

its interest was essentially negative. 

 

PICKERING: Yes. That led in ô81 -- when they came in I had a call from David Newsom 

probably on the 20
th
 or the 19

th
 of January saying you are one of the few that has been told to 

stay on in your job as assistant secretary. So I stayed on for a while. My deputies, who knew I 

was going to leave all went out, all capable people, and found other good jobs. I had an excellent 

woman lawyer who came over to me I think from either L or ACDA and went back to ACDA in 

the General Counselôs office. I said you have my full backing go see what you can find. I canôt 

offer you alternative work. I didnôt know what I was going to do. In fact, the new administration 

then sent in a person who was to be the new principal deputy. The man who was designated to 

take over my job, Jim Malone, did the ACDA transition so he couldnôt come over right away. By 

the time the new people came in they had such different views about what to do on many things 

from the Law of the Sea to population that I said to them I canôt really help you out on 

unraveling policy ideas that I had been instrumental in putting in place. I suggested I leave and 

they rapidly agreed. 

 

I had a former deputy, my DCM from Jordan, Roscoe Suddarth who was studying Spanish. 

Rocky had gone and done that as something to do between assignments and said he had really 

enjoyed it. I said, ñWell, Spanish is a great language. I donôt know Spanish,ò and so I called Tom 

Enders, the assistant secretary for Latin American affairs because I was told by the Foreign 

Service Institute that to study Spanish ARA has to approve. So I said, ñTom I donôt know what 

Iôm going to do next, I donôt have any idea of where I am going but would your bureau approve 

my studying Spanish?ò, which essentially meant they had to pay for it and Tom said, ñSure,ò. 

After a couple of weeks I went over and started to study Spanish intensively. 

 

Q: Letôs go back to the OES typeé 

 

PICKERING: Oh no, I wonôt take you out of there yet. 

 

Q: What about, I mean, many of the things that one is trying to do essentially to have a rational 

use of natural resources? 
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PICKERING: It was more than that. Each of the areas where we worked in had a national 

interest that was buttressed and supported by or related to a foreign policy interest. So our 

primary view was how do we from the State Department make sure that with respect to these 

activities that we are undertaking overseas as a government the national foreign policy interest is 

well represented, coordinated and prioritized? It was partly policy making, partlyô traffic 

coppingô, party oversight and a little bit of program management but not much. We had almost 

no money for programs. 

 

One of the most interesting things was that we had a lot of Congressional interest and so the 

Science Committee of the House Chairman, Brown from California, been around for a long time 

and a wonderful guy too, said, ñI want to help you and one of the first things that I want to do is 

to tell you that you have to make a report to me by Legislation every year on all the science and 

technology activities of the U.S. government overseas.ò That gave us the right to go up to the 

Mission agencies and to ask about and record all the things we were doing. It was a real dog to 

prepare for the first time, but after that we got it done regularly. It gave us an opportunity first 

hand to know what was going on and tell the Chairman. The Chairman occasionally would then 

have hearings to make sure that things were moving ahead well. 

 

My budget was spread out all over and I had various pieces to defend in various subgroups on 

the Hill. I would go up there frequently to these subgroups of the Appropriation Subcommittees 

to talk about the various budgets. Occasionally, we had science projects or science cooperation 

activities introduced in our budget because that is just where they ended up. So I had a little bit 

of a program budget, it was very small but generally speaking because they were such small 

figures we could talk to them about going along with it. We were not going to be out of control 

and, we were not the most popular group in the State Department. But on the contrary, we also 

represented some kind of foothold for them in the Department in a place where a lot of these 

subcommittees and other activities had really no other relationships. They kind of liked to deal 

with the State Department being the preeminent Cabinet department. 

 

Q: Oh yes. 

 

PICKERING: While things could be difficult, over all from my point of view it was a wonderful 

management experience. We had a lot of diversity of activities. We had a lot of information to 

get on top of, we had a lot of delegation of responsibility which I think I was forced to learn and 

a lot of how do you stay in touch, how do you deal with messy problems that come up. 

 

It was my first occasion to really deal with a lot of widely ramified issues, but we did other 

interesting things. I went and hired a guy because I thought I ought to have some policy planning 

experience in the bureau. I hired a guy who didnôt turn out to be all that I had expected and had 

to let him go after six months, not easy to do but I found a woman who had been an expert in the 

Law of the Sea and was working in the Department in the Economic Bureau had a lot of 

experience. She came in and helped me straighten out that particular area. We did some longer 

term thinking about policy in areas that we hadnôt yet addressed but where we might want to go. 

I had an opportunity to organize an advisory committee which was just after some of the 

legislation had been revised and there were new rules on such groups. But I was able to get, 

given the interest in this bureau in the science community, eight or so people including one 
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Nobel Laureate to come down and spend a day with me every six months on what was going on 

in the world of science and where things were headed. It was interesting enough that I used to 

write Cy Vance a note every once in a while and say that here is where these guys say the world 

is headed in this particularly fascinating area. These are the things weôre doing to stay on top of 

it and here are the things we are going to be working on as we go down this road. 

 

Q: I would think that some of the things that you were trying to do would run against at least 

three rather powerful elements in the Washington political area. One is the Defense Department, 

I mean there would be scientific things they would be doing like sonar and whales today or so. I 

mean there had to be other things that were going on. Two, to a certain extent the CIA which 

was playing around with things and three maybe equal to the military would be the business 

community because of pollution, because much of what you were trying to do was to stop them 

from doing certain things. 

 

PICKERING: None of those really played a huge role. We had I think rather good relations with 

Defense. It was at the time when Bill Perry who was undersecretary for DDR&E (Defense 

Development, Research and Engineering). Bill was tremendously broad gauged just a wonderful 

guy. I didnôt see a lot of him, but I went over to see him a couple of times and told him what we 

were doing and working on. We had almost no problems that I can recall from CIA that worked 

with us on the Global 2000 report -- quite interestingly and willingly as was the analytical 

community in general. We had intelligence briefings. We relied very heavily on very sensitive 

intelligence on non-proliferation and they were tremendously good working with us and we had 

close contacts there. The rest of it didnôt seem to pop out in ways that were difficult. The 

business community was interesting. We did work on seabed mining and Law of the Sea later 

became a much more important issue for me. I spent a lot more time on that at the UN but less so 

here. The fisheries community were essentially an agglomeration of mainly small businessmen 

compared to the big international enterprises that you often deal with. 

 

What else? As I said, environmental groups were tremendously important but also we had a very 

strong relationship initially helped through Frank Press with the National Academy. The 

Academy was right across the street and so Frank on all these trips with government R&D 

experts would usually bring the president of the Academy along and so I got to know him. They 

got very interested in us and they had a number of committees and activities that did a huge 

amount of international work. A number of my staff people kept in touch with the staffs over 

there so that was another area where we had tried to develop good relations. 

 

We had the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) downtown which 

was a kind of science promotion and coordination group, but very serious and basically they had 

a wonderful secretary there to whom early on I said, ñWhy donôt you send me out a list the of 

science graduates that youôre in touch with, a group of top quality interns that can come and 

work in my bureau and can provide us with science support which we needed badly. They can 

learn something about how foreign policy and foreign relations interact with the science. They 

can see the policy process and participate in itò. So we had every year three or four really top-

grade pre-docs and post-docs who would come and work for us for six months. They were great, 

they had brought great ideas, they brought a lot of knowledge, really top quality people, so we 

drew on that and we tried to glue ourselves to the AAAS and the Academy. The AAAS did 
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publish Science magazine, which was one of the preeminent journals for the science community 

on science policy and science issues. We worked with the National Science Foundation which 

basically administers a lot of U.S. R&D and science programs. We collaborated with the NIST in 

Commerce (National Institute of Science and Technology) which was the old National Bureau of 

Standards. A lot of things they did were international and so we knew what they were doing. 

 

I had desk officers all over my activity who were related to domestic Departments and agencies 

in relation to their overseas programs, just as we had a web of something like 30 science 

agreements with major powers around the world. In the Soviet Union, I went there for a number 

of meetings. I became, having just been ambassador to Jordan, an ex officio member of two 

boards of U.S.-Israel science institutions. We in effect before I got this job had endowed through 

the Congress with $100 million a bi-national science foundation in Israel. It supported grants to 

U.S.-Israel joint research projects in basic science. Even more interesting perhaps was a bi-

national Industrial Research and Development foundation (BIRD) which again lived on an 

endowment of $100 million from the US Congress. It was deposited in the Treasury of Israel 

paid Libor interest plus a percent in shekels in Israel for joint projects proposed by partners in 

U.S. and Israel. The idea was to take a science discovery and make it into a product on the 

market. We got, and still have, royalties at the foundation from this. It would provide funding 

and would get royalties on the basis of the productôs success. They did all kinds of things. 

 

One of the most interesting things we did was to recruit an American from Motorola who was 

really a genius at this stuff. He was prepared and interested in going to Israel to live and direct 

this foundation. He had something like a 70-80 percent success rate on these projects that he 

chose. This was way above what American industry experiences. We had very early on very 

smart telephones, desk sets, developed by an Israel company called Tadiran with an American 

partner. 

 

They developed hydroponic green houses that fed plants with nutrients and fertilizers in the 

watering systems. So there were fantastically, interesting engaging ideas to make progress. They 

specialized in the process of shaping the product and then refining and developing the 

manufacturing process. 

 

The third US-Israeli joint Board, which I was not on was Agricultural Research Foundation. It 

was all interesting. I went out to Israel about two or three times a year. In the early days one of 

the key players on the board was Yigael Yadin who had been the Israeli chief of staff but was 

also a very eminent Israeli archeologist. He and I had a lot of archeological interests in common. 

It was terrific to be able to just spend a little time sitting down and talking to him about things he 

was working on. I got to know folks in Israel then, never expecting I would ever go back there. It 

was kind of an anomaly. They had know I had been ambassador in Jordan, but that was never 

any impediment to working on these kinds of things in Israel. 

 

Q: Looking at it here you in many ways have the overall view of the science world. Where would 

you pinpoint, you mentioned Israel, but where would you say the scientific advancements, were 

there a number of scientific advancements in the world? 
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PICKERING: An interesting place was India, it was fascinating. I was also a member of the 

U.S.-India science board and went out there too. I never dreamed that I would ever spend any 

time in India. They were doing fascinating things, medical research of very high quality. Science 

cooperation was one of the main stays of our relationship with India. It continued for a long time. 

They were seeking to strengthen our science cooperation with the government and the business 

community. 

 

Q: What was spurring? 

 

PICKERING: You mean all the European countries with great science traditions? But Japan, 

China were all of interest to us. China was just beginning. One of the things I had the pleasure of 

working on with Mike Oxenberg who was the China hand at the NSC was to help negotiate the 

U.S.-China Exchange of Students Agreement. It accompanied our establishing a full diplomatic 

relations in ô79 in the Carter administration. Over the years they brought about 10,000 Chinese a 

year here in science and technology fields. Only about 80 Americans went to China because of 

limitations on their language ability and the fact they wanted to study political and economic 

questions which the Chinese were not yet ready to open up to us. Deng Xiaoping, had just gotten 

very interested in science and saw science as a huge opportunity for the future. He believed the 

United States was this huge reservoir of science training capability to which he would send his 

bright young people and then take them back to China to work on Chinaôs industrial and 

economic and I presume military development. 

 

Q: What did you feel spurred the Indians into this scientific mode? 

 

PICKERING: I think that India always had a long tradition of interest in math and science even 

under the British and before. Some of the very brightest Indians went into math and science. 

Secondly in our early development efforts in India, we had emphasized education particularly 

science education. Then we did two things that I think were really stupendous. Bilaterally, we set 

up essentially a lot of partners at land-grant universities to partner with India. Many still work 

together. Some of the major Indian universities have ties with Kansas, Iowa and Montana and 

they work very intensively because the Indians were interested in getting into science for 

development. They worked jointly in agricultural research and development, medicine and other 

areas of science. 

 

Then the other thing we did was with a consortium of other countries. We set up 5 or 6 Cal 

Techs and MITs all over India. One of them was the German and one was the British one was the 

American. These schools, Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs), still turn out absolutely first-

class science grads. In fact, I think there was the fortieth anniversary last year of the institution of 

what are called IITs. Weôve drawn a lot to the US. Silicon Valley is populated with them so is 

the Indian IT industry. These were all things that were driving Indian science. You also had 

Indiaôs nuclear program, Indiaôs space program all driving ahead. India as long as thirty years 

ago was still the tenth largest economy in production of heavy machinery and industrial goods. 

 

Q: How were relations with India at this time, they had been close to the Soviet Union, the Cold 

War was stillé 
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PICKERING: Well the one area I worked with the Indians on was only from meeting to meeting, 

three or four times a year maximum. Science cooperation was good because the Indians go at 

mutual benefit. Our people saw it as a great opportunity. We had, particularly in medical and 

health sciences, long relationships with the Indians. We were deeply concerned about Indian 

proliferation. I spent a lot of time, Joe Nye and I did, with Bob Goheen who was the ambassador, 

trying to get the Indians to agree to no more nuclear tests as a way to slow down and stop their 

taking their military program forward. That was the days of Morarji Desai as prime minister. We 

got probably as close to nowhere as any program Iôve been engaged in. It was enjoyable and we 

met interesting Indians, but we made few if any dents! 

 

Q: One of the things, I mean you get a chance to sort of look at the world, why nothing seems to 

be coming out of the Arab world. This is the thing, I donôt know if this is Islam or Arabness or 

what, I mean, there just doesnôt seem to be any you might say productive. I understand that 

stripping away natural resources like oil that the entire Islamic world particularly the Arab 

Islamic world their exports are equivalent to Finlandôs exports. I mean it just seems to be 

something to do withé 

 

PICKERING: I think you need to divide it up. Indonesia is very different than Morocco. The 

Arabic speaking Islamic world has basically the enjoyment of a lot of desert area. The good news 

for them is that a lot of it has oil underneath and they can get at it. They had educational systems 

which were growing non-functional after the 12
th-

14th century. But before that they were the 

center of world attention and epitome of scientific research and development. They were 

basically the people who carried the wisdom of the Greeks and the Romans into the Middle Ages 

and the Renaissance by translating the Greek and Roman texts into Arabic and then back into a 

European vernacular. They had access to manuscripts that had disappeared in Europe. So they 

had played a huge role, but they fell on difficult, stultifying times in part because of economic 

decline and in part because of colonialism. There are a lot of reasons, but Moslems in India and 

Pakistan and Indonesia were of somewhat different character, and played a somewhat different 

role. You find still truly outstanding scholarly people in those groups. I donôt think itôs a generic 

thing or a necessarily is it totally based on where you come from in religion. Europe was very 

primitive in the Middle Ages. It is very true that Europe in its ascendancy eclipsed the world on 

whose shoulders it had to build. That was originally the Islamic world and it is kind of the way 

things have turned. 

 

Q: Did the events in Iran when you were there in ô78-ô81, this is the Iranian Revolution and our 

concentration on the hostages in Tehran and all, did that play any role in what you all were 

doing? 

 

PICKERING: No, almost none. I mean we watched it with interest and I went to the Department 

staff meetings. This was frequently discussed and it was a major issue and I know Dave Newsom 

spent a huge amount of his time dealing with it as under secretary. There were interesting 

questions. Should we continue to hold out for the Shah, could we keep him there? Was there any 

way to do that or, was this new group inevitable, was it going to be radicalized, what was that 

going to mean with respect to the Soviets, how were we going to work with it? We were in one 

of those awful positions where the luxury of stepping back and taking the long view and also 

knowing how it might come out didnôt exist. It was totally clouded -- obscured -- by the notion 
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that todayôs events, whatever they were, tended to drive off the screen our ability to take a longer 

view. Had we only known in the ó60s that in Vietnam nationalism would be a much more 

powerful force than communism, it would not in that sense be seen as a domino. It is interesting 

in fact to see how sometimes the people with whom we fight most bitterly turn out in the end to 

be perhaps closer to than those with whom we had been close allies. 

 

I went to Iran on vacation this year (2004) for two and a half weeks, and it was interesting how 

much Iranians were pleased to see Americans. 

 

Q: Were there any Iranian issues science wise? 

 

PICKERING: No there were not, no. I mean we were concerned in those days about the Shahôs 

little nuclear program and where it might be going. but it wasnôt a high one on our list. 

 

Q: Because I would think looking at that part of the world taking off Israel that Iran and Iraq 

where both had the populations and energetic, educated young people who would really flourish 

in a freer society science wise. 

 

PICKERING: Thatôs true. We were very concerned about Iraqôs program and very concerned 

about the French role. I remember several times I would go to the French and talk to them about 

cooperation with Iraq. And they said of course everything they were doing was completely 

proliferation proof, that nothing could happen, although they couldnôt explain precisely how this 

worked but they said they were not going to provide the Iraqiôs with any material of significance. 

Enrichment would not be provided, but we were worried about the reactor by-products 

(plutonium) as were the Israeliôs. I remember my old friend, Eppie Evron, who was the Israeli 

ambassador coming in to see me on several occasions about the Osirak reactor. I told him pretty 

much what I had been hearing from the French. I donôt think that reassured him at all. Of course, 

they later ended up hitting it while I was there in OES!. 

 

Q: Were you there when theyé? 

 

PICKERING: It was when I was OES, not in Iran. The other interesting thing is we had the 

famous mysterious explosion over the South Atlantic or at least a mysterious event over the 

South Atlantic seen by our Vela monitoring satellite. I donôt think anybody totally resolved it, 

after looking at it in extensive detail it was at least the conclusion of our panel that it was a 

natural event. There are people around who will swear that it was a nuclear test. They found no 

radioactive by-products of it of any kind that I have heard about. 

 

Q: There was a lot of talk that it was an Israeli-South Africané 

 

PICKERING: Joint exploration. I mean we actually knew that the South Africans had started 

drilling holes for a test site by then but we assumed that they would do it underground if they 

did. 

 

Q: How about the Soviets during this time? The Soviet empire had about ten more years to go 

and it seemed to be unbeatable at that point. 
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PICKERING: Well, I went to Moscow a couple of times for conferences. I saw Soviet facilities. 

I remember going to see a Soviet research establishment in high energy physics where we had 

provided a very efficient super-cooled magnet for research in magneto-hydro dynamics. 

Actually, the generation of electrical fields through the use of magnets. I was surprised at the 

primitive nature of the research establishment, the labs and so forth. It was the first chance Iôd 

had to see Soviet stuff on the ground; I since have seen a lot more of it. On the other hand, I was 

impressed by the people that we met. We saw Gerasov, was it Mikoyanôs son-in-law, he was an 

Armenian. Anyway, he ran a science group. I had the opportunity with Frank Press and Mac 

Toon, he was ambassador, to go by and see Kosygin. A very interesting conversationé 

 

Q: Kosygin. 

 

PICKERING: Kosygin was very impressive. We went to the Kremlin and had a chance to talk to 

him for over an hour. He is an extremely interesting conversationalist, obviously very sharp and 

very capable. The conversations were business like, they were not you know tirades and things 

of that sort. I had been with Henry as I said earlier at the end of the Gulf War and sat in on some 

of the meetings he had with the Russians then. That was I think the second experience and had 

seen the Soviets in action in their own country. 

 

Q: They werenôt much of a player then in the work you were doing? 

 

PICKERING: We had some science exchanges but they were limited, heavily circumscribed by 

Cold War military considerations, on what you could do. But we were out there and we found 

some things to work with them on. We had some space cooperation that was important and my 

work in OES also included space cooperation. There you got everything you could think of. 

 

Q: What about space? Was there much, were we working to build up a set of laws to govern 

space? 

 

PICKERING: I donôt think much new. We had a number of programs that were already 

established. It was a little bit like the high seas, as long as you didnôt screw up anybody else you 

could kind of do things that were generally going to be permitted in the R&D area. They didnôt 

want you to leave a lot of extra junk in space but nobody was too tightly circumscribed. We had 

international space agreements and joint research projects we would carry out. I forget when we 

did the jointly Apollo-Soyuz manned space flight. NASA played a very robust role in a lot of 

those kinds of things and we worked with NASA, but they were really quite a power to 

themselves. They had a lot of their own international people around. It was hard for us to keep up 

on what other agencies were doing because we were so small. 

 

Q: Well I think we are getting probably at a good place to stop. I just wanted to say, did you 

when the Reagan transition team came in did you feel that they were keeping you on but was this 

kind of did you feel this was going to be almost a kind of hostile takeover? 

 

PICKERING: There was a kind of hostile takeover because we changed parties. We certainly 

changed philosophies. There was a deeply different group coming in. I think a little bit like what 
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the Bush-Clinton transition must have been like in that sense. Some who were ideologically we 

wouldnôt have called them neo-cons, they were on the right, they were ideologically predisposed 

but most of them on a particular issue or two not in what one would call a general theory of the 

case. Law of the Sea was certainly one of those issues. 

 

Q: But anyway, we will leave this now and we will go to 1981 where you are taking Spanish and 

we will carry on the story after you have learned Spanish. 

 

Q: Today is the 21
st
 of December 2004 and Seasonôs Greetings to the transcriber. 

 

Tom, how many languages by this time youôre taking Spanish, where is the language things, I 

mean, eitheré? 

 

PICKERING: Stuart, let me think, 1981, the best thing to say is the following. I did French in 

high school and in college, then used it in the Navy in Morocco and then came back, I had 

actually passed the written French test in the old examination in 1953 when I first took it. 

 

Q: It was a three-dayé 

 

PICKERING: Three days, three and a half days, I had a barely passing score but it was passing. 

When I came in I did an oral test in French and then did four months of French at FSI before I 

started work, so I had French pretty well. Then I think the next thing I did was I came back from 

Europe, I actually used French in Geneva, and they gave me four months of Swahili and then I 

used Swahili for four years in Zanzibar and Dar es Salaam so that got pretty well ingrained. I did 

Swahili an hour a day while I was in Dar and in Zanzibar, I think I mentioned that I got started 

doing that. 

 

In Jordan I did Arabic an hour a day. I started off first with a retired Brigadier General in the 

Jordan army and then also he had to leave and picked up a very able woman instructor who had 

actually worked with then Princess Muna, the English wife of King Hussein. I had a reading 

ability in Arabic and an ability to understand simple conversation and radio/TV news reasonably 

well, but no pretensions about being able to use that at work. I could use it for asking directions 

and getting around the country and chatting with people. 

 

Then after Jordan I came back and then went to Nigeria and that is about the time we are talking 

of now. And in Nigeria I attempted to do Hausa but could only find a gentleman willing to come 

an hour a week so that was not very productive. Iôll put it that way at least. I still retain a few 

words in Hausa but not much. 

 

To continue on after that, it was by then 1981, but in the period between the administrations in 

ô81, with basically the OES bureau moving over to the hands of folks who had different ideas 

than I did. I thought of taking Spanish in part inspired by the fact that my former deputy in 

Jordan, Rocky Suddarth, was over taking Spanish. Then I thought gee this is a good language to 

get under my belt whether I would ever use it or not. So Tom Enders approved my taking the 

ARA bureau-controlled Spanish course at FSI. I think he approved on the presumption I might 
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be available for an assignment in the ARA bureau. I said fine I would be delighted and so I did 

Spanish for four months. 

 

In the course of my Spanish language study, President Reagan called me and asked if I would go 

to Nigeria on some expectation I would say yes because I had put Nigeria on a list of places for 

the undersecretary for management that I would be interested in going. So they offered me 

Nigeria, I went to Nigeria. Then two years later they asked me to go to El Salvador and I brushed 

up my Spanish. After El Salvador I went to Israel. I did Spanish an hour a day while I was in El 

Salvador after having both had the course and brushing it up so that helped. 

 

Then I went to Israel and did Hebrew an hour a day while I was there for three and a half years. 

While I was in El Salvador I lost my French because I found that the first two weeks in the study 

of Spanish, French was a help. After that it was disastrous, so I literally got into this mindset 

where my mind would suppress French. It was a good exercise, but it took a little bit of studying 

of Hebrew in Israel to loosen up and to get my French back, to get rid of that mental block that I 

had built in. 

 

I then did Hebrew for three and a half years, at post and hour a day was able with the help of my 

instructor to do my 4
th
 of July speech at least half in Hebrew when I was in Israel. I understood 

and could read the newspaper headlines and short newspaper stories, understand a bit of the news 

on TV in Hebrew. I then left and went to New York and so I used all of these various languages 

at various times there. 

 

I had a colleague on the Security Council from Zaire who spoke Swahili, so we passed notes 

back and forth; it was the Zairian ambassador actually. I found that it was useful in New York to 

have had enough capability to converse in three or four different languages. I was able to 

participate in informal meetings of the Security Council whether it was Spanish or French 

without any difficulty. The conversations were multilingual everybody was translated. I always 

used Spanish to speak to the Cuban ambassador who was in the Security Council at the time. 

 

Then, I guess what else did I do, I went to India for seven months and so I started Hindi an hour 

a day, but again left before I had really captured much of the language. Then went to Russia and 

I did Russian an hour a day for three and a half years and I suspect that my Russian is good 

enough to do simple chit chat and conversations, understand a little bit of news and read a little 

bit but not great facility. Russian is complicated particularly to manage the grammar. I could 

understand a lot of Russian, which is a lot easier than managing to speak a lot of Russian. 

 

Q: Well, going back to thaté 

 

PICKERING: Arenôt you sorry you asked? 

 

Q: Well no but it shows what, I mean how did you come out on the MLT (Modern Language 

Testing)? 

 

PICKERING: Not very well, I think there was either a 56 or 59 so I was definitely not in the 

original period a good bet for language learning. But I found that whatever the value of that test, 
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and in my day it was built around Kurdish which helped that nobody spoke it. Now that wonôt 

work, but it was obvious then that I had even from my extensive study in French very little 

knowledge of what it took to learn foreign languages. Now having done a lot of them over the 

years I think I learned something about language learning. I donôt know whether my MLAT 

(Modern Language Aptitude Test) has changed or not. 

 

Q: There is a difference between you know you might say the innate ability and the fact that you 

just do it, I meané 

 

PICKERING: Well there is that wonderful old French story that it works well in practice, but 

will it work in theory. You know, maybe you can learn languages but will your MLAT ever go 

up? 

 

Q: Well Tom in ô81 you are in Spanish and you get this call, is that it? 

 

PICKERING: In ô81, what happened was that I left the OES Bureau, the new under secretary for 

management, Richard Kennedy, former employee over at the Nuclear Regulatory Commission a 

very good guy, former military officer. Dick was an old friend from non-proliferation activities 

together, and so Dick said come on over and tell me what you want. I gave him a long suitable 

list of all kinds of inspired posts at the bottom of which was Nigeria which was certain that if I 

was going to get any post I was probably going to get Nigeria, which was ok. I had been out to 

Nigeria as OES assistant secretary a couple of times, once on a mission with the presidentôs 

science advisor to look at how we could cooperate with Nigeria in R&D. I had some feel for 

Africa and Nigeria and was perfectly willing to go. My wife was disappointed I didnôt get one of 

the great watering spots in Europe but that was understandable at my time and place and career. I 

kind of liked the challenge and the interests that Nigeria had. I was not surprised at all. They had 

generally told you any time the president wants to call you and ask you to go and they told me it 

was Nigeria and I was perfectly happy to do it. He had had the unfortunate experience where the 

calls had not been previewed to the perspective ambassador and the prospective ambassador had 

the temerity to turn him down on the phone, which he thought was a bummer. He was the first 

president to call all these people many of whom were career officers of sterling reputation, but 

not well known and certainly in the view of the demands of the presidentôs time not worth the 

allocation of time that he gave to it, particularly if they were going to say no. The system quickly 

reverted to making sure that yes was going to be the answer, but he was still very nice to call and 

it was interesting that made a difference. I readily agreed and the machinery ground ahead. I 

think I finished Spanish in what would have been May or June succeeded, with a three and a 

three plus as I remember but donôt nail me to the wall and then started to prepare for Nigeria and 

went out to Nigeria finally after confirmation in August. 

 

I had an interesting confirmation because by then the new administrations confirmees were being 

treated in groups. The African group was put together with three or four of us. Among those was 

David Miller, and Dave came in part from business life. David had worked for Westinghouse for 

a few years in Nigeria and I had spent four years in Tanzania and Dave was going to Tanzania 

and I was going to Nigeria. So conveniently on the panel Dave answered most of the Nigerian 

questions and I answered those about Tanzaniaé We both got approved with flying colors! 
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Q: This is Tape 7, Side 1 with Tom Pickering. Tom you were in Nigeria from 1981 until when? 

 

PICKERING: 1983 from roughly November. I arrived in time to do the Marine Corp Birthday 

ball, which is a datable event roughly the 10th of November, 1981. Then left in July of 1983 

 

Q: Can you describe before you went there what were you getting, what were the state of our 

relations with Nigeria and also what was the situation on the ground in Nigeria in ô81? 

 

PICKERING: Both Don Easum and Steve Low were old friends and were predecessors that I 

could consult with. I think Steve had by then left and I got an impression then that we had 

experienced more than a few bumps in the road with Nigeria, that we were a huge customer for 

Nigerian oil and that we were struggling to take this whatever it was multibillion dollar balance 

of trade payments, adverse trade balance in Nigeria and put it round to be a little more balanced. 

Nigeria had been through its post civil war, oil discovery orgy of buying and if you remember at 

one point there were hundreds of ships waiting to unload everything from cement to rice in 

Lagos and other Nigerian ports. That had sort of calmed down. We had the election about a year 

and a half or two years before of President Shagari who replaced the last military leader whose 

name was Obasanjo. General Obasanjo had retired to his farm and on that day he had introduced 

a constitution on the American model. They were introducing a number of the precedents from 

our constitution and that Shagari a northerner of Fulani background had been elected in the 

country as a whole. He was a generally very reasonable man with good judgment and honesty. 

That was not true of his entire administration both with respect to honesty and judgment. 

Nevertheless he remained the balance wheel. They had a northern Foreign Minister who was 

Christian by the name of Audu who was approachable and with whom things were reasonably 

discussable. 

 

The Nigerians ran the country on the basis that it was not preoccupied with foreign affairs or 

foreign relations, but domestic development and internal issues. This was in part the introduction 

of a new, fairly democratic political structure and regime. It followed years of military 

dominance throughout the civil war period beginning in I suspect if my figures are right back in 

ô67. It lasted certainly through that whole period -- there had been successive military leaders 

and coups. So the return to democracy was a new opening, a period that allowed a lot of the kind 

of boisterousness and what I would call general exuberance of Nigerians, particularly for 

political life and economic activity. The civilians were more open and approachable than the 

generally fairly dour, hardnosed and difficult military. Both the military regime and the 

succeeding civilian regime were unfortunately assailed unnecessarily but unmercifully by 

corruption and as a result found that a hard issue to resist. The great Nigerian contribution to the 

English language is the word ñdashò, the pay off or bribe, and dash was certainly a prevalent 

concept and widely practiced. 

 

Q: Maybe you better explain what ñdashò means. 

 

PICKERING: Dash meant simple bribery in its various forms from large and small amounts. 

Nigeria was then the recipient of a very significant amount of oil income and had begun to spend 

the oil income. A lot of that added to the unnecessary urbanization and urban sprawl as 
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individuals attracted from the countryside where life was tough and very demanding to the city 

They went for the bright lights and opportunities. Lagos as a city ballooned unmercifully. 

 

They started to build a system of freeways to get in and out of Lagos which is essentially located 

on a swampy low coast connected with marshy islands that reach across lagoons that penetrate 

the Atlantic coast in that area. They provide for water access but rather difficult living conditions 

just a few feet above sea-level. And they are tougher and more expensive locations on which to 

build roads. All of this kind of wild and exuberant spending I suspect was accompanied by 

contracts that had lots of kickbacks, but it was done in a way that created a freeway system 

which was barely interconnected. So you had not only wild traffic and many additional cars 

brought about by all this new money for imports, but traffic jams that were almost created 

through a science of the failure to think about and actually plan. 

 

The freeways in Lagos were built by foreign contractors from experienced countries. But 

somehow they failed to provide for the regular interconnections. As a result you got mired in 

narrow and crowded local streets if you wanted to go from a north-south freeway to and east 

west one. 

 

Other parts of the country were open. Criminality was fairly wide spread and it was dangerous to 

travel particularly at night in Nigeria, but nevertheless it was a fascinating place My focus was 

on a number of issues. How do we deal with the trade imbalance, how do we improve our 

relationships, we still had Cold War competition particularly with the Soviets going on. They had 

agreed to build a huge Nigerian steel mill which has still never been completed but was under 

perpetual construction. There were plenty of opportunities for people to try to develop and 

further exploit the oil patch. We had several large American oil investors -- Mobil, Texaco 

among them as well as Shell BP which was the largest -- the British-Dutch consortium. They 

played a major role in the development of the oil areas which were essentially focused around 

the delta of the Niger River -- a swampy, difficult to penetrate and not very healthy area. When I 

was there they were beginning to develop significant off-shore oil resources with platforms and 

floating rigs and deeper drilling as well as some movement of oil development into more solid 

land areas adjacent to the delta but connected with the big oil pool that rested in and under the 

Niger delta. 

 

Q: When you got there how did you find dealing with the government on the various things you 

said, I mean, trade imbalance, the Cold War and also trying to make sure that Nigeria was if not 

a city on the hill then a good neighbor or something like that? 

 

PICKERING: They were all significant issues. I would say that the U.S. had considerable but not 

overwhelming influence. The Nigerians tended to be as I said much more focused inwardly so 

that as opposed to Jordan where I could see the King three times a week if necessary, I had a rare 

few meetings with President Shagari, but a fair number with Foreign Minister Audu and some 

with other ministers who were dealing with particular problems. There was always the messy 

problem of Americans in jail, the beginning of the Nigerian participation in fraudulent schemes 

in the United States to tell people that they had just inherited $500 thousand and it would only 

cost them $10 thousand to clear all of that through the bureaucracy. 
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Q: I get one of those things about once a month. 

 

PICKERING: Once a month, youôre on a good list. Nigerians were in fact developing all of these 

capacities and capabilities at that time. There was concern about whether the army would come 

back and reassert control; and indeed that happened just after the end of my tour. My last big 

cable was of a meeting I had with a general by the name of Muhammadu Buhari up in Jos up in 

the central highlands. It was fascinating because my conclusion was that if there is going to be a 

coup, and I could not exclude it, Buhari is certainly the one to lead it. I left I guess in July and in 

August General Buhari carried out his coup so we may have been not as perspicacious as we 

should have been but that was one where I think we had a kind of feel that things were coming. 

He was later replaced by in January by a general by the name of Babangida. General Babangida 

had been a colonel when I had been in political/military affairs and present when I addressed the 

Navy post-graduate school in Monterrey. I remember chatting with him then and when I came to 

Nigeria he was then a general and chief of operations. One of the issues that we dealt with in 

Nigeria was the Libyan incursion into Chad. The Nigerians were prepared to put a battalion 

across the river into Chad and one of the things we dealt with General Babangida on was the 

provision of American military assistance including a floating bridge which the Nigerians 

needed. They hadnôt known up to that point about how to deal with the river between Cameroon 

and Chad, but which they were prepared to manage. 

 

Q: Letôs talk about money first. Did you have a problem with when you have a sort of wild west 

atmosphere of all sorts of opportunities open and bribery and everything else going on did you 

have a lot of problem riding herd on Americans, both American firms and individuals trying to 

come in and tap into the bonanza there? 

 

PICKERING: Well almost no problems at all because they came and did business and we were 

not centrally involved with a lot of them. When they got into trouble which was not too often 

they would come to us. We also had at the time both John Block and Mac Baldrige come out as 

secretaryôs of agriculture and commerce respectively to lead missions to bring Americans in. We 

did a lot of official promotion of American business and business potential in hopes that we 

could find ways to increase our exports and indeed American rice became very popular in 

Nigeria. A number of Nigerians became important middleman in the import of American rice 

and so it became one of the potential equalizer of the adverse trade balance. This in no way 

really balanced the tremendous expenditures we had on oil. But in effect at that time there was a 

kind of three way balance with the Nigeria, West Africa and Europe and the United States in 

terms of the way things went. That was probably likely the way it was going to continue given 

the increasing interest we had in Nigerian oil. It was very light, sweet crude of very high quality 

and very close to the U.S. in terms of transport. We had American firms that had significant 

engagement in the production, exploration, development, and exploitation of the oil fields in 

Nigeria. We had good links in that sense. 

 

The Nigerians always had trouble being totally honest about how they handled the oil income. 

There were always questions on the oil side directly related to finance and as to what would be 

the government share and how would that be organized and how did that get into the budget. The 

Nigerians had a couple of very able oil ministers who knew the business extremely well and who 

often were chairman of OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries). They were able 
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in their negotiations to drive the usual hard bargain with the operators on the American side of 

the oil business to ensure that they got a very solid return on what was produced and sold in 

Nigeria. 

 

There was however just too much oil income money floating around to have any reasonable 

control over it and those in the lead with rare exceptions liked it that way and benefited from the 

lack of control. 

 

Q: Were we trying to get the Nigerians to invest in the United States, I believe like Saudi Arabia 

and all? 

 

PICKERING: Yes I think less than we were to get them to meet some of their development and 

import needs through the U.S. We were less successful in this than the Europeans were. The 

Europeans were in a little bit earlier. For example; the French set up a Peugeot assembly plant in 

Kaduna and imported CKDs (completely knocked down kit) for the assembly of Peugeot cars, 

which were very popular in Nigeria. Nigeria, was then a growing and large market for 

automobiles. In fact, one of the most alarming aspects of Nigeria was the number of wrecked and 

abandoned cars left all over Lagos and then out over country roads. You could sort of tell the 

size of the calamity by the size of the remains. People didnôt spend much time picking those up. 

It was only until much later on after I left that there was a general clean up of scrap metal and 

ruined cars at the behest of the military who sold the scrap. But you could find them beat up and 

turned over and left everywhere. One of the more horrendous recollections I have is coming to a 

narrow, curved railway crossing in central Nigeria, in Niger state, which was littered with trucks 

and railroad cars all of which had seemingly collided and then been pushed out of the way to 

allow traffic to go through. 

 

Q: How did you find, I would have thought that if they had a new constitution based on the 

American model to some extent, you or your embassy would be called upon to give some advice 

about how to run one of these things, as there werenôt really too many Americans models? 

 

PICKERING: Almost never and Nigerians never lacked for creative thoughts about how to run 

their own country and how to run their own constitution. In fact, they had numerous well 

qualified, well equipped lawyers in Nigeria both trained at the British bar and some of them 

educated in the United States. They could provide any kind of advice and one of the more 

creative things they did, having adopted advice and consent to the appointment of ambassadors 

as a constitutional provision in Nigeria, was to refuse to tell their Senate where each Ambassador 

was going. Shagari began to implement this by sending people up to speak to the Nigerian 

Senate and their Senate committee about being ambassadors overseas, but he refused to say for 

which overseas post he was designated these individuals. They were to be examined by the 

Senate merely on their capability to be an ambassador -- seemingly anywhere. 

 

Q: How did you find the foreign ministry, were they getting interested in the United States or did 

they have good representation here or again were they so inward thaté? 

 

PICKERING: They had what I think is mixed reputation generally speaking. There were political 

ambassadors overseas including the US, whose interest in the United States and what was going 
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on here, depending upon the individual, was either large or non-existent. They had staffs which 

were professional. I had worked in the early sixties in Geneva at the 18-nation Disarmament 

Conference. Nigeria was in the Conference. It was one of the two African states, along with 

Ethiopia. As the junior man in that delegation with some interest in Africa, I had been assigned 

the responsibilities among others for liaison with Nigeria and with Ethiopia. It was interesting 

that the Nigerian foreign minister came in those early days and they also saw to the appointment 

of a very senior Nigerian official from the defense ministry who was a very serious man. He 

unfortunately later died early and was not unable to bring his considerable talents to bear in 

Nigeria. The foreign minister was a Biafran Igbo. Nigeria produced some interesting luminaries 

in the early days of independence and some of these still held on in terms of the tradition of the 

country even though they had been marginalized by the military takeovers. With President 

Shagari, they were respected and came back and played their own role in affairs which were 

heavily dominated by internal considerations. 

 

The U.S. looked at the question of trade imbalance but we also looked at Nigeria as an African 

leader and so from time to time the Nigerians would raise with us the intensive negotiations that 

Chet Crocker was conducting over Namibia, its future and South African incursions and interests 

in Angola. We had some long and difficult discussions. There was some Nigerian interest, but 

basically they were not a central player or a key pivot in those issues. They saw themselves then 

very clearly, with white South Africa still dominant and with the apartheid regime in power, as 

the key spokesman for Africa. They were not hesitant to speak out about it. Their African 

neighbors while they may have quietly resented the usurpation on the part of Nigeria of a lead 

role, they were generally prepared to go along. Nigeria was solidly on the African side of the 

issues. The foreign ministry was capable, particularly at the rough equivalent of our assistant 

secretary level, who dealt with problems, had a lot of knowledge and background and were well 

educated and had played a professional diplomatic role in their careers. They followed events in 

many areas of the world and the many things that were going on. 

 

There was also in Lagos a very significant Nigerian business community with many very 

successful members. Also, in the professional community, medical doctors and others were 

prominent and active. There was in Lagos the very strong influence of the local Yoruba 

population. They were active, go ahead and particularly important in the country. Lagos was 

their largest city and they were the locally dominant ethnic group, Although they were only one 

of the three major ethnic groups, two from the south, in an administration largely dominated by 

the north, they were looked to as a kind of balance wheel and to give a smattering legitimacy. 

 

The capital was until then at Lagos although they had begun to build Abuja the new capital in the 

center of the country and were looking forward to move there. They may have before I left in 

1983 actually moved one or two small ministries up there, but not very much was there yet. It 

was then a huge construction site absorbing a lot of Nigerian income and not impossible to get 

to. You could certainly, I did many times drive, to Kaduna in a day, which was another 150 miles 

or so if I am correct, maybe 100 miles north of Abuja. But it often required going over difficult 

roads and sometimes semi-back country shortcuts which we developed in order to get around 

road closures or heavy traffic. Alice and I and the Embassy staff did a lot of traveling, most of it 

by road, but occasionally by air. In 1983, 19 states comprised Nigeria. I managed I guess in my 

first year I visited if not all, most of them. I went to the capitals to sit down and talk with the 
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governors, to meet local officials. Most of them either had universities or were developing them. 

They all were developing TV so I gave TV interviews. I talked to the university leaders to get a 

sense of what was happening in local economies in some of these states. Some of them were 

quite robust. The oil states I think were particularly interesting although they were always 

fighting for what they considered to be their fair share of the oil income. That has been a long 

standing traditional problem in Nigeria. The oil states had divided their income more generously 

with the others than they liked. Nineteen states were a burden; the present 36 make the country 

even harder to manage. 

 

Traveling overland, I was able to visit many fairly remote and interesting areas of Nigeria from 

an ethnic and tribal point of view. One trip late in my tour in Nigeria was especially interesting. 

We went to the upland Gembu Plateau, which was on the Nigerian side of Mt. Cameroon inside 

Nigeria. It probably as I remember was a portion of the old British trust territory of Cameroon 

which decided to go with Nigeria rather than Cameroon at the time of independence. It was 

fascinating because it was a very remote area and there were only two roads in. One went up the 

west side of the plateau and as far as I know we had heard tales of its existence, but really had to 

go and discover it We did a lot of traveling on roads where our outer tire was half over space and 

where two log bridges across ravines were the order of the day. I had a wonderful Nigerian 

driver who did a lot of driving for me and was absolutely superb, He helped us to get there in a 

large Chevrolet suburban. When we finally got to the top, we arrived in a very temperate climate 

at about 5,000 feet. They were beginning to grow tea with the help of some Kenyans that they 

had imported and who understood tea growing. The other road down was even more horrible 

than the road up, full of pot holes and big rocks. It was interesting to see this fairly remote area 

of Nigeria where very few people that I knew had ever gone. I donôt think ambassadors with rare 

exceptions would have got up there to see it. 

 

It was always interesting to visit with local rulers and get a sense of what the local traditions 

were. We were often received by local rulers who treated themselves as local royalty, often 

retaining princely if not chiefly titles. They expected a certain amount of deference but offered a 

certain amount of cordiality in return. They were very hospitable and we would always be made 

welcome. 

 

Q: There are two places that, not in Nigeria obviously Iôve never been there nor know much 

about it except I think of the Biafran War and also the north where I guess the Hausaôs areé 

 

PICKERING: The Hausa speakers are generally on the north side. 

 

Q: Which is such a Muslim and quite different fromé 

 

PICKERING: I think it was interesting because there is still a lot of Moslem penetration in the 

south. There is a fairly significant Christian presence in the middle belt and there are Christian 

Hausas as well. So it is not universally so, but generally speaking if you look at Nigeria from 

north to south youôll look at a heavier concentration of Muslims in the north This is in large 

measure because of the trans-Sahara trade, the expansion of Islam both south from Morocco and 

I think west from Sudan and development of the Hajj pilgrimage route from Nigeria, across 

Africa through Sudan to Saudi Arabia brought Islam early to the north. The pilgrimage route 



160 

helped too to introduce of Arabic and Arabic words in the Hausa language where it has become a 

West African lingua franca, a trade and market language. So there are all these interesting 

influences that play in Nigeria. Christianization in Nigeria by the main line churches has been 

strong, but there has also been a growth in syncretic Christian faiths of local derivation. The Igbo 

east and the Yoruba west were much more heavily Christianized. I had an opportunity to visit the 

east on a number of occasions, sometimes with the oil companies to fly out to places like Calabar 

where Mobil maintained its oil development activities and sometimes to drive which was more 

interesting -- and demanding. 

 

Eastern Nigeria, the Igbo heartland across the Niger River, was very heavily populated and you 

would go to cities like Aba where I visited in the ó80s which was then over a million in 

population. Nobody had ever heard of it outside of Nigeria. It was interesting to see the fact that 

there were very little apparent remnants of civil war hostility, despite some of the brutality and 

some of the severe differences during the fight. 

 

Q: It was really an amazing recovery. 

 

PICKERING: It was an amazing recovery. I think that underneath there were concerns but you 

had the maintenance in the Igbo heartland of almost an exclusive Igbo population. The 

difficulties always were both before and after the civil war that the Igboôs had gone through early 

Christianization and excellent education and began to export trained, educated people to other 

areas of Nigeria to take on civil service and trading as occupations. This over time became 

locally resented as they seemed to be favored by the British against local people. 

 

Q: Was Qadhafi messing around with the north, Islamization andé? 

 

PICKERING: It was hard to detect in a conclusive way, but we saw several influences at work in 

Nigerian Islam. One interestingly enough was the impact of the Iranian revolution a long away 

but there was a lot of attention paid to it in the north. 

 

Q: ô79 because I rememberé 

 

PICKERING: The hostage taking inô79 didnôt end until President Reagan came into office. I was 

surprised during a visit for example in the Kano state government in Nigeria, each of the states 

had well organized governments. The lady minister of labor had a picture of Khomeini on her 

wall She was more interested in the kind of Islamic connection, than she was in the anti-female 

side of the house in Iran. That was interesting. There was some sense that maybe Qadhafi was 

messing around but hard to know. There was more importantly the growth of local movements 

inside Islam in northern Nigeria. Islam in Nigeria was heavily influenced by the brotherhoods 

who had a trans-Saharan connection originally and these were in effect Islamic fraternities. 

 

In addition there was this syncretism well at work in Islam as well as Christianity, gathering 

tendencies from local religions and blending them. Several local prophets or leaders developed 

syncretic sects in Islam which were considered heresies by Muslims and Christians. They 

engaged in violent conflict and even small revolutions inside northern Nigeria and had to be put 

down forcibly by the local police and sometimes the army. It is also interesting that inside a 
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northeastern state in Maiduguri there were actually people who considered themselves and were 

locally identified as Arabs as opposed to Islamicized Nigerian tribal people. 

 

Q: What about you mentioned that when Qadhafi went into Chad, I mean this is when the Toyota 

wars or somethingé 

 

PICKERING: Essentially, yes. 

 

Q: What about Nigeria today seems to be the place weôre always trying to get to send battalions 

here or there as peace keeping. What was happening with...? 

 

PICKERING: In those days that Nigeria participated in a number of peace keeping operations, 

including UNIFIL (United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon) in the Middle East and Lebanon. 

They maintained a large army for an African state. That army was often seen as a place from 

which the UN or others could recruit battalions for service in peace keeping in Africa and 

beyond. The Nigerians had played and continue to play a role in West Africa through the West 

African Economic Organization which was also a vehicle for organizing peacekeeping in Liberia 

and Sierra Leone. Many of these peace keeping operations were heavily dominated by Nigerian 

forces and led by Nigerians, but often accompanied by Ghanaians and others. So the Nigerians 

looked at themselves and their military as important in playing this role. 

 

When I was there the Nigerians spent an enormous amount of money on their military. That later 

declined, but it was the beginning obviously, of a period in which the military then became the 

leaders of the country. When the military ran the country, instead of spending enormous amounts 

of money on the military, some important Nigerian military leaders managed to accumulate an 

enormous amount of money in Swiss bank accounts for themselves. 

 

Q: What was, obviously you had military attaches there, what was their evaluation of the 

Nigerian military? 

 

PICKERING: The Nigerian military were seen as probably one of the better trained in Africa, 

but nevertheless fairly weak, Their NCO (non-commissioned officers) corps was weak, their 

discipline was weak, their military officers were fairly well educated but not necessarily totally 

in charge most of the time. 

 

Q: One of the keys of any really good military seems to be the non-commissioned officers. 

 

PICKERING: I think that is probably true everywhere. 

 

Q: Yeah, including at that time the Soviet Union. 

 

PICKERING: Very much so in the Soviet Union. 

 

Q: Very muché 
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PICKERING: The Soviet Union substituted commissioned officers for many of the tasks that we 

would want to have non-commissioned officers performing. 

 

Q: Did Nigeria at the time there, what were they doing in Chad? 

 

PICKERING: We were attempting to muster some countries to support the government in 

NôDjamena at a time when the Libyans had occupied the long strip along the -- Chad-Libyan 

border known as the Aouzou Strip. It went from the Tibesti Mountains in the northwest of Chad 

all the way across to the Egyptian border. We were beginning to understand that there were also 

Libyan military moves down into central Chad and below, certainly still north of NôDjamena, to 

support local Muslim leaders who were separatists or semi-separatists. As a result we were 

seeking to recruit troops to stabilize the situation around the capital in particular. The Nigerians 

said that they would open up the route from northern Nigeria to NôDjamena and around Garoua 

in Cameroon across the river which flowed I think up into Lake Chad from Cameroon along the 

Nigerian border. We said we were prepared to support them with that and they had a wish list. 

One of the elements was a floating bridge so they could get materials by road in and out because 

there was no existing bridge. When the river went down it was fordable but not always so they 

wanted to have a permanent connection. At one point I think they either actually built a bridge or 

used the pontoons as bridge ferries, military bridge ferries across, They actually deployed forces 

or at least we were told that they did actually deploy up there. Our embassy in NôDjamena 

confirmed it. I had never gone up, but I had been up in Maiduguri but not to the frontier, in 

Borno State around Maiduguri. 

 

It was interesting because one of the recurring events of my service in Nigeria was fire. Very 

early on probably I got there in November, but Iôm trying to think December of that year, it 

could have been the next. Hal Horan arrived from the AF bureau, He was an old friend of mine. 

He and I shared an office together in INR when we first started out right after my finishing at FSI 

in 1960. He was deputy assistant secretary in AF (African Bureau). We were talking to the 

Nigerians about the deployment to Chad and he and I organized a meeting through the embassy 

in the Nigerian foreign affairs ministry in downtown Lagos with the military. We were up on 

something like the ninth floor in the afternoon -- the ministry closed in the mid-afternoon. The 

building was almost empty. As was my want I attempted to walk up, but no they insisted that we 

take the elevators and so we did. We met for a couple of hours and I think it got to be about six 

oôclock and we heard some strange noises and some tinkling of broken glass, but thought nothing 

of it The streets were noisy but we were well above them, General Babangida was there among 

others an Air Commodore by the name of Alpha and some foreign ministry officials, senior 

people As we were about to break up the meeting just sort of chatting at the end, the door to the 

outer office opened and a Nigerian air force corporal walked in and smacked his feet together, 

saluted and said, ñThe building is on fire, Sir!ò Then we heard people shouting upstairs and it 

was not very pleasant. We gathered up our papers and happily gave thanks to the corporal who 

was sent along by my driver who was watching down below the building burning. We were able 

to get out. We didnôt take the elevator. As we walked down the nine floors I think at about the 

fourth floor the lights went out and the electricity went off and we got out of the building. My 

driver took us and we went on the freeway that circled the outer edge of Lagos Island and 

watched this towering inferno cause the Foreign Ministry to disappear -- literally. Unfortunately, 

three or four people who were manning the code room upstairs were killed. There was a new 
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building being built next to the ministry and a couple people successfully leapt across into the 

kind of skeleton structure in the new building and were able to get out. The next morning all that 

was left of this building was one corner of it that was still standing I think several stories high, 

the rest of it totally collapsed. 

 

Of course they had a very ineffective fire department, but this seemingly led to a rash of fires 

including one that affected us directly in December right before Christmas. On a Saturday night 

at 11 oôclock I got a call from Post 1, my residence was on a different island, and I was told the 

embassy was on fire. I got down to the embassy and indeed the embassy was on fire. It appeared 

as if in the four story brand new embassy building only a year or two old, a fire had broken out 

on the third floor and was threatening the fourth floor. We had stored as was the tradition with 

embassyôs in those days a whole bunch of these destructor kits,, highly flammable document 

destruction devices in barrels on the roof. The Nigerian fire department had been called but 

hadnôt responded. It came finally and they were afraid to go in the building. We tried to persuade 

them but it turned out they had no water. Their pump to suck water out of the nearby lagoon in 

front of our embassy was non-functioning. They finally got in with a little water very late in the 

night. A number of us were down there. I thought I had sprained my ankle falling in a hole on the 

dark embassy lawn. It turned out two days later the Doctor told me I had broken a toe but it was 

not severe. My building and maintenance officer, an ex-Seabee, had managed to go into the 

building before the fire had got too bad and turned off all the electrical service inside. The fire 

kind of burnt itself out and the next day we surveyed the damage and then cleaned up. We did a 

lot of document destruction on the lawn and got rid of everything that we could destroy. At that 

point the fire had burned one end of the building through, all the third floor and had gotten up 

close to the fourth floor where we had all of our vaults and communications equipment. It 

actually had burned hot enough to break the connection between vertical steel members and 

horizontal steel members holding up a big piece of the fourth floor vault, so it was not a very 

comfortable situation. 

 

Q: Of course you had the weight of theé 

 

PICKERING: The vault. 

 

Q: The vault on top of that. 

 

PICKERING: They managed to clean out the vault and after a day our communications devices 

which we were able to set up in the cafeteria on the first floor worked. They also flew in an 

emergency package from Liberia so we were able to reestablish communications. The rest of the 

embassy we ran under a Banyan tree in my backyard for about three weeks with people working 

at home. We had outdoor staff meetings and we stayed in communication. I had a wonderful 

Consul General, John Bennett, who later became DCM in Uganda and Ambassador in Equatorial 

Guinea. John moved our consular section to the old Embassy downtown, then the USIS 

operation.é 

 

Q: His name wasé 
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PICKERING: He opened up on Monday morning for visa business without missing a day. It was 

quite a sensational job. We kept business going, and we had a lot of things happening but 

literally we ran the embassy out of the residence in large part. We got back into part of the 

embassy, our Nigerian char force scrubbed the walls clean of a lot of soot which was 

everywhere. It was real a mess. We reconfigured what offices we could reoccupy and we were in 

there almost for a year and a half before I got my full office back as ambassador three weeks 

before I was to leave. It was an interesting experience and of course FBO in it wisdom in the 

early days decided to save money on the new building in Lagos by not putting in the sprinklers. 

And of course without the sprinklers we lost a great deal more in expense than had ended up 

putting them in. In the repair, they were all put in finally. The new building was only two years 

old and had to be completely rebuilt. 

 

Q: You mentioned visas. Looking at things today, how was it at that time as far as Nigerian 

students because today we have Nigerian students who come and then disappear into the 

woodwork and working every sort of confidence trick you can think of? 

 

PICKERING: We had a lot of problems with that. We used to run 700 visa applicants a day. As 

we rebuilt the embassy, we felt that the consular section even rebuilt couldnôt hold them. What 

we did was we built an outside pavilion with a roof inside our gate and put it next to our parking 

lot on the front lawn and then equipped that with seating. We brought people in after they were 

looked at by security and then on a first come first basis sort of occupied seats in the outdoor 

pavilion and then we took them by rows inside. John Bennett had organized an excellent system. 

He had a triage counter where each person appeared in turn and an officer worked to separate 

them. The officer would look at the case and decide whether it needed a review or it whether it 

could be issued quickly. Depending on that he assigned the case to sets of officers working 

behind the windows and then they would review the documents, calling the people up and if it 

was a hard case then they would go to a particular crew that was devoted to hard cases. If it 

looked like an easy issue it was reviewed by a consular officer and usually issued on the spot. 

We managed to do 700 cases in the morning and issue them all in the afternoon and the people 

would come back the next morning to pick up their passports and visas, which was a very 

efficient operation. We had probably at least a 25 or 30 percent refusal rate in those days, which 

is low these days but was very high because of the inability of Nigerians to maintain connections 

at home or to indicate that they could support themselves in the US. Nevertheless, it seemed to 

work very well. John was very goodéstayed attached to a lot of these people and it was useful 

for contacts. It was an interesting way to run things. John had a lookout arrangement that gave us 

an opportunity to meet political figures and others of importance who stopped in for visas. 

 

Q: Did you have a problem of certainly I experienced in the Far East and Korea of important 

figures pushing terrible visa cases on you? 

 

PICKERING: Often we did, but if they would come to me my whole pattern in the Foreign 

Service was to say, ñWe would be very happy to take a look at this, but I donôt issue the visa. He 

or she has to meet U.S. requirements. The visa officer is individually responsible under US law, 

and the visa officer at my request will give it a good look and if they can issue they will but if 

they canôt they will have my full backing to refuse.ò This is the way we did referrals and people 
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would appreciate that and we would take a look at the case and see whether it could be issued or 

not. 

 

Q: You were there during the early years of the Reagan administration and Chester Crocker was 

pushing constructive engagement from South Africa and again that was early days. How was 

that viewed by thisé? 

 

PICKERING: Well I think all over the continent with the exception of South Africa it was 

viewed with uncertainty and with skepticism. I mean the fact that Chet was ultimately successful 

in securing the Namibian independence and Cuban withdrawal was outstanding. That helped to 

change views. I think also what helped to change views was the seriousness of his negotiating 

effort as it became appreciated. Of course, we had the Cubans and the Russians who had a 

different view to take on, particularly given their very strong position on Angola. South African 

incursions into Angola from Namibia also made things much harder and engendered a different 

view so this was controversial. Chet quite rightly spent the bulk of his time dealing with that 

issue so it was hard to get Chet to come to Nigeria. And I think even more because in fact the 

unpopularity of the position didnôt make this his favorite destination in Africa. 

 

Q: No point in going to a place where you know youôre going to get lectured to. I assumed the 

Nigerians were not hiding their light underé 

 

PICKERING: No, no the Nigerians said they had every capability of providing good lectures and 

often did, but you know he paid me a high salary to listen to the lectures so why should he come! 

 

Q: What about the Soviets at that time, were they doing anything there? 

 

PICKERING: Well it was fascinating because we had a number of interesting incidents. One of 

the most interesting was that at one period late in my service, probably ô82, ô83, the Nigerian 

press published a picture of what appeared to be a memo from the embassy cultural officer to me 

recommending that we provide clandestine political support to a Nigerian Muslim leader, a man 

by the name of Chief Moshood Abiola. Chief Abiola was a very successful businessman who 

also was a newspaper entrepreneur. It didnôt, obviously, appear in his newspaper, but it had all 

the earmarks of a Soviet disinformation action. My Nigerian staff were upset and I spent an hour 

or so with them the first day, pointing out the discrepancies and unusual aspects of the document 

to reassure them that we were not engaged in this and why. That my cultural officer who is a 

perfectly nice and a very gregarious lady married to a Pakistani should engage in these sort of 

nefarious pursuits was almost completely unfathomable. 

 

But, in order to deal with this, because this was a period and where we had a Polish ambassador 

with whom we could speak with some reasonable confidence, I began to send messages to my 

Soviet colleague through the Pole. I asked him to understand how dangerous this was in the 

highly volatile situation in Nigeria. I noted it could lead to things like riots where people would 

be killed to say nothing of serious internal political difficulties. The Nigerian government was 

not at all happy. Abiola was not with the government and was a powerful voice of Yoruba 

Muslims in Lagos. He was also someone who could rally people around and had the wherewithal 

to do it. (I will tell you the sequel to the story at the end because it was very interesting which 
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happened many years later.) I arranged with my colleague from Langley that his colleagues from 

Nigeria would put obvious tails on eight of the most prominent Russians whose affiliations we 

knew and shadow them very, very closely and make it very apparent that they were being 

watched very closely. I had him invite his Russian colleague into the burned out embassy and we 

arranged a meeting on the third floor with only two chairs in all of this wreckage and to tell them 

how dangerous this particular escapade of theirs was and that they should cut it out immediately. 

There should be no further efforts devoted to this enterprise. We, I think, were quite successful, 

because at the state dinner a few days later as I was talking to friends I heard quiet footsteps 

come up behind me and then a voice in my ear said, ñYou are playing very dangerous gameò, so 

it died. 

 

Q: There was a rash of these wasnôt there? At leasté 

 

PICKERING: There was, ours was not uniqueé 

 

Q: I canôt rememberé 

 

PICKERING: Milt Bearden was working with me from Langley and Milt and I had fun with this, 

maybe a little too much. The Department and the Agency got a little nervous that we were 

pushing back too hard. We said, ñNo donôt worry we have our heads screwed on and we know 

how to do this.ò They clearly underestimated the potential for street violence and efforts against 

our Embassy which local security was not really capable of handling effectively. But it was kind 

of interesting because it was the first sense I had that people could ever think we would overreact 

to Soviet disinformation efforts. It was certainly not a politically correct view on their part. In 

our view we had the politics right. We had very good relations locally on this issue and they 

understood how dangerous it could be. 

 

What was also interesting was the sequel. In the Spring of 1998, as under secretary, I had 

planned a visit to Nigeria probably in early summer. Susan Rice who was assistant secretary and 

I were planning to go out. I had applied for a visa and General Sani Abacha the last of the 

military coup guys was still in charge and Sani Abachaôs most enduring I guess attribute was that 

he took very large amounts of money and hid it well. We were going out to see whether we could 

get the Nigerians to straighten up and behave or at least become more responsible. I was in Qatar 

on my way back from the Middle East when I was refused a Nigerian visa on a Thursday night. 

Iôm happy to tell you that my tremendous influence in Nigeria was at work because on Saturday 

night Sani Abacha died of presumably a heart attack óvisiting withô two ladies of the night in the 

presidential residence. A General Abubakar took over, a northerner, someone we had known, of 

good reputation. It was obvious that the military had enough of Sani Abacha and his type and at 

last felt that it was time to straighten out and move toward elected civil government. We took 

that as a good signal and again we asked to come out and in two months we went out with a visa. 

 

I came about a week after UN Secretary General, Kofi Anan, had been there. Sani Abacha had 

become president when he in effect stole the government after an election in which my friend 

Chief Abiola of the disinformation operation had been elected. Chief Abiola was clamped into 

jail and spent four years there. And so Iôd asked General Abubakar, as Kofi Anan had, to see 

Chief Abiola who was still in detention, where he had been put by Abacha after the election. We 
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hoped we could use the meeting as a way to get him out of jail. His supporters were claiming that 

he was the legal and rightful president of Nigeria and this made the military just a little bit 

nervous and reluctant to move. 

 

I think he was being held in somewhat gentler confinement than before. General Abubakar said, 

ñYes, of course.ò To our request for a meeting with Abiola We met General Abubakar in the 

morning and in the afternoon at 3 oôclock he arranged for us to have Chief Abiola come to see us 

at a government guesthouse on the presidential compound in Abuja. I went there with the 

ambassador, Bill Twaddell, and Susan. Abiola came in and I donôt know whether he had been 

told who he was going to see, but he certainly recognized me, talked about, even before we sat 

down, the occasions in which we had met some years before. We sat down. Tea was brought in. 

He drank tea, Susan drank tea and Bill drank tea, I didnôt -- all from the same tea pot. (This is 

important because there are continuing rumors that he was poisoned, presumably by us, with the 

tea). He sat next to me on the couch and the others were sitting in the wings of a small setting, on 

o another couch in the living room of this big guesthouse. He suddenly became quite incoherent 

and distracted and didnôt seem to understand what we were saying and after a few seconds got up 

and said that he wanted to use the lavatory. There was one off the corner of the room, the door 

for which sort of faced right into the room and he went over and he was there for some minutes 

and came out with his shirt off. For a Muslim Nigerian in the presence of a woman I felt this was 

a very unusual, disturbing thing to do. He walked to another couch in our direction, sat on it, 

slumped down and slid on the floor. He was a very big man. We ran over. Susan quite smartly 

asked the guest house staff to get a doctor. I felt his pulse and it felt a very strong, rapid pulse. I 

didnôt know what to make of that, I thought that was a good sign but I wasnôt sure. Within some 

minutes a doctor came in and the meantime we did what we could to revive him and keep him 

awake but he wasnôt coherent and was almost not awake. The doctor came in and checked him 

and said this is very serious and we need to get him right away to the presidential clinic. We 

picked him up with the help of security guards and put him in the back of the doctorôs car and I 

said, ñGet our car weôre going.ò I knew right away that if this man died in our presence or was 

going to die in our presence, we had to know absolutely the whole story. We followed down to 

the presidential clinic and waited for about an hour outside the emergency room with its little 

oval glass window where we could look in while they attempted to revive him. The doctor came 

out finally and we asked, ñWhatôs the status?ò. He said come on outside. So we went outside and 

he said, ñHe was probably near dead when we got here. I canôt revive him and there is nothing 

more we can do.ò He said, ñWell I think you better talk to General Abubakar right away.ò He 

said I was here when General Abacha died and,ò he said, ñif there is anything you must do, you 

must get an autopsy.ò. 

 

We called General Abubakar on his cell phone; he said come over right away. He hadnôt heard 

this and so we sat with him and worked on what press statements to make particularly because 

we were involved. He said he had summoned Chief Abiolaôs widow and daughter who happened 

to be in town and Susan went out to talk to them. We finished with the General and then joined 

Susan. His wife and daughter were very, very obviously distraught and apparently immediately 

connected us with his death and were suspicious of our role. We did what we could to calm them 

but the seemed irreconciled to the notion that we had not had anything to do with his death.. 
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We had helped General Abubakar to prepare a press release, which was both factual, and we 

hoped viable. He of course said that he would get the autopsy done. In the meantime we had 

started to work with the State Department to get names of internationally recognized and 

reputable forensic experts. We got the name of the chief forensic officer in Ontario who had a 

worldwide reputation and the U.S. Air Force chief pathologist in Germany and a very reputable 

man from England all of whom who were immediately recruited to come and do this. They 

understood the issue. 

 

We went back to our small embassy office in Abuja and we started to monitor BBC and other 

radio reports and they were pretty awful so I said immediately, ñCall BBC. Iôll offer and 

interview, Susan you get on to the U.S. NPR (National Public Radio) and other wire agencies 

radios and you give your interviews and weôll put all of this together.ò We did a series of radio 

interviews that night to try to calm the situation. Sometime that evening President of South 

Africa, Thabo Mbeki, reached me by phone and I relayed to him what had happened and noted 

we were doing all we could to help calm the situation and that I hoped this would pass over in a 

day or so. In the meantime, it was clear the next day that riots had broken out in Lagos and 

people had been killed over this. We were not happy although I think we allayed some of the 

worst potential problems and we told General Abubakar we would give a full press conference at 

the airport before we left. We delayed our departure and met the press at the airport and talked 

until they finished their questions about what we knew and what we thought was going to happen 

to put this into context and then departed for the UJK on our way home on a US military 

aircraft.. 

 

The final sequel to that was we flew back by way of Toronto, as we were so late when we got to 

London only a Canadian plane was available to cross the Atlantic. At five oôclock in the morning 

I got up to take the first plane to Washington. Coming out of the shower slipped on the floor and 

broke my wrist -- so it was the end of a perfect trip. 

 

Q: What did the autopsy show? 

 

PICKERING: The autopsies were very interesting. They found a vastly enlarged heart with every 

symptom of massive heart failure and all of the chemical tests found no reason to believe as 

everybody imputed from the tea story that he had been poisoned and neither were we. But there 

are still people today, years later who refuse to accept this evidence. I had a very good friend of 

mine writing and saying that General Abiolaôs daughter was on his board and that she had raised 

this very important questions as to his murder while in prison in Nigeria. I wrote back and said I 

happen to know because I was there and that wasnôt the story. 

 

Q: OK, well we are going to stop now and is there anything else we should talk about the next 

time weé 

 

PICKERING: We have a little more to finish on Nigeria and I will talk about a few more of the 

things but just a few. 

 

Q: Do you have a couple things you want to just mention about what you want to talk about? 
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PICKERING: I think one of the things maybe is to mention more about travel, maybe a little 

more about the summation of U.S.-Nigerian relations and where we left them. 

 

Q: OK, great. 

 

Today is the 16
th
 of March 2005. Tom, well you heard where we left off do you want to add on to 

that? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, I think that Iôd pick up a little bit on the issues that Iôd suggested we might 

want to look at. As an ambassador in Nigeria I did a lot of traveling. I believe that travel is 

important, I told you that with respect to my service in Amman, Jordan, so this isnôt a new or 

strange approach from me. It was not particularly easy in Nigeria. The country was not filled 

with facilities that make travel easy. My predecessor, Steve Low, had actually gotten the State 

Department to purchase a van which he equipped in the interior for travel -- a couple of swivel 

seats, a table, a bench, that kind of thing, not that he was going to spend his life in there, but he 

used that and we used that for a number of trips. I found that very comfortable. I also found that 

at a number of places in Nigeria four-wheel drive was really quite important and this van didnôt 

have four-wheel drive so we also had some four-wheel drive vehicles, Chevrolet carry alls, that 

we used. I liked to travel overland although I did put my soul at risk also traveling on Nigerian 

airlines, which were better then than they are now. 

 

At the time I was, there we got to all of the then nineteen states of Nigeria. There are now 36. We 

went to a number of extremely remote areas and found it very interesting. A couple of anecdotes. 

I went to the extreme northwest of Nigeria -- to Sokoto and president Shagariôs home region, 

where, as best I can recall, at the time I went they said that had not yet had American ambassador 

visiting -- similarly to the northeast to Maiduguri. Each of those places was extremely interesting 

-- very Muslim areas. A lot of my experience in the Middle East, in Jordan, helped me at least to 

acclimatize myself to Nigerian Islam which is very different. I went to the highest area in 

Nigeria, which everybody nominally believes is the Jos Plateau in the center of the country, but 

is actually near the southeast corner where Mt. Cameroon, in Cameroon, has a plateau system 

connected with it that slopes over into Nigeria called the Gembu Plateau. It was a fascinating 

trip. I donôt think any of my predecessors had been there and very few ambassadors. It was over 

5,000 feet high which is very high for Nigeria. The road up on the western side nobody that I 

knew had taken. It was a fairly precarious road in the sense it was hung on the edge of an 

escarpment. We made it ok, but up on top crossing ravines they had double log bridges where we 

all got out of the car while the driver safely maneuvered our vehicle over that. We stayed in the 

capital of the plateau region -- Gembu. We were well received by all the people and found 

interestingly enough there were a couple of Kenyans who had been imported to raise tea up 

there. The Nigerians were interested obviously in their own tea production. The road we went 

down was on the north side of the plateau but we went up the west side and down the north side. 

The road on the north side had obviously been built about the time of the First World War and it 

seems never repaired. It was full of enormous potholes and huge rocks. Nevertheless, it was the 

road everybody used to go up and down and the Nigerians somehow maneuvered even small 

private vehicles over this road. We had trouble doing it in four-wheel drive but it was an 

interesting example of how remote it is. 
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On the way up we visited a local leader in a town called Rukari and the story about this local 

tribal chief, was that the Rukari leader appeared anew every seven years and then disappeared 

after seven year and then a new leader came. So one wonders basically how all of this was 

accomplished? Whether in fact an assassination was involved or not? 

 

Q: The king must die. 

 

PICKERING: It does sound a little bit like that. 

 

On a different trip we visited a very remote area in what was then Cross Rivers state. We had 

gone first looking for the only Catholic cardinal in Nigeria. We found his house in a very remote 

area. He had left and one of the sisters who was taking care of the house told us that he had left 

although we had written him ahead of time and hoped to see him. Nearby, we visited another 

local leader who in fact was quite interesting because of the nature of the welcome that he gave 

to us in his meeting room. The local government secretary, the local government administrative 

secretary, stood up to welcome us and spent about three-quarters of his address telling us how 

American Presbyterian missionaries had saved this group from cannibalism. Then we had a 

healthy lashing of snaps and we went to the door of the household while he did libations and in a 

series of prayers combined what appeared to us first to be the Virgin Mary with a local monkey 

god in a very eclectic way. Then we visited his shrine which was full of the skulls of local 

monkeys. We came back and had some very warm champagne to celebrate this obviously 

religiously tinged event. He invited us to lunch where he proceeded to make sure that we 

understood that our lunch had come from a hotel thirty miles away while in fact he enjoyed a 

lunch of local stew. We werenôt quite sure what was in the local stew and we didnôt want to ask 

in light of the speech of the administrative secretary. 

 

The interesting situation when I left the country was that Nigeria had had a couple of years, 

maybe slightly more than my two years, under the first civilian rule since the end of the civil war 

in the early ó70s. General Obasanjo, who now happens to be president of Nigeria again, had 

stepped down and gone back to his farm and a man by the name of Shagari had been elected. He 

was from northern Nigeria, a Fulani. Shagari ran this administration over the two years that I was 

there personally. Unfortunately, the administration gathered an increasingly egregious reputation 

for high-levels of corruption. It was clearly uncertain at the time I left as to how long that 

administration would stay in power. 

 

One of the last cables I wrote was after I had visited a general in north central Nigeria actually in 

Jos where he was a local military commander by the name of Buhari. People told me that 

General Buhari was a competent general but one who also had a political interest, I might say. I 

spent a couple hours with General Buhari in Jos. We had a very nice conversation. I asked him a 

lot about Nigerian politics and about what he thought about it and the role of the military. He 

was reasonably direct and concerned by corruption and the failures of the civilian government. I 

came back convinced that if there were to be a coup in Nigeria, you could certainly expect 

General Buhari to play an important role. I left Nigeria I think in early July and if Iôm not correct 

by mid-August woke up one day with the news on the radio that General Buhari was indeed the 

new man in charge in Nigeria. He interestingly enough he lasted only until January of the next 

year which would have been 1984, when another man that I had known quite well in Nigeria, a 
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General Babangida had displaced him. Babangida stayed in power three or four years before he 

was replaced by another man. The other man, General Sani Abachaôs rule ended just before the 

story I just told you about the broken wrist and the death of Chief Abiola. 

 

Nigeria is a fascinating place. Our relationship with them continues to be reasonably good. We 

still had a huge dependence on Nigeria for oil and they still were at the time I left a pretty good 

customer for some of our rice and some of our milled flour and things of that sort, which were 

appreciated in Nigeria. 

 

Q: A couple questions. At this time you talked about the remote regions, did you get a feel for 

how much the sway of the central government affected those areas? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, most of the places we went were either older established states, Nigeria 

began with three regions left over from British colonial government, or were newly established 

states which were in fact just finding their own way. With the extensive oil money, Nigeria had 

the luxury, indeed the capacity, to establish new states with central government support for the 

funding. Establishing new states meant that you had to have a new capital, a new legislature, a 

new parliament building, a new governor elected and so. Nigerian ambitions for states extended 

well beyond establishing a capital and a university, you had to build a radio and TV station for 

the local state, all of those kinds of things went along with it and lots of housing. The British 

tradition in colonial times was to provide housing for their expatriate British officers. When the 

Nigerians took those over, they expected housing and they expanded the base by including most 

of the Nigerians of the same rank. So establishing new states became a huge, expensive 

enterprise. Tribal and local interests pushed for a larger and larger number of states. It 

contributed mightily to local nationalism and indeed many of the states were designed to be 

established because the tribal groups that were concerned wanted in fact to have their own new 

state. They looked less to the federal government for advice and leadership, except for money 

where the federal government was increasingly important to fund building -- enhancing their 

own role locally. The states were very highly localized. Politics was very highly localized. The 

process tended to pull away from the center rather than to contribute to the center, which was, 

then located in Lagos. But the major ministries in Lagos all had their activities. People got paid 

fairly well in those ministries. It was not quite clear to all of us much of what they actually did. 

Unfortunately, corruption fed off and was more deeply entrenched over time as a result of this 

process of new state creation 

 

Q: Did you see any results or residue of the Biafran War? 

 

PICKERING: I traveled to the east on several occasions. On my long trips, I saw almost no 

evidence of it. It had been over about ten years when I arrived in 1981 and traveling throughout 

the former Biafra area and staying in some of the large cities, one saw basically the traditional 

Nigerian and Igbo preoccupation with market life, with urbanization. 

 

The interesting thing that struck, me particularly in Igbo land was the prevalence of education. 

You could drive down any major highway and in the space of a mile and count three or four 

schools. It was quite astounding the degree to which this had happened. Many of these but not all 

of them were connected with churches -- Roman Catholic and Anglican. A number of them were 



172 

state schools; they seemed to co-exist side-by-side. The impression you had was that young 

person in Igbo land was in school most of the time. If you looked at the structures, they were not 

elaborate. Many of them were huts or collections of huts surrounded by fence. But they were all 

identified with well painted signs; you knew what they were. That was quite amazing because I 

think it accounted for what most Nigerians thought about Igboôs. That they were well educated, 

over reproductive and managing things for the government and business all over the country. 

The cultural significance of the preoccupation of the major ethnic divide -- Hausa-Fulani, 

Yoruba and Igbo -- was real for especially the Igboôs in Nigeria. One of the reasons why they 

had declared their own independence and run acropper with others around the country, was they 

tended to have gained in the pre-civil war period perhaps more government jobs as a result of 

this focus on high level education. There was a thirst, indeed a demand for education. They were 

willing to be activists and work hard and go ahead. I assume during the colonial days they were 

also favored for the same reasons by the British 

 

Q: With Igboôs, did you see a repenetration or a continuous penetration of Igboôs into the 

administrative apparatus or was there an effort to kind of keep them down or limited or 

anything? 

 

PICKERING: My impression was during the civil war a lot of them had gone back to Igbo land 

from the north and west because it was too dangerous for them to stay. Numbers had been killed 

and you didnôt see a large return of Igboôs, particularly in the north. Ojukwu, who had been the 

leader of Biafra, came back from England while I was there. He was allowed to return from exile 

and handled himself very well. People welcomed him back. There was no revival of the civil 

war, despite its bloodshed and despite the depth of feeling during the civil. It was not a civil war 

whose lingering consequences were to divide the nation radically and for a long period of timeé 

 

Q: I think this is one of the really truly amazing stories on a world basis of how the ____ could 

be dead. I was interviewing Judith Kaufman yesterday and she was talking about Nigeria as of 

today in dealing with endemic diseases particularly polio and saying that in the north of Nigeria 

the Muslim area some of the religious leaders had been denigrating polio vaccine as being a 

western plot to pick on the Muslims. Have you seen any, not that particularly, but any 

manifestations of paranoia or political opportunism on the part of the Muslimôs to manipulate 

things, using western things as a weapon? 

 

PICKERING: A couple of things that were in evidence but not too much. I maybe mentioned 

this earlier that the minister for labor in the Kano state government when I was there was a 

woman. I was quite surprised to walk into her office and find a picture of Ayatollah Khomeini. -- 

They are not Shia in Kano. The women in the north arenôt widely veiled then or subservient, they 

were not widely observant. I think that this represented for her, a Muslim, a sense of 

revolutionary independence for Muslims in Iran and around the world. That was something 

obviously that she seemed to admire. 

 

The other kinds of things were that there were in Nigeria syncretic off shoots of Islam. The 

Maitatsine for example, who were gathered around a local prophet who was if anything more 

than a mild heretic. They entered into pitched battles with other Muslims over promoting their 

heresy. That could have been one of the root causes of the northern concerns about polio 
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vaccinations as being an anti-Islamic plot. They were powerful. (Later Boko Haram emerged 

from the same region and it is interesting to speculate how one of these movements may have 

antedated and engendered perhaps the emergence of the other?). 

 

In the later years we have seen two other such phenomena; one an old one with Christians and 

Muslimôs battling in the northern part of the Middle Belt and the southern part of the north 

particularly around Kaduna and there were in fact some very bloody riots took place two or three 

years ago. Christian-Muslim tension has been present there for a significant time. Some but not 

many Hausa and Fulani who were Muslim were converted. Many of the Middle Belt tribes, 

which were not Muslim, were heavily influenced by British Christian missionaries and then by 

Nigerian Christian missionaries. 

 

At the same time you saw another phenomenon, movements in the interest of sharia law. Nigeria 

in the last ten years has gone through the period of gradual sharia-ization with some really 

difficult problems because of the requirement among others, to stone women to death for the 

crime adultery. That has caused a lot of international concern as well as domestically among 

non-Muslims. I talked to Obasanjo about this a few years ago. He made it clear that he didnôt 

think he could block the movement; he is not a Muslim but a Christian. But he did say that he 

could block the more outrageous applications of the law as well and its application to non-

Muslims. That is where he was attempting to draw his line in the sand. 

 

The final point is that Islam was also growing in the coastal regions among the Yoruba at least. It 

was not true that the north was exclusively Muslim and the south exclusively Christian and there 

would be no intermixture, quite the contrary. You found in the southern part of the north where 

people tended to be less strict in their adherence to Islam, some Christian penetration and you 

found Muslim penetration in the southwest, certainly in Yoruba land. I donôt know about the 

Igboôs or among the tribal non-Igbo people on the southeast corner of Nigeria. There were still 

many who followed traditional religions. Many in the so called Middle Belt did so, but the area 

was as well also in part Muslim, in part Christian 

 

Q: At the time, did you consider Islam in this manifestation in Nigeria to be Iôm not sure if it is 

the right term but, anti-progressive, in other words, weôre seeing so much of Islam and saying 

letôs return to the days of the prophet with getting back the fundamentals or something like this? 

Was this theé? 

 

PICKERING: No we didnôt see the national leaders who were Muslim or the military leaders 

who were Muslim in any way anti-modern. Education and new opportunities all seemed to have 

kept them from becoming rigorous fundamentalists. We saw in the countryside that the syncretic 

groups like the Maitatsine had a much stronger hold on social life and individual practices, not 

fundamentalist in the Middle Eastern sense of wanting to observe life as it was observed among 

Muslims in the 8th century. Rather, they blended traditional and Islamic ideas and then became 

rather strict in enforcing those blends. They were militant against others. I think you also have to 

understand in Nigeria the presence and influence of the Muslim of brotherhoods, traditionally, 

historically having come down from North Africa, particularly Morocco. They were indeed very 

significant organizations that over time also developed political influence. 
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Q: Well then you left Nigeria when? 

 

PICKERING: I left Nigeria in July of 1983. 

 

Q: When you left there were no major outstanding issues, problems with Nigeria? 

 

PICKERING: There were some. There was still a problem with the balance of payments and 

trade. We never really did succeed despite a number of visits and hard work by my people in 

getting Americans significantly to increase trade and investment in Nigeria outside the oil 

industry -- but more importantly to sell in Nigeria to counter balance the very large and 

beneficial trade balance in favor of Nigeria. That was difficult. We had good but not perfect 

relations with the Nigerians. They were supportive on a number of questions, particularly in 

West Africa where they had already begun to play a role in Economic Organization of West 

African States (ECOWAS) with a Nigerian military participation in peace keeping especially in 

Liberia first and then Sierra Leone. There was a change of government in Ghana when I was 

there that put Flight Lieutenant Jerry Rawlins in charge, a military officer The Nigerians felt 

strongly enough about that to expel Ghanaians and they did it, they said, because democracy had 

been overthrown. Not much reflection then on their own history of military coups! It had the 

advantage of reopening jobs for Nigerians that the Ghanaians were doing in the country. The 

Nigerians were clearly interested in becoming even more powerful leaders on the African 

continent. They saw themselves as certainly in their part of the continent the biggest country and 

therefore the most important country in the region. They had begun to have a look around at who 

else might come along, including South Africa. There was some relationship there but not much 

of anything that mattered had really been established. They had supported the ANC (African 

National Congress) in South Africa and its interest in obviously gaining power, ending apartheid 

and in opening up South Africa. 

 

Q: Well then in ô80, l983 whither? 

 

PICKERING: It was very interesting because in June of ô83 I was in London for some minor 

medical treatment. I think I had it on a Monday and was back in the hotel with my wife about six 

thirty waiting to go out to dinner. I got an unexpected call from Ken Dam who was then George 

Shultzôs deputy secretary. Out of the blue, Ken said, ñWe want you to go be our next ambassador 

in El Salvador.ò I hadnôt even known that El Salvador was open, but I said, ñGee Ken, Iôm very 

happy with where I am and Salvador sounds like a hell of a mess. I donôt think Iôm your boy. I 

donôt have much Spanishò Ken said, ñWell you really ought to take this seriously, itôs very 

important to us and we need to have you take it on.ò I said, ñI did study Spanish two years ago 

but I havenôt got much fluency. Iôve not used it and donôt you have somebody who is better 

equipped to deal with this particular problem. Please tell the secretary Iôm pleased and honored 

to be asked but Iôm not really interested in making this move.ò 

 

Salvador had been in the center of lots of controversy for a period of time and it was not an area 

where I necessarily could bring any expertise to bear. I thought, wow, Nigeriaôs unhappy enough 

not to have to take this one oné 

 

Q: How about Switzerland? 
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PICKERING: Yes, something good, so he and I hung up. I said to Alice who was with me, letôs 

wait and see, if they want this to happen I will get another call from Larry Eagleburger who was 

under secretary. And within thirty minutes the phone range and there was Larry Eagleburger on 

the phone. Larry and I had known each other for a long time. He said, ñTake this assignment itôs 

very important to us.ò I said, ñWell Larry, if itôs so important to you, I think maybe I better go 

back and talk to George Shultz about it, because I have a lot of questions about what I hear about 

our policy and where weôre going and whatôs happening. It would at least be helpful that I get a 

sense from the secretary what he thinks is going to go on there so I can give him an informed 

answer.ò He said, ñThe tickets are at the embassy.ò So I went over to the Embassy and hopped 

on an early plane and came back almost anonymously. My wife of course knew I was there. The 

next morning after I got back I spent an early hour with George Shultz. He was very kind to give 

me a lot of time and we spent an hour and talked about this -- mainly the situation and the policy. 

George in his usual tremendous way said, ñI picked you, I donôt know you but everybody told 

me you could do this job.ò I said, ñThatôs flattering,ò and then he said, ñI know how it is around 

here, you know, if you donôt take this job, donôt worry it is not going to impact your careerò, he 

said, ñIôll make sure.ò I said, ñThatôs kind of youò, and then I said, ñLetôs talk about the policy 

and what youôre doing and where itôs going.ò I said, ñHere are my ideas, Iôve thought a lot about 

it,ò. He said, ñWe are both in the same book. I have a meeting now, come back in half an hour.ò I 

did, we spent another 30 minutes talking and at the end I said, ñYouôve convinced me. I know 

Iôll have your support and that the direction in which you and I have talked about going is the 

right direction. I will do my best.ò (I had not met with Tom Enders who was the assistant 

secretary before hand). Secretary Shultz said, ; come with me, weôre going to the White House to 

see the president.ò So we went over to the White House and waited in that little oval room 

downstairs that opens up onto the back lawn. He said, ñThe president has gone out, heôll be back 

in few minutes and I want to introduce you to him as our next ambassador to El Salvador.ò He 

was in a huge battle, I didnôt know much about that. The White House had planned to send a 

military officer, a perfectly nice guy I knew him later, I guess he later went to an ambassadorship 

in another country, but George Shultz didnôt think that this was the right person or was the right 

approach in the White House to deal with the problem in El Salvador. 

 

The president came in, we shook hands and he said he was very happy to see me. George 

introduced me as the next ambassador to El Salvador, the president said, ñThatôs fine, we are 

delighted to have you.ò I said, ñIôm honored to serve.ò George then said, ñNow come with me.ò 

So we got in the car and went back over to the State Department and he had a press appearance 

at the noon briefing. We went into the press room. Tony Motley had just come back from Brazil 

and he introduced me and said Tony was going in to take Tom Enderôs place and he had me to 

go in to take Deane Hintonôs place in El Salvador. So he introduced us. I didnôt have any time to 

call my wife much less my daughter who was in the State Department working as a lawyer. After 

that I got on the phone to Alice and said this was going to go ahead and I had discussed the 

policy ideas with the secretary. She and I talked about the logistics. She said she had a good idea 

that if I saw Shultz, I would take the job however hard and challenging it looked. She of course 

was right. She became a great fan of George Shultz and so did I. I went back to London and to 

Nigeria for a week and then I persuaded them that I really needed help on Spanish. I came back 

and did Spanish intensively for two weeks, went back to Lagos again, signed out of Nigeria and 
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then I came back and spent my time reading into El Salvador in the afternoons and intensive 

doing Spanish in the morning from 7:00 a.m. to noon. 

 

Q: Our whole Central American policy was very much dominated by the presidentôs concern 

about this and it was in a way kind of like, not necessarily the same situation at all, but like Iraq 

here a president came in with a real concern and there was a problem there too. About this, what 

had you as a professional Foreign Service officer off in Nigeria been picking up about our policy 

at that time and the situation in Central America? 

 

PICKERING: Enough to say that you are right that one immediately thinks in later years of some 

of the concern about Iraq and of course in the pre-preoccupation with Central America. 

Congress, particularly the Democrats and the public had Vietnam very much in mind then as we 

moved into Central America. Vietnam had a certainly serious influence on the way people were 

thinking in the country. It had less influence on the presidentôs concern. The president was 

deeply preoccupied with what he saw as the growth of communist penetration. He talked about 

local issues of under development and poor governance some, but also to a greater extent he was 

spun up in this Cold War concern by people around him who were deeply despairing of the 

notion that the communist dominos were going to tumble toward Texas. In effect these small 

states were only becoming communist stepping stones to a full penetration of the hemisphere 

with the aid and support of Fidel Castro and others. That seemed to me an exaggeration and 

ignored many of the problems of these countries -- overpopulation especially in El Salvador, 

authoritarian, óoligarchicalô and or military dominated regimes, poor economic development, 

poverty and serious unemployment and human and civil rights violations. 

 

Q: This is Tape 8, Side 1 with Tom Pickering. 

 

PICKERING: So we were in El Salvador and we are talking about the policy. Some elements on 

both sides of this were all true. In one sense it was very clear that the guerrilla movement was 

being supported by Cuba, and Nicaragua played an important role. The FMLN (Farabundo Marti 

Front for National Liberation) in El Salvador -- the grouping of five as I remember independent 

of organizations conducting guerrilla warfare against the government was there and gaining 

ground. On the other side, there was a deep fear that we were over hyping this activity and that 

we would become extensively bogged down as in Vietnam. There was widespread concern that 

we were supporting all the wrong people -- the conservative oligarchs and military -whose major 

role was to insure their continued domination of their country. These was real concern these 

people were not particularly political adept and certainly not very interested in democracy as we 

saw it -- they had committed very serious human rights violations, but so had the guerillas. Much 

of that was true in El Salvador. I think that there was in the mind of most of those in the State 

Department who followed this, the need for what I would call a robust, but balanced policy. It 

would be a policy that involved a tremendous amount of focus on economic development, on 

social change, on democratic development and certainly fighting against the abuses that were 

committed in various places either by the military or by the shadowy death squads or by the 

people in the extreme right who were presumed to be the supporters of or indeed the 

underwriters of this kind of activity. There was at the same time a realization of the need to 

promote local alternatives in a stronger more adept military which could deal with the military 

action of the FMLN. 
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A different group, some in the NSC staff and some in the Pentagon although much less in the 

Pentagon, maybe a few in the intelligence community, Bill Casey was then the DCI, (Director, 

Central Intelligence) who thought that the only way to deal with this was in fact to stand up the 

military.- to focus all of our attention on the military regardless of the fact that they had been 

abusive to their own people. They were seen as the only bulwark, the only defense system, 

between El Salvador and the Rio Grande. Therefore they had to be at all costs supported -- 

backed and supplied. The Congress was divided down the middle with more people skeptical and 

questioning every day as in fact the policy didnôt seem to be making progress. It didnôt provide 

answers or a solution to the problem. Things were getting messier and messier. This was aided 

and abetted by clear efforts on the part of those who didnôt like our policy, including those who 

opposed our continuing support for the regimes in the region, to develop a strong domestic base 

in the United States. 

 

Some of those had very strong connections through the Roman Catholic Church to the Liberation 

Theology Movement. It was basically a very liberal movement in the church that saw progress 

coming through major changes toward societies which dealt more fairly with their members. 

They were aligned with the guerrilla organizations in El Salvador through a common purpose to 

bring about change -- and there were priests, some from Europe, who were involved with the 

FMLN. Others were not; the church was divided. Many of those groups particularly after the 

right wing had murdered nuns, American nuns in El Salvador, were clearly aligned with the need 

for change. One of my predecessors, Robert White, who was Ambassador at the time of those 

murders, was rightly outraged by what had and was happening with the collusion of the military 

and right wing leadership. Bob and I were both graduate school colleagues together so I knew 

Bob quite well. Bob felt that as he went from the Carter administration into the Reagan 

administration that the policy had changed radically against what we were trying to do. In fact 

that if you talked to him he would say that we in effect were providing support to the worst 

elements in the country rather than the best elements. This created a significant domestic 

backlash against the administrationôs ideas. There was extensive debate and a lot of 

consternation and unhappiness. What to do was not a settled question. That is one of the reasons, 

to get back to your question, why what I knew about it in Nigeria disturbed me and why I wanted 

to talk to the secretary of state before I accepted his offer of the job. 

 

Q: How did you find Shultz looking at this? Shultz of course had been brought in this wasnôt long 

after Haig had left? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, Iôm trying to think when al Haig had actually left. The administration began 

in January of ô81, by ô83 he was out. I had actually seen General Haig, he was meeting some 

Nigerians in Brussels. But that was the only time I had actually seen him in the course of my 

Nigerian assignment I went up there to join the Nigerians for a meeting. I suspect that Secretary 

Shultz had been in office for maybe for a maximum of six months, maybe less, I will have to 

look at the record. Secretary Shultz was very open to what I would call a policy that was 

prepared to fight the battle on multiple fronts, political, economic, social, on the need for real 

changes, and very open to the need for greater foreign economic assistance and dealing with 

economic and social problems as a principal way of bringing about change and an end to conflict 

in El Salvador.. 
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Q: You are talking about multiple fronts including within the Washington timeframe? 

 

PICKERING: Exactly, and including basically the ideas and thoughts that had come out of the 

then ARA Bureau of the State Department under Tom Enders. It was interesting later having a 

chat with Tom, after I had accepted the job, the things that he told me about where he thought 

things we ought to be doing, where he wanted to take them and where, in fact, I thought Shultz 

would go. I didnôt find huge differences there. I think Tom had his differences with other parts of 

the bureaucracy and that probably led to the pressure on Shultz to bring in another assistant 

secretary. 

 

Q: Unlike so many assignments, when you went out there you really had a real agenda then, I 

mean, what you wanted to do which is go in? 

 

PICKERING: We had a big agenda. 

 

Q: Sometimes you are just continuing as it was in places and deal with the problems as they 

come up. 

 

PICKERING: I mean we had to do it in the light of the big split in the country, in light of a very 

negative press, in light of strong opposition groups all around the country, in light of a credibility 

problem of some significance for what we were saying and doing, in light of different views 

about how to handle the military, in light of different views about how to deal with the 

Salvadorians, in light of some different views about how to deal with human rights violations in 

El Salvador. I felt Shultz, Tony Motley, certainly we talked we all had pretty much the same 

view and I donôt think it radically changed while I was there. 

 

Q: As you prepped for this, were you hit by the various pressure groups including the glitterati of 

the movie and TV people? 

 

PICKERING: What I did was I told the desk that I wanted to see as many people as I could, 

including people from the opposition groups. The human rights groups asked and, of course, I 

said I would see them. I wanted to be in a position to tell everybody that I had heard their views 

and that I was going to stay in touch with them and I felt very confident after talking to George 

Shultz we would pay attention to their concerns. I said that they should watch us and score us on 

our successes and failures rather than on their predispositions to take one or another spokesman 

of the administration as the final view. As I remember I donôt think that the confirmation 

hearings were particularly bad. I have to go back and look, but I think we got all the usual range 

of questions. However, none that I found was terribly troubling to me. I donôt come away these 

years later thinking there was any particular special problem there. 

 

Q: Did you get any feel for the White House, the NSC, later this Camp Iran, Contra affair? 

 

PICKERING: I certainly did. 

 

Q: Was this apparent that there was a realé 



179 

 

PICKERING: It was apparent that there was a real difference. Constantine Menges whoôs since 

left the scene, although he and I have always had personal relationship, had an entirely different 

view. He had a sense of what I would call it a fairly highly developed concern (even paranoia) 

about what was happening in the region. This tended to drive his perspectives about the 

untrustworthiness of the opposition and their willingness to use all possible methods to destroy 

us and our, or maybe his, friends in El Salvador. He didnôtô advocate to me that we should 

involve ourselves in human rights violations or death squads. He was circumspect and very 

careful about that. Most of the other people tended to focus in on their own bureaucratic stove 

pipes and the related fears -- so AID and its program, the Defense Department and the training 

and equipment program to help the Salvadorian military -- where was that all going were for 

them key questions. 

 

I found a couple of things that I thought were anomalies. There had been a withdrawal of 

dependents from the mission. I think that Deane had reversed that or Ken Blakely who was the 

Chargé, DCM in-between, so I didnôt have to reverse that. But I was very supportive of getting 

families back. I also found and it took me a year to get it resolved, that the military had such 

short tours, I think one-year tours that it impacted their effectiveness, They spent the first six 

months learning what they were doing and the next six months planning for their next 

assignment. So for the principal military advisors, I fought hard to get their families in for a 

minimum two-year tour. That made a difference with most if not all the military. 

 

Q: I was in Vietnam when they had a six months and there the assignment was six months in the 

field and six months back in theéand I mean they were always on a learning curve with the 

short end of the learning curve too. 

 

PICKERING: Yes and the State Department assignments were two and three years, two for 

regular tours, and then with an extension of a year for key players. I had a lot of really good 

officers. A number of my junior officers were on extensions or were willing to extend as I 

remember. They were committed and they saw this as an important assignment for the interests 

of the country, but they were not too sure whether their own futures were being served. I tried to 

help with the latter, especially on evaluation reports. 

 

One of the most valuable things the Department did for me before I went out was to ask INR to 

set up an all-day meeting with six or so counter insurgency experts. They were good and 

experienced and not all of the same view. I used the time to listen and ask questions and learned. 

a great deal which served me very well in El Salvador. 

 

Q: How about the CIA? 

 

PICKERING: The CIA was down there obviously in an important role, both collecting 

intelligence and providing advice to El Salvador to be able to improve its own intelligence 

collection and action responsibilities. I think I had maybe two and a half chiefs of station and we 

got along well. I felt that they reported to me what was going on and what they were doing. That 

part I think went reasonably well. They had some action support programs which I was aware of 

and which helped make important gains. Ollie North came down a couple of times, but seemed 
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to want to avoid speaking with me and the State Department people in the Embassy, something 

that I took as a mixed blessing! 

 

Q: You are talking about Oliver North. 

 

PICKERING: Oliver North, that was never any difficulty in the sense that he came down and 

talked to the people he wanted to talk to, I donôt think I ever got any report from him on what he 

was doing or had concluded about the situation. There were more interesting visits however. If 

you want to look at the range of them. 

 

Most weekends I would have Congressmen down, particularly as I got settled in and things got 

moving. Weekend trips were easy from Washington for them. They were always interesting. 

They always wanted to spend a lot of time, as they should have, asking questions. We had 

frequent disagreements; I remember a long evening I spent with Steve Solarz at the end of my 

first week, when he came down without others. Iôd known Steve well in the Middle East from 

my days in Jordan and I felt that we had a relationship of mutual confidence. He had a lot of very 

tough questions for me and I was there and we went through the grilling and I responded to him 

about what was going on. I had my Embassy people there too and they were helpful, but I had to 

and wanted to carry the load. It was a good dialogue, but if you know Steve well, you know that 

Steve has always had an endless number of tremendous penetrating questions about everything 

that was going on. They were all good questions. We worked at giving him honest answers. He 

was immensely skeptical because the distrust over El Salvador had built up over a long period of 

time. The meeting and grilling by Steve was good preparation for what I did later on, fairly 

frequently, to fly back to the States and brief the Congress particularly as we had an important 

bill coming along. 

 

I saw a lot of the press. I think that one of the things thatôs interesting, I donôt think it was timed 

for my arrival, that would be hubris, but about that time I got there in early September 1983 the 

FMLN began a large scale offensive. It lasted from September, I got there I think right after 

Labor Day, until January in which we may have counted eighty engagements between the 

guerrillas and Salvadorian military organized units of at least company to battalion size. It was 

positional warfare. The guerrillas took seventy to eighty percent of those particular battles in 

terms of comparative losses and even destruction or decimation of some of the units. They 

almost cut the country in half by destroying a key bridge over the Lempa River. It was a very 

depressing period in which to arrive and see that happening. It showed how hard, if not 

impossible, it was for the Salvadorian military to be effective countering these guerrilla 

activities. Some of them came about through countering small offensive operations planned by 

the Salvadorian military, but a lot of them came out through ambushes, traps, or over guerrilla 

attacks against positions held by the Salvadorian military or patrol areas of the Salvadorian 

military. As I said they took down a suspension bridge over the main river bifurcating the 

country for a time. That was replaced with a causeway and Bailey bridge. But nevertheless they 

had for a while cut the country in half and left of the countryside unprotected and out of 

government hands. It helped to destroyed government moral and a lot of units that were just 

being stood up to deal with the conflict were badly cut up. They had no real training, poor 

leadership, little support. The fascinating thing was that for the next two years we had almost no 
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positional warfare. They had exhausted themselves in this effort -- they had overstressed 

themselvesé 

 

Q: A little bit like the Tet Offensive. 

 

PICKERING: A bit like it. It gave the government breathing space to do a lot of things, 

including setting up a training camp in Honduras where the US helped train battalion-sized units 

in a rotational arrangement Training could take place there in circumstances where they were not 

under constant attack. (That led a year later to setting up in El Salvador a similar training facility 

in former cotton warehouses near La Union in the east of El Salvador which could be reasonably 

protected and which in effect also provided first class training to the Salvadorian military.) In the 

meantime, there were two or three heavy battalions that had been trained in the U.S. One of 

them, the Atlacatl battalion, had been involved in a very bad massacre in the northern part of the 

country in a place called ñEl Mozoteò. We knew less about that then than we know now. It was 

certainly due in large part to the leadership of the unit. It was a tough unit of well-trained men 

who obviously violated the rules of war. The failure of command was clear and maybe failure in 

our training as well. They massacred villagers in a remote area in the north, which had been 

pretty thoroughly penetrated by the guerrillas. 

 

We had fewer of those things, but concurrently with the guerilla offensive we had a big upsurge 

in death squad violence especially in and around San Salvador, the capital.. Almost every day 

bodies were being found in places where the death squads were known to deposit them. The 

victims included individuals, some known and some unknown. Many were associated with 

groups favorable to the FMLN. This was beginning to build up in September and October. 

Sometime along in that period in one of those in the shower in the morning ideas came up mainly 

because I was listening to the news and heard that Vice President Bush was headed to Argentina 

for an inauguration and it occurred to me that if we could divert him from Argentina on the way 

back to El Salvador, we could make good use of him. Ken Blakeley, my DCM, had much the 

same thoughts. We had been talking about how we could stop the death squad activity. The idea 

was do something that would be unusual. We believed he should meet essentially with the 

military leadership and read them the riot action the subject. We knew that a number of senior 

military people understood how to get the message to the men doing the dirty work. 

 

I called Admiral Dan Murphy, his Chief of Staff, and with whom I had worked and asked him to 

arrange it, telling him why and what I wanted the Vice President to do. At the same time we 

prepared a list of five or six of the most dangerous military officers who should be neutralized by 

being sent out of El Salvador on attaché assignments if necessary. I was going to provide that list 

to then president Magana, who had been appointed after a liberal military coup a few years 

before. He was a central banker, wise, intelligent, trusted, but lacked the power that a popular 

election can provide. 

 

The Vice President came, previewed with Magana his approach. Some 40 or 50 senior officers, 

mostly colonels were present. He and I along with Stephanie van Reigersberg, his excellent 

interpreter, were alone in the room with the officers. Basically, the Vice President message was 

clear. Death squad activity must stop immediately. He added, if this kind of activity continues, 

they could forget about any continuing US military or civilian assistance. Neither President 
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Reagan or he would be able to help them. The Congress would take away all of the funding. 

There would be nothing for the military and nothing for foreign assistance if they didnôt end the 

death squad violence then and there. It was that bad. 

 

Q: This is Ken Blair? 

 

PICKERING: With regard to the list of six military people, we knew or had almost 

overwhelming reason to believe, were close to if not actually a part of the movement to carry this 

death squad activity. Two days before the Bush visit, I went to President Magana and said this 

isnôt going to be easy but I had set much of this up with him, I said we need you and the minister 

of defense to put these six officers in overseas jobs, attaché jobs out of the country. They wanted 

to know how they were going to explain it. I said I donôt care how you explain it, you can tell 

them the United States wants them out if you need to, but there isnôt any choice. This isnôt one 

you have a choice on; somethingôs got to be done and they did it. I think most of the officers 

ended up in other Latin American or European countries. They went complaining and moaning 

about why they were being transferred, and that asked werenôt they patriotic enough and that 

kind of thing. Why did the gringos pick on them? That got some sympathy from the hard right in 

El Salvador because they didnôt like the gringos and all that stuff about their alleged nefarious 

activities. 

 

In any event, that was a rather unique event. Bush had delivered very well a great message. It 

was excellently interpreted into Spanish to them. They asked a few questions and he basically 

said this is the way it is and this is the news I have to bring you. We are counting on you to deal 

with it. It did help. The Death Squad violence slowed down and eventually if not a total dying 

out went pretty much a very low level of activity which was as much as we could achieve by any 

single action. 

 

Q: When you arrived there what was the government? Did you feel like it or not you were 

coming as sort of a pro council? 

 

PICKERING: I think we all that I knew before I got there it would include being a heavy, 

breathing pro counsel. A role that Deane and I had talked on the secure phone. 

 

Q: This is Deane Hinton? 

 

PICKERING: Deane Hinton. Deane did a superb job and left me in a very strong position. (He 

went on the Pakistan where he did the same.) What had happened in El Salvador interestingly 

enough, because you canôt look at beginning a tour without looking at some of the history, was 

the history in the period up until 1979, probably since the end of the nineteenth century. The 

country was essentially controlled through a set of activities that historians talk about as 

involving the control of the fourteen families who were in effect the rulers and shakers in El 

Salvador. They occupied dominate economic positions -- coffee planters, bankers, lawyers, 

entrepreneurs, industrialists and others who were really at the top of the heap. Their role was 

basically to make sure the country ran politically in a way favorable to their interests. The used 

the military -- made a colonel the president. While nominally always elected by the system -- 

with a state -run political party -- but always chosen by the Oligarchs. The system interestingly 
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enough had as early as 1933 a campesino/peasant revolt in the countryside by people who were 

very under communist influence It was led by a man by the name of Farabundo Marti who then 

later lent his name to the armed liberation movement of the five organizations. 

 

In ô79 an event happened which was important. The military in El Salvador interestingly enough 

came out of the national military academy. They came in the main from the lower middle class. 

They were all young men on their way up and this was a way to fame and fortune in El Salvador 

for lower middle class young men. They competed to enter the academy and it was an extremely 

rigorous training institution. The academy had been very heavily influenced by the Chileans and 

the Chilean army, it was tough, it and rigid. It was highly competitive and produced a group of 

military officers who were very close each in their class year, called ñtandaò in Spanish. The 

tanda groups of military officers were in the main a team, close knit and if they did well and 

handled their relationships with the Oligarchs well, some of them could even get to be president. 

A few among the military had been influenced by liberals who came from parties like the 

Christian Democrats. Others who had gotten into the outside world, may have even had some 

education in the United States. There was a coup by a military junta in 1979, that dissolved the 

old government and tried to set things on a different more open and liberal course. In the 

meantime the left had grown even more radicalized and so between ô79 and ô82 when there was 

an election, you had three or four things happen. You had a right backlash, you had the 

movement of left liberation theology, the growth in labor unions and the campesino (agricultural 

small holder) unions and a movement into the hills in the north to take up arms. You also had 

relationships with Nicaragua (and Cuba) and the world communist movement helping those 

taking up arms to do this, You had this reforming movement in the military which actually had 

control of the government for a while but it was loose and not very effective in creating real 

reform. 

 

In ô82 as I remember we proposed and they agreed to have elections for a constituent assembly 

which would both write a new constitution and act as a national assembly until something else 

could be elected. This they did. People were very concerned that the radical right would emerge 

with the presidency. The junta and the new assembly had trouble agreeing on a candidate. Deane 

in effect got a fairly distinguished Salvadorian banker acceptable to most factions appointed by 

the Constituent Assembly as the President in the interim, Alvaro Magana. He was a very decent 

guy but a man without the necessary political power. He had to be careful in what he did and 

where he tried to take the country. So I started to work with Magana, with other people when I 

came, but it was not a situation where you would say that they had an enormously powerful 

government and where they had unity of views. They had the hard right wing represented by a 

party called ñArenaò. You had anô officialista partyô which was gradually losing its strength but 

which prior to the Junta in ô79 had been used as the method of electing the colonels as 

presidents. There were the Christian Democrats who were in the left and center opposition. The 

rest of the left was underground. These three groups played the major role in political life in El 

Salvador and continued to contest elections. 

 

Before I got there, the U.S. had agreed that there would be presidential elections to follow the 

elections of the constituent assembly. I can recall fascinating meeting in George Shultzôs office 

with a large number of people present, in his big outer office, and question being posed by some 

of the folks present. They were not wrongly worried that basically an election in the near future, 
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maybe January or February, March of 1984, would produce a result with which we really 

couldnôt live. They saw a bad result would be a win by the hard right or some fractionalization of 

the country leading to even greater civil war. George Shultz looked everybody in the eye and 

said, ñLook, we are trying to establish democracy of El Salvador. Iôm not prepared to consider 

our role should be postpone or negate elections.ò He was quite firm on it. It was a tremendously 

interesting insight into the secretary because when he got his back up he could be really tough. 

He was prepared to take the risk. 

 

Q: Iôm told that you can see the red rise. 

 

PICKERING: Shultz asked exactly the right question. He asked the question that all of us had in 

mind, how can we not take the chance of having the elections, even though we had serious 

doubts about the outcome, and so we did. Those elections were interestingly enough contested by 

Napoleon Duarte for the Christian Democrats and by Roberto DôAubuisson, an ex-major in the 

Salvadoran army known to have had very strong connections with the violent right. I put it that 

way on purpose. He was someone who was in his own ideas and maybe in the ideas of Senator 

Helms, close to Senator Helms and certainly to Senator Helmsô staff the right choice. Firmly 

anti-communist and committed to violence as the answer to the problem Hems and his staff 

visited Salvador frequently and during the election actually a member or two of his staff 

appeared on the platform with DôAubuisson. I had met with everybody including him. I had a 

number of meetings with him, some late in the evening in which he consumed more scotch than 

he imparted wisdom. He was an interesting guy. One of those very nervous, very combative, 

very debate-oriented ex-military officers, he looked rather young when I saw him. He had a bad 

reputation. He had been trained in the States and then became a kind of military intelligence czar 

in Salvador. He fancied himself as a counter insurgency expert committed to violent tactics 

against the guerillas -- torture was well within his repertoire. He was associated with the murder 

of Archbishop Romero and with the death squads. He used his violent associates to build up right 

wing groups and informal, armed organizations to counter the guerrilla movement who also 

appeared to be death squads. He was terribly motivated by this need for militant violence from 

the right. I think that was some of his appeal to the Senator and the Senatorôs staff who accepted 

what they liked and set aside the distasteful and stomach turning aspects of DôAubuissonôs 

record. 

 

Q: What about the Senatorôs staff, I mean they Senator Helms, I mean this was both Helms and 

his staff were major players in all this? 

 

PICKERING: They were significant players. They visited frequently. They did not ask not ask to 

visit me, but they all came frequently down to Salvador. They were folks who were extremely 

sympathetic with our presidentôs deep concern about the left and the guerilla groups. They 

played on that with some of the folks in the NSC and the White House. They were concerned 

about this. They had adopted the notion that in order to defeat the guerrillas, we had to build up a 

very strong ideological right-wing element either in the military or outside. DôAubuisson was the 

centerpiece of that effort. I think that they had to know about the violent actions of the right-wing 

organizations -- we certainly tried to impress upon them that these people were out of control and 

were acting in ways that were unacceptable. They preferred to ignore those uncomfortable facts. 

Their counter argument was that guerrillas were equally bad and therefore you had to fight fire 
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with fire. So we had in a sense in that group a very strong sense of advocates for, if not devotees 

to, the fact that DôAubuisson was the right man to be running El Salvador. In their view, he 

would be closest to the presidentôs policies and he would do it right. It was his charisma and 

organizational skills and his fairly simple approach to this problem, a zero-sum game, that would 

provide the answer and that we were wrong in paying attention to the other people and ideas. 

 

It became apparent as the process unrolled, and we talked frequently with many of the parties 

and many of the players, that the election would be close. The campesino unions, the American 

Labor Movement, which played a big role, with Duarte and his people, saw that it would a close 

fight. DôAubuisson and Arena were well funded by the business community. The election 

commission, which had some difficult decisions to make, was made up of representatives of each 

of the parties. We had no idea whether they would play fair, but attempted in our contacts with 

them to convince them to do so and to make sure they knew we would back them if they did. 

 

One of the issues that came up very early was the question whether DôAubuisson and his group 

were going to in a sense out-finance by many, many times the Christian Democratic center-left -- 

whether the election could be bought in that fashion -- whether the Christian Democrats under 

those terms would be able to compete as a result of financial weakness. We had very quiet, very 

limited conversations inside the USG. I made a recommendation that if we wanted to be sure to 

have a level playing field, we had to play a role in some financing of Duarte. That we did in a 

limited way; obviously everything leaks. It leaked to Helms even before the election was over. 

We weaved and bobbed for a while on the subject. After the election was over, this all came out. 

As I remember it was all in the press so I donôt think I am telling anybody any secrets here. It 

was a reasonably proportionate amount of money we thought. It came through the labor 

movement support and via the campesino union. I think it played a role in Duarteôs success but I 

donôt think it was the critical role. Our feeling was that people of Salvador had to have a choice 

and they had to have that choice on the basis of a level playing field rather than on a skewed or 

biased basis. 

 

Q: Tell me about the situation. One of the charges made, itôs a little bit ___________ weapons of 

mass destruction, the feeling was one of the things on it was that this was a revolution that was 

being financed by Cuba, by the Soviet Union, by Nicaragua and all, but from what you are 

saying, what I gather this was not, this was really a real revolution internally with maybe help 

from outside. 

 

PICKERING: I think it was. I think that some of the left-wing organizations may have been 

inspired even before they took up arms by relationships with the external left and were financed 

that way, but itôs hard to know. There was no question in our mind that there was a fairly 

elaborate supply chain to bring them weapons and military support in quantity. One path was 

from Nicaragua across the Gulf of Fonseca by small boats at night. They seemed to have it well 

set up. We saw in our intelligence a significant amount of this but most of what we saw came 

after the fact. We saw for example the type and quantity of weapons of the guerrillas shift 

radically while I was there. Before and when I got there, most of the weapons were M-16s, a lot 

of them were traceable to Vietnam through serial numbers. The guerillas could claim that they 

had liberated those weapons from the Salvadoran military to deny as they felt they must foreign 

support. Subsequently, they were almost completely resupplied with AK47ôs. They no longer 
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had to pretend that they were capturing large quantities of US weapons from Salvadorian forces. 

So we knew in fact that the supply system was working and that they could move significant 

quantities of weapons and ammunition, because the ammunition for AKs was different. (7.62mm 

vs. 5.56mm). The M-16s were clearly wearing out. The serial numbers showed that some came 

from El Salvador, but more from outside -- Vietnam. They had captured a lot of M-16s in the 

1983 autumn offensive I talked about so it wasnôt totally a lie on their part that they were able to 

do it. 

 

I found it interesting to read captured guerilla documents. I had the opportunity to read lots of 

them. They generally fell into two categories. Actually the Salvadorians captured them and we 

obviously got them. Our military advisors as you know were limited to 55 and almost none of 

them went into combat. Some got caught up in combat when the installation which was usually a 

larger local headquarters got attacked and they had to defend themselves. The character of the 

documents was fascinating because the political and economic documents were totally loaded 

with what I thought was almost irrelevant communist claptrap. Very little to do with El Salvador 

and a lot to do with the ideology that had been handed off to them and that they had absorbed 

and become masters of. It was in that sense highly irrelevant stuff about what they were going to 

do, how they would organize themselves economically, where they were going. 

 

The really fascinating documents were the military operational plans. The Salvadorans captured 

in one case a military operational plan of an attack which the guerillas had carried out against an 

important government garrison. It was interesting reading because it was put together very 

professionally. Every change was entered into it so you saw the evolution of their thinking and 

assessments. It appeared as if they had good intelligence on how the buildings and place was set 

up and how it operated. It was a thoroughly professional job. We assumed a lot of that had come 

from the fact that some of these people had been ex-filtrated and trained in Cuba or Nicaragua -- 

had gone to military academies and had learned the military art in a serious way and applied it 

themselves in an innovative way. They had all this innovative capacity to deal on the military 

side and almost nothing to deal with what they were going to do in terms of political change and 

how that was actually going to come about. 

 

The fascinating thing was that Duarteôs instinct was, after he was there a while as president, to 

create space for a negotiation with the guerrillas. He did what he could to challenge them to 

negotiations. He succeeded after about a year as I remember. He actually proposed and then went 

into a remote area where he met with them. Itôs interesting because before he announced this he 

called and informed me about what he intended to do. Craig Johnston who now actually works 

with me in Boeing was the deputy assistant secretary in ARA and worked closely on El 

Salvador. I called Craig on the secure phone and told him what was happening and then called 

him back a day later and I said, ñNapoleon is going to want to hear from us, whatôs your view?.ò 

He said, ñWell, go ahead and tell him that itôs great and he should go ahead and move out on this 

on his own and that we will be supportive.ò I called Duarte and told him that. I assume for his 

own reasons in his autobiography he seems to have forgotten that. He seems to have believed 

that it would be better to say the U.S. was against it. Well, he may have heard that from other 

people, but he didnôt hear it from me. 
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I later had the opportunity in 1991, at the UN, as the negotiations went to a close to participate. 

They were conducted by the UN Secretary General and Alvaro de Soto of Peru, an old friend, 

was the facilitator or mediator. They moved into New York at end of 1991 looking toward a 

conclusion. Bernie Aronson was the assistant secretary in ARA at the time and he agreed that we 

should work very closely on them. I worked with the new President, Freddie Cristiani of El 

Salvador. He was an Arena party president and with his team and we worked very closely. I had 

not met or known him previously in El Salvador to the best of my recollection. My UN deputy, 

Alec Watson, had long experi4nce in the hemisphere and one of the guerilla parties wanted 

contacts with the USD. So Alec worked with them. We had suggested along with others, that to 

help in bringing things to closure, the Secretary General gather a group of ñfriendsò to assist the 

negotiations. The group was composed of Mexico, Venezuela, Columbia and Spain and with 

Alvaro de Soto, who was running the negotiations, helped bring them to a conclusion. We 

stayed, principally through Alec in close touch with the ófriendsô and with at least one of the 

FMLN groups and were in that sense an unofficial, informal 5
th
 member of the body. 

 

Q: Did you find as you were trying to carry out a policy, did you find various groups in the 

United States from the left and the right, Senator Helms, the Catholics, the Marymount people or 

something under cutting you all the time? Or is this part of theé? 

 

PICKERING: I think that people in El Salvador understood that I represented the government, 

that I spoke for the president, that what we were going to deliver we had to get from the 

Congress and that depended heavily on the president. We were determined to do it and we had a 

rather good record of doing it. The U.S. military were working closely with this. We stayed in 

touch with organizations which sought their own objectives and where they made sense and fit 

our policy -- human rights and clearing up the cases of murdered Americans -- we strongly 

supported them in Salvador. Ken Blakely also made another outstanding suggestion very early 

on in the time. He suggested that we have a monthly meeting that would get the U.S. general up 

from Panama and his immediate staff dealing with the country. They would come to a meeting 

with the senior Salvadoran officers. The morning would be open to the Salvadorans to complain, 

ask questions and seek information on what we were doing. The afternoons would be our turn. 

We would do it in Spanish since more of us spoke Spanish than they did English. 

 

Q: That was SOUTHCOM (U.S. Southern Command). 

 

PICKERING: SOUTHCOM, General Paul Gorman, was there. It was the US combatant 

command in Panama in those days responsible for military relationships in the Hemisphere. 

After we got the leadership of the military to come, Duarte also participated. We had a monthly 

meeting all day in the Salvadorian military headquarters with all of their senior commanders, 

with all of our senior advisors, with all of their people and with staff of the military command 

from Panama. I always attended. We conducted the thing entirely in Spanish. It was basically an 

opportunity to take stock of where we were, check on what we were committed to do, check on 

what they were committed to do, revise plans if we had to, shift things, give them an update on 

what we were going to do. They had the morning and were the ones who asked us the first range 

of questions and made their presentations. It was an extremely interesting operational high level 

planning device -- in effect to make sure that we had coordination and mutual understanding and 

that we dealt with problems. Before that they would complain that they had been promised stuff 



188 

and it wasnôt coming. They asked where was it and why it hadnôt arrived? Paul Gorman and his 

people were there to answer the questions and it worked out extremely well and we continued 

that for my full time there. 

 

Q: It also allowed you to show that this was the word, Iôm talking officially, I gather there are all 

sorts of people wondering around there, Americans trying to put their hands in policy? 

 

PICKERING: Well to some extent I suppose. I donôt think that the Salvadorians ever got totally 

deceived because they basically knew where the assistance came from. They knew that Gorman 

and I were all on the same page, we were fully coordinated. They knew I went back to 

Washington as he did every once in a while to fight the battles. They knew in fact that we used 

our need to fight the battles as leverage against them doing stupid things or letting stuff get out of 

hand. So that was all part of the way of proceeding. They were limited in what they could do; 

they were slow to respond on a lot of issues. They didnôt have a military juggernaut. 

 

One of the things I found astounding when I got there, which we had already made the decision 

to correct, but was they had no military medical capacity in the field with their battalions. There 

were no medics and no filed medical equipment. As a result any young Salvadorian draftee who 

got wounded had a very high chance of dying. It was almost like the US Civil War in that regard. 

We immediately trained the first 300 medics, put them into combat units, gave them equipment 

and put them to work. We also brought in the first bunch of helicopters and included medical air 

evacuation helicopters among them. Suddenly the troops in the field knew that the system was 

going to take care of them rather than to leave them to die. It made a big difference in morale and 

in fighting qualities and thus the way their newly trained units performed. 

 

Q: Did you find yourself besieged by interest groups from the United States coming there? I 

interviewed Tony Quainton and he told me one time when he got caught with a bunch of 

American nuns who came and got into a praying circle holding hands and the next thing you 

know they were praying against President Reagan. 

 

PICKERING: I had people down who called us demons, that we were all ópower madô. I 

generally saw most people who came down. I can tell you that a couple of people came down 

from Long Island who claimed to know my sister and I think they actually did. I had to ask them 

to leave my office because they were really so outrageously in my face with no understanding 

that we had indeed become committed to do many of the things they advocated. I had never done 

that with anybody before or since, but there was that nice Catholic priest and a couple of nice 

ladies who didnôt really have any respect for us or our objectives and wouldnôt listen. They had a 

kind of unshakable ideological mindset that we were irrevocably sold out to the hard right. 

 

Q: How about at the White House, particularly the president? President Reagan felt strongly 

about this, did he usually speak in unison with you all or every once in a while did he at a press 

conference or somewhere else say things that didnôt quiteé? 

 

PICKERING: As I remember he didnôt drop any unusual bombs. He stayed pretty close to the 

script and the script was basically that we were making changes across the board, we needed 

more financial support, and we were respecting all the limitations the Congress had put on us. 
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We reported on a regular basis on the number of military people we had in country. We worked 

hard to manage that most carefully. Any slip ups would have had significant negative 

consequences for us and our efforts. They were providing advice and assistance and that kind of 

thing and we kept the numbers under 55 scrupulously. I also spent a lot of time talking to 

Salvadorans and Americans about the human rights situation and what we were doing. We had 

active efforts engaged in trying to work on some of the cases. The nunôs case, the labor leaders 

who were murdered case, other issues where we had particularly Americans involved. I had a 

Department of Justice lawyer who was from New Mexico, who spoke native Spanish who was 

there full time working with us all the time on the cases. We had a hard job cracking the wall 

around the Salvadorian culprits, some of whom we thought we had identified. They actually 

punished the national guardsman who killed the nuns, but it never got further up the line to the 

folks who actually told him to do it. We had to deal with Salvadorans who were senior folks in 

the military and some of the police forces who were in one way or another, in the vision of a lot 

of Americans, had been engaged in ordering some of these things. It was a tough situation in that 

regard. 

 

This is a good place to break. 

 

Q: So we will stop here but Tom do you want to say I havenôt asked you about your view at the 

time the development of Napoleon Duarte and the various, the political classé 

 

PICKERING: We should, we should talk a lot about that, thereôs a lot more I think we can cover 

in terms of where things were goingé 

 

Q: Were thingsé 

 

PICKERING: A lot of the personalities that are interesting. 

 

Q: The personalities and also connections with Nicaragua andé 

 

PICKERING: Oh sure and the rest of Latin America and the Contadora negotiating process, all 

those things. Thereôs a lot of stuff yet. 

 

Q: We will keep on this for some time. 

 

Today is the 23
rd

 of June 2005. 

 

Tom, we talked last time you were going into the part of the human rights and other nice things 

like this. What about some of the personalities with whom you had to deal with? 

 

PICKERING: I would say that there were three or four that were prominently important certainly 

on the government side. Alvaro Magana first who was there as an appointed president when 

Napoleon Duarte was elected. That was probably the beginning of ô84. I was there, starting from 

September ô83. 
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Magana had been appointed after the military junta had taken over in 1982 and the Constituent 

Assembly had been elected to draft the constitution. He had played a large role obviously with 

getting the elections held. He was a former central banker and I was to find he was somebody 

who would be broadly acceptable to the right and the left, without having to go through the 

process of a national election. Deane Hinton played a key role in getting him appointed for a 

term ending with the elections. He was an interesting guy because he was so broadly acceptable 

to most of the Salvadoran establishment and was not seen necessarily as totally threatening from 

the left. The left did tend to treat him with less respect because he wasnôt elected and came from 

the educated, socially acceptable class. The right saw him basically as a compromise figure. So 

he played the role somewhere between the role of an actor, executor on the one hand and on the 

other a traditional kind European figurehead -- he worked somewhere in between. He was 

capable of getting things done but it took me quite a bit of time to motivate him and some 

negotiating about what could be accomplished. When he committed to do something, he did 

make a serious effort. He also had good judgment, had a good feel, for what he could do and 

couldnôt do in certain circumstances. Salvador was coming out of an evolution where you had a 

junta takeover, an assembly elected, and you still had a period where I would say there was some 

vacuum in the executive authority. I had to contend with that for most of the time before Duarte 

was elected. Magana was always available. He had rather sage advice about things that could be 

done and things that could not be done and had a pretty good feel for what was going on behind 

the scenes He was very much a member of the small but very well educated and quite 

professional Salvadorian elite. He had no political ambition or interest in a future in politics. I 

would suppose that politically he was closer to the views of the old officialista party (PCP) and 

maybe to Arena on the right than he was to the Christian Democrat party on the center left. 

 

Q: Was he the type of person you felt comfortable bringing American representatives from all 

sorts of places? 

 

PICKEING: Yes, he was certainly very presentable. He saw lots of Congressmen during that 

period. Particularly in my first year we had very intense visits from American congressmen. 

They knew, because we told them, of his limitations in being able to deliver lots of very hard 

things. It was easy to come to El Salvador from Washington on a weekend so we had a lot of 

weekend visits when people came down and stayed over Friday and Saturday night. They came 

in small groups and so we spent a lot of our weekends taken up with them. We engaged pretty 

quickly after I got there in the electoral process -- first for a president and then for a new 

National Assembly. 

 

Unless they insisted, for small groups and leaders, they were invited to stay in our small 

residence. 

 

In any event, both of these elections attracted a lot of attention. The Congress sent a lot of 

delegations. The presidential election was first and Duarte was widely known. That election 

attracted the most attention. There were about 1300 observers from all around the world for that 

election. For a small country like El Salvador it was quite a burden. Our Embassy took care of 

the Americans. We had military helicopters in country on a regular basis and used them to move 

observers around. In the previous election in 1982, the guerrillas had been able to use their forces 

to shutdown most of the elections in one of the provinces of El Salvador by laying siege to the 
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capital city (Usulutan) and they made it difficult for people to vote outside in the province of that 

capital city. That did not happen in 1984. The army said the soldiers would not vote so they 

could defend the polling places Voting took place widely except for the far northern areas 

regularly under guerilla control. But polling booths were set up nearby for those areas and there 

were some votes recorded even there. 

 

In the second set of elections, the army played a significant role in dealing with guerilla attacks. 

We will talk more about that later. 

 

Let me go on with some of the other personalities. In charge of the defense ministry was General 

Eugenio Vides Casanova who was the minister of defense and a general. Some of his career had 

been in the police and National Guard, not places with sterling reputations. He came with a sort 

of mixed reputation, nothing that was specific or heavily documented against him in those days, 

but certainly, carefully protective of the military and their rights and privileges. One has to 

understand the military in El Salvador, particularly in that period, were products of the military 

academy heavily influenced by the Chileans in its kind of formative period. As a result it became 

two things: one, a place for the education of the military who believed they were the true fourth 

branch of government. In a place like El Salvador, they played a hugely important role. And then 

the tradition was from the ó20s on and maybe a little before that the fourteen families who ran El 

Salvador always made it a point to have a military officer or retired military officer elected as 

president. So the military saw the profession also as a stepping-stone to power and many of the 

cadets were lower middle class boys who were in effect scholarship or semi-scholarship students. 

They competed in the military academy. It provided them enormous benefits in upward mobility. 

Vides very much came from that school -- very traditional He was defense minister for all of my 

time there and was extremely difficult to deal with on the human rights cases. I had to push him 

very hard fairly frequently. It wasnôt that he wouldnôt do something, it was that basically he 

found it very hard to move on some of these issues because he would not betray, in his view at 

least, the officer class. Some of the large families also exploited their relationship with him to 

help protect their flanks. However, he had the confidence of the military. I mentioned earlier the 

monthly meetings. Duarte and Vides were not close and did not necessarily see eye to eye. Vides 

was close to Arena. The meeting was a good way for Duarte, who was not of the military, to get 

himself at least a little bit connected to the military- give the military a sense of its own 

involvement and the areas where he supported the military. It also gave somebody like Paul 

Gorman or Jack Galvin, his successor, a real opportunity to see what was going on in the minds 

of the Salvadorians -- how they were thinking about their own future. It gave them an 

opportunity to provide the Salvadorans with some high level backing. 

 

Q: I have one question. Was there any concern Tm about being too close to the military because 

sometimes the military if they do something and you are consulting with them all the time it 

could rub off on you? 

 

PICKEING: It was a concern that in the sense we would become co-opted by them in what they 

were doing rather than basically remaining a little standing back from them. I think we were able 

to hold the line pretty well. Most of our people who came down were strongly committed 

obviously to the principals and purposes we were there to serve. They were careful to avoid 

becoming co-opted in the process. I certainly didnôt want that and I certainly didnôt want to get 
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co-opted into processes like Iran Contra for example. (It hadnôt started I think by the time I left 

but if it had, I detected none of it). 

 

Duarte was important particularly after he was elected president. He was always available. I 

thought he was pretty level-headed, particularly on political things. I spent much time with him. 

On economics, I found that he was perhaps a little more a prisoner of some of his Italian 

Christian Democratic ideas about the role of economics in society. A little bit flaky in those areas 

for my perspective. He had a pretty good political assessment of what was going on and had a 

pretty good sense of where people were and what he had to do to deal with the army. It was 

always a problem for him because of his background, upbringing and orientation. His own 

version of its future with no place for the military made it hard for him to deal with them. 

 

He was also quite independent. The most interesting occasions to deal with him were when he 

had a really interesting idea. One of them was fairly early on in his presidency to open up the 

negotiating process with the guerrillas which he managed to achieve. We were not at all 

disappointed that he had done so. That later bore fruit but much later. I think he opened up about 

late ô84. When I was at the UN in late ô89 and ô90 we had an opportunity to work on the final 

stages of those negotiations from the UN which in the end ended up on the evening that Javier 

Perez de Cuellar left being secretary general with the signing of the agreement between the 

Salvadoran government and the guerrillas 

 

Q: How did Duarte use the guerrillas, you know there are guerrillas and guerrillas andé 

 

PICKERING: Well Duarte had of course much dislike for the army because they had put him in 

jail where he was tortured by the military at one point. He had no real love for them, but still had 

to work with them under the circumstances. I think he felt equally strongly that they really were 

so highly conservative and had ideas that in the end were not compatible with his own vision of 

what he saw coming along for the country or where he wanted to go. Some of the Christian 

Democrats actually were close to the guerrillas and some of them were not. It was a party that 

was under tension. There was a significant group of the guerrillas heavily influenced by and 

closely related to the liberation theology movement in the church. 

 

Q: When you talk about the church you are talking about the Catholic Church? 

 

PICKEING: The Catholic Church. There were a few what some considered óradical ópriests in 

the movement who had actually left the church, left the established areas of El Salvador and 

went over with the guerrillas. The composition of the guerrillas was interesting because people 

had gone into the movement from the liberal end of the church from the political left and from 

among the democrats and socialists. It represented a pretty broad spectrum of left opposition. 

 

Duarte was not sympathetic with them just as he wasnôt sympathetic with the hard right and the 

way they were going. He was an unusual person with a strong national presence, a reputation but 

polarizing too. His success in getting elected surprised many in El Salvador. The election was 

won on a run off. He didnôt receive as I remember 50 percent of the votes the first time round. 

Even as he won the election for president, politics shifted. In the subsequent election or a 
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National Assembly, Arena won. So he had to contend with a majority on the right. The Christian 

Democrats didnôt do very well across the country. 

 

Other individuals -- the foreign minister, Fidel Chavez Mena, was extremely capable and very 

adept. He was foreign minister for the whole time that I was there and played a very strong role 

in U.S. relationship. He was not I think at that point a strong Christian Democrat. But he was 

also not of the hard right. He was an important guy to discuss questions with because he 

understood a lot of what was going in local politics. Then other folks that we had to deal 

basically were other ministers, but those I just mentioned remained the people who were 

basically in charge while I was there. 

 

Q: How about the Catholic Church, Archbishop and also the dissidents, what was our 

connection with them? 

 

PICKERING: Well we had a couple of lines out while I was there. I used to go around and see 

the archbishop every month or so and talk to him about what was going on. He was a 

Salvadoran. I think the church in Salvador had its own factions. There tended to be bishops who 

were very conservative and very close to Arena in their ideas. Others who were more liberal, 

there was an auxiliary bishop, Monsignor Rose y Chavez, close to the Archbishop was openly 

more liberal. 

 

The church had a very strong human rights organization, very close to the left and very vocal and 

probably not as scrupulous as it should have been in terms of material published although it had 

a fair amount of credibility. A bit more credibility perhaps than it deserved, but it deserved some 

credibility for its courage alone in speaking up. It was run by a very strong and very determined 

woman. In El Salvador you never knew often all the basic sympathies of the people you were 

talking to and those who were in deep sympathy with guerrillas and were probably with them. 

The Jesuit University led Father Ellacuria, a Jesuit priest, its president was clearly close to the 

liberation theology movement. From time to time Father Ellacuria would come by to have lunch 

with me at my invitation and we would talk about these issues. It was an open discussion and a 

very useful one. He was able to convey what some of their thinking was on issues and I was able 

to use him as a conduit to talk about U.S. attitudes and where we saw things going. He was a 

Spanish Basque, a sensible and open minded man. He was later murdered after I left in a 

showdown guerrilla offensive in El Salvador near the end of the war. It was obviously a revenge 

killing -- clear that the military knew his position. He and several other Jesuit Priests were killed 

at the university by what turned out to be some kind of military death squad operation. The 

individuals involved were later caught and tried. Some senior military officers were dismissed as 

a result of what had happened. 

 

The foreign diplomatic establishment was tiny, some of them reasonably well connected 

particularly some of the Latins who had developed strong friendships in El Salvador. As a result, 

they were worth staying in touch with. The major issues were basically what the foreign press 

was covering including the U.S. press, which did expend a large amount of time and attention on 

El Salvador for its size. 

 

Q: Papal Nuncio wasé? 
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PICKERING: Yes, that was very interesting, we had a Hungarian Papal Nuncio who is now in 

Rome, I think his name was Konar, a very intelligent man, obviously very well connected, 

obviously worth talking to and someone that I spent time with from time to time seeking his 

views. 

 

Q: Were we seeing anything with this? Was there a finger or fingers or leaders of the guerrilla 

movement with whom one could in one way or another have a certain dialogue there? 

 

PICKERING: At that time probably not for us, although Duarte was open because the agreement 

to open talks made a difference. Subsequently, in the end game with the negotiations in New 

York one of the guerilla organizations was reaching out to us as I mentioned. Alex Watson who 

was my deputy had contacts with them. On the other side of the contest, I worked with President 

Cristiani and his team who was from the Arena, but someone who clearly wanted to see 

negotiated solution and was willing to work for it and in a strong enough position to bring the 

rest of the country along. In the end he was attacked by others on the right who didnôt think that 

he made the correct sort of deal. We all thought he did. I worked both with Alvaro de Soto and 

with President Cristiani and his team and we attempted to make sure that we all knew what was 

going on and do our best to keep the negotiations moving and on track and Bernie Aronson in 

Washington informed. In a way we became a kind of informal member of the secretary generalôs 

team. On a number of occasions we would join the four for meetings. At the end of the process I 

had an opportunity to meet with the guerrillas. They expressed an interest in meeting with me. 

The Mexicans actually set up a meeting for me to meet with the guerrilla leadership in their 

mission. It was interesting partly because I had been down there and partly I suspect because I 

had been in their gun sights for a time. We had an interesting set of conversations. We spent an 

hour or more together just talking about where they were and what they intended to do. Joaquin 

Villelobos, the best of their commanders turned out to be perhaps the most impressive. He has 

ended up spending the much of his life teaching at Oxford University in England!é 

 

Q: Well did they, did you sense by this time that they had come to the realization that their hard-

line wasnôt going anywhere and that compromise and some sort ofé? 

 

PICKERING: By 1984, when we worked on the opening of negotiations I think that there was 

little sense of that. There was a sense of frustration, but donôt forget that my first three months 

from September through January, roughly four months, the guerrillas launched a large offensive, 

maybe 80 set piece battles of which 70 they won. Afterward, they were exhausted and had to 

return to guerrilla warfare and we had a breathing space in which we could help train 

government battalions, beginning in Honduras and then later, in my time, at a training center that 

was set up in El Salvador to increase the capabilities of the Salvadoran military. We were 

uncertain basically at that point at the end of the guerrilla offensive whether they would be able 

to come back soon and continue their fairly devastating military efforts or whether in fact this 

was only a spasmodic effort that ran beyond their own control. The truth was that with the 

exception of one or two really well planned and careful set piece attacks in which they inflicted 

heavy damage, but did not fully succeed in capturing their objectives, they never came back to 

what we would call positional warfare. They never came back to the point where they did 
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devastating damage to a Salvadoran government military unit. We also did a lot of things during 

that period of time to increase Salvadoran military capabilities. 

 

They had no medics and so we trained medics. They had no medical evacuations so we provided 

some helicopters for that. We also provided helicopter gunship support and some light artillery 

for fire bases. We put in things that were simple to provide the ground forces of El Salvador with 

a significant advantage once they were operating in a careful and controlled way. We improved 

their communications capability, we improved intelligence capabilities to collect against the 

guerrillas. We started Salvadoran Special Forces operations run against the guerrillas and 

occasionally they were able, using helicopters and light forces, to capture guerrilla leadership if 

they knew they were moving. 

 

Felix Rodriquez, a Cuban origin counter insurgency expert and contractor with the US 

government from time to time came in. He was closely supported by then Vice President Bush. 

He was instrumental in making captures, using helicopters, of some of the guerilla leadership 

including Anna Maria Guadeloupe. 

 

The guerrilla security got better. We had very little luck in interrupting the supply chain to the 

guerrillas. That was very well managed and we were not very good at dealing with it. 

 

Q: You say they had good plans and good military plans require professionals to set this up, it 

just doesnôt happen. Who were their leaders, where were they coming from? 

 

PICKERING: We presumed that the military leadership in the basis of information that we had 

were trained in Cuba. They had gone out and received higher-level military training and then 

came back in. They may have had some in Nicaragua. Nicaragua was the conduit so they may 

have had some Nicaraguan training as well. 

 

Q: But the Nicaraguanôs themselves werenôt as well trained as the Cubans? I mean the Cubans 

would be in the area. 

 

PICKERING: Yes, Cubans had obviously all of the capabilities at their command and had the 

capacity to provide Salvadoran guerrilla movement with the kind of training that was necessary 

for success. 

 

Q: What were the Nicaraguans doing at this point? 

 

PICKERING: The Nicaraguans were seeking to of course bring about the revolution in 

Nicaragua. They were attempting to deal with the Contras. They were engaged in supporting the 

Salvadoran guerrilla movement mainly through supply of weapons both across the Gulf of 

Fonseca and probably overland, clandestinely, through Honduras. The Hondurans I donôt think 

were ever able totally to stop such supply. Itôs a pretty rough area and the major guerrilla 

enclaves were in the north up against the Honduran border including in some of the areas that 

were disputed between El Salvador and Honduras following the Soccer War. Honduras and El 

Salvador were not particularly close. The guerillas could fund what they needed for payoffs to 

assure their supply system worked. 
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Q: Did you have the feeling from the perspective of El Salvador that the Contra movement, 

which was going at that time, wasnôt it? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, it was certainly going at that time. 

 

Q: This is essentially a backfire. It was supposed to stop the Nicaraguans from messing around. 

Was this having an effect or not? 

 

PICKERING: I donôt think it had a serious effect on the Nicaraguans messing around. In El 

Salvador it may. Some thought it would. I havenôt talked to Nicaraguans who were involved and 

how they might have felt about it, but it was also more than just a backfire. It was seen by some 

as being a movement which in the long run would replace the Nicaraguan communist leadership 

with a leadership of a different character. 

 

Q: What about the Soviets? What sort of role were they playing? 

 

PICKERING: Well the Soviets were certainly not present in El Salvador and if they were 

involved it was ultimate sources of some weapons. For a long period of time in order to maintain 

the fiction of the robustness of a purely local resistance most of the weapons that the government 

captured from the guerrillas were American M-16s, interestingly enough they were not careful in 

taking the serial numbers off. We found a lot of those had come from Vietnam or originally were 

last recorded in Vietnam. Some of the M-16s were certainly captured or bought from Salvadoran 

military themselves. We in the end had traces on maybe a thousand weapons that were captured. 

 

Later in my time AK-47s appeared and there was no real effort to mask that. They provided the 

guerrillas with somewhat heavier firepower, slightly larger ammunition and a supply line and a 

set of arrangements, of which I presume the Cubans and Soviets, were at one end. 

 

Q: Was there any indication of the rural movement of outsiders getting in there? 

 

PICKERING: There were a few. There were known to be a few. I think there was a Belgian 

priest involved and there may have been a few other outsiders. Occasionally, the press would get 

caught up with them and they would come back with stories, but the foreign press were not 

necessarily supporters of the guerrillas. They were just up looking for a story. Occasionally. the 

press would get caught in a cross fire and we would have a tragedy, but I donôt think that we saw 

a large amount of non-Salvadorans influence. 

 

Q: Did you feel, first letôs take the press, under fire from the press? Was this still going with the 

Vietnam syndrome of going out and deposing the United States and that sort of thing? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, we had a lot of that and I think the human rights abuses that were committed 

in El Salvador and many of them attributable not to the guerrillas but to the government side 

added to that and they became very much a part of the story. To some extent that was always a 

difficult problem. I think I mentioned in our last meeting about getting Vice President George 

Bush out to read the riot act to the military as a way of doing all that we could to make sure that 
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in fact in their management of the conflict and in their role in the conflict that they understood 

that there were strict requirements that had to be followed on human rights and death squad 

activity particularly if they wanted to receive continued U.S. assistance. 

 

Q: Looking at it from our perspective it would seem that human rights abuses were basically 

counterproductive and they didnôt really seem to advance any cause. Was this just the nastiness 

of the Salvadoran military or what? 

 

PICKERING: Well I think it was the nastiness of the hard right and to some extent some parts of 

the Salvadoran military that believed that if you were truly nasty to the guerillas and their 

supporters they would cave in. Indeed they justified it by saying that the guerillas themselves had 

behaved in ways that required that they be truly nasty to them. I think none of it was in any way 

justified. It couldnôt be justified because it was so totally outrageous, but this was I think 

reflection of ideas among those, probably many of Roberto DôAubuissonôs friends and followers, 

that this was the way you dealt with the communists and this was the way you dealt with the 

communist guerrilla movement. 

 

Q: Talking about being under fire, can you tell us about your security and the embassy security 

and problems during the time you were there? 

 

PICKERING: I think that I suppose two or three things are worth mentioning. I had as you can 

expect fairly intensive personal security. I was always worried because very few of my people 

did and as a result it made them much more of a target than I was and that was not a happy set of 

circumstances. Nevertheless, I traveled frequently. We had six U.S. military helicopters assigned 

in El Salvador to move people around. We had a limit of fifty-five U.S. military in the observer, 

that is the Military Assistance Mission and besides that I had a few other attachés but we kept 

very tight limit on them. 

 

Q: That was a little bit like our Cambodian experience. Was this a limitation put on by 

Congress? 

 

PICKERING: Yes it was. It was a Congressional limitation; a compromise arrived at as a part of 

the military assistance program. I think that one of my predecessors was asked how many people 

we needed or how many we needed and they said 55 and that was the number forever. We 

managed to get by. We had occasionally to move people out of the country to move other people 

in when we needed a particular set of skills or particular type of training and not always fifty-five 

were permanently assigned. There were a certain number of TDYs. The DCM and the military 

group managed it but we managed it carefully and I think never during my time had any serious 

slip up. I kept the attach®s separate which is something I normally didnôt do. I tried to get my 

military all under one hat in other posts, but I kept the attachés separate because I felt they had to 

do reporting and I felt that if they felt beholden to the military group or a central military 

leadership in the embassy, the reporting would all be rosy. I couldnôt have that and expect to 

have the embassy have credibility or indeed have Washington understand what was really going 

on or read the right lessons into the process. I think still there was enough symbioses between the 

two, that the military attachés were careful in what they reported, but they were pretty good and 

they had a different approach from what the military group did. I knew it was working when 
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from time to time the military group people complained to me about what they felt was negative 

military reporting from the attaches. 

 

One of the things I did was early on after looking at the situation, was to be able to convince the 

military side -- the Joint Chiefs -- that we ought to have two- year tours at least for senior leaders 

rather than one-year tours and that they ought to be accompanied tours for as many officers as 

wanted to bring family members. In large measure this was because the one-year tour meant six 

months learning the job and six months packing out. The rotation was too destructive to effective 

continuity and Salvadorans only barely got to know and rarely trust somebody in that time. It 

worked. 

 

My security detail I traveled with was one or two folks particularly when we went out by 

helicopter and in San Salvador a fairly elaborate convoy of four Chevrolet carry alls with armor. 

We changed our position in the convey from time to time We tried to vary routes and things and 

we were reasonably successful at that at least we didnôt have anybody come after us while we 

were there. 

 

While I was at the embassy we had several drive-by shootings, some of them pretty far away and 

some fairly close but we were obviously the target. We built a wall around the embassy as bomb 

protection because we were concerned about bombing attacks and the embassy had only an open 

fence. We built quite a heavy concrete wall with an outwardly curving surface to turn blasts 

outward to the extent that we could. We also, while I was there, we hung a stainless steel chain 

link fence as a screen from the balconies of the chancery building. The building had balconies all 

the way around it. It was about seven floors high and we hung the stainless steel chain link fence 

as a way to pre-detonate rocket launched grenades and rockets attacking the embassy. That was 

easily installed. Subsequent, we had a fairly severe earthquake while I was there. That led to 

some cracking in the building. One of the judgments was that the weight of the chain link fence 

probably added to the stress on the outside of the building. After I left within, I think within nine 

months, they had a very severe earthquake in downtown San Salvador and the building was 

completely immobilized -- the old original seven-story building. In the meantime, we had built a 

large building for AID on the same area of ground, which was doing assistance programs. So the 

embassy had the option of squeezing into a new building. On several occasions we were fired on 

-- as I guess Winston Churchill once said, ñThatôs fairly exhilarating if they donôt hit you.ò I had 

one occasion in which I had a Senator from California who later became governor. 

 

Q: I want to say Wilson but Ié 

 

PICKERING: It was, Senator Pete Wilson and Representative Sonny Montgomery from 

Mississippi from the House, Chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, with me when 

we were shot at on an election day by the guerrillas. This happened while we were flying around 

one of the volcanoes in El Salvador. We didnôt get hit. When we landed I showed him one of 

military helicopters ahead of us that had taken a lot of bullet holes. They were ecstatic. They 

reported back immediately to their constituents that they had survived. I think it was good for at 

least one more re-election. 
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Q: How did the election go? Did they have two elections, one for Duarte and one for the other 

fellow? 

 

PICKERING: I think that Duarte had a run off. Elections were difficult. They had a national 

electoral commission composed of the parties led by someone from one of the parties which had 

little prospect of winning the election. We spent a lot of time with them. We put a lot of effort 

into the elections because we thought they would be extremely important and I think indeed they 

were. One of the problems was getting registration. I thought they did a reasonably good job with 

that. Another was basically conducting free and fair elections and we observed that. As I said, 

the first time there was an election in my time there, we had 1,300 foreign observers so it was 

extremely interesting to the rest of the world. They used a solution of indelible ink that dyed 

peopleôs skin blue or purple for a while so they couldnôt vote again. 

 

Q: Infra red, you can take a look at it. 

 

PICKERING: Or this was just potassium permanganate or India ink or something that stayed on 

and which you couldnôt wash off. I think that we recognized there would be a little hanky panky 

but there was not a lot of fraud. The ballots all had to be counted at each polling place and they 

were all subject to full observation by the watchers from each party and then each party got a 

copy of the tally. Each party could have an observer at each polling place and each observer 

could have a tally of the votes at each polling place. They couldnôt easily change the totals on the 

way out to the central counting place or at the central tallying. I think generally speaking they 

were good. The exit polling was very strong. That was also closely aligned with the outcome so 

we had reasonable confidence that things were run pretty well. In the areas where there was 

heavy fighting what they generally did was to bring into the main town the polling places from 

small towns around the capital of the province, close the main street, set them all up on the main 

street. It was like a national holiday and everybody could come in and vote. 

 

Q: This is Tape 9, Side 1 with Tom Pickering. 

 

PICKERING: We are talking about El Salvador and voting and I said that it was interesting in 

this first election to observe when I was there they had over an 80 percent turnout. It was very 

clear that folks, particularly poor campesinos in the countryside were frustrated. They wanted to 

use this as a way to determine that they had some voice in the outcome of where things were 

going. They preferred rather to vote rather than to listen to the people holding the guns on either 

side. They were patient; they stood in line when they had to for a long period of time. Very few 

were attacked by the guerrillas. The army was told that they couldnôt vote and that they had to go 

out in the countryside and patrol and keep the guerrillas away from the voting places. They did a 

good job at it. I thought it was generally satisfactory. 

 

It was interesting to me that if you asked me what were the most effective things we did I would 

say that among the two most effective things we did, including the military, were the elections -- 

a successive series of elections. They gave the people the sense that they could determine where 

the government was going and what it would do. And second, the land reform. It took place 

before I was there. The most important part of which was giving small holders control and 

ownership (less than 10 hectares, 22.5 acres) over the property that were renting. The reform had 
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three parts: one was to break up large estates and that was not very effective in a sense they 

relied upon the campesinos, who worked the large estates, to take over the management and the 

operation. They kept the land together. It was clearly above the capability of the people who got 

the land to be able to manage working it effectively. 

 

The second part was never carried out. That was land reform for areas under something like 400 

hectares (1000 acres). They were very productive, they generally were very efficient, they 

constituted a significant part of the output of the country and they were not monopolistic in the 

sense that the very large, over 1,000 hectare estates were. The third was to give Campesinos who 

were renting land under ten hectares the opportunity immediately to own that land. They had to 

pay off the government in a very easy way over a ten year period. Based on their own success in 

farming the land they had no trouble doing that. The third part of the program covered a very 

large share of the campesino population of El Salvador. They were dependent on mainly 

subsistence agriculture. For the first time people had their own land. The system worked. These 

people suddenly had some reason to be grateful to a government and to be interested in stability 

rather than revolution. It made a big difference in rural campesino outlook toward the future of 

El Salvador. 

 

Q: What about the fourteen families? 

 

PICKERING: They were all mainly in Miami by the time I was there. There had been a wave of 

kidnappings by the guerrillas in San Salvador particularly among the wealth, not just the fourteen 

families, but many others. Some of them were fairly brutally treated. They didnôt stay around. 

They went to Miami. Some of their offspring were around, but very few and they had been such 

a significant target that in fact they were driven to leave. 

 

Q: During the time you were there was there a significant flow of refugees or people fleeing from 

the battles and going up into Mexico and into the United States? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, it was hard to detect. The campesino population was trying to leave both as a 

result of over population and low or under employment, as a result of uncertainty -- whether it 

was guerrilla operations or death squad activities or the army marching around -- did not make it 

a very comfortable place to live particularly in the rural areas that were regularly contested. 

There were I think in all of that time a large number of people walking out of El Salvador, or 

riding out of El Salvador, through Guatemala and Mexico, and coming up to the United States. 

That accounts for the very large Salvadoran population in Los Angeles area, probably the second 

largest Salvadoran city in the world, and certainly here around Washington, DC. 

 

Q: Was the embassy called upon at any time to make judgments on these really political refugees 

oré? 

 

PICKERING: All the time and it was a great contest and it was always a big issue if any of these 

people were being deported. It was up to the local courts generally speaking, It was the human 

rights advocacy groups in the United States that took an active role in making the point in the 

court cases. Different judges ruled different ways. They were not necessarily going to be all 

treated the same way. 
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Q: But was the embassy called upon to make judgments or didé? 

 

PICKERING: We did in our reporting make judgments about the degree to which military 

pressures opposed to economic conditions played a role. We tended to think given the limited 

nature over all of the military activity -- it wasnôt a fighting front, it wasnôt a kind of on-going 

series of military campaigns, there were areas where the government had control and areas where 

the guerrillas had control and there were areas that were contested, where things see-sawed back 

and forth. Generally speaking we thought that the people who had land and who had 

opportunities in those areas were unwilling lightly to abandon it if they felt they had a future. But 

often they would send children out, Sometimes they sent out other members of the family. There 

were a lot of pressures for Salvadorans to leave -- mixed reasons -- some political pressures as 

well from both sides. We still see that in the U.S. today where El Salvador continues to be next 

to Haiti the most densely populated country in the whole western hemisphere. 

 

Q: Turning around to the military again, were you monitoring what the School of the Americas, 

this is our military training establishment for Latin Americans, was this a concern? 

 

PICKERING: We followed that fairly carefully. We followed the curriculum even more. Prior to 

my time there, we had sent two or three heavy battalions of Salvadorans to the United States for 

training. These were really fairly big units, battalions of 1,200 men. They played a major role in 

Salvadoran military operations. At least one of them, the Atlacatl Battalion, had been tied up in a 

very bad series of village massacres. We did our best both in the Honduras training and the local 

training in El Salvador to do everything we could to promote rules of engagement, respect for 

human rights, and the rules of war. The military after these heavy battalions were formed, tended 

to organize some lighter infantry battalions They were in size from 4-600 men, more mobile, 

lighter infantry, less heavy weapons. The training went ahead with those with lots of American 

instructors often out of the special forces in Honduras and then later inside El Salvador 

particularly when the Salvadorans had their own training establishments set up later on at La 

Union. 

 

Q: How well do you think you were observed by the intelligence apparatus? Weôre talking about 

the CIA and the Defense intelligence? 

 

PICKERING: Hard to really know. I think that we had very few if ever any indications of 

impending major guerrilla operations. There may have been a paucity of sources. Occasionally, 

they had a few breaks where they could swoop in and capture some guerrilla leaders. I suspect it 

was through signals intercepts and signals intelligence. I didnôt think that we or the Salvadorans 

were necessarily well served in terms of military operations and to some extent it was even 

harder to understand what the extreme right was doing and where they would likely go. We had 

some sources, but not I think hugely adequate ones. One of the sources turned up in a plot 

against me at one point to which we all reacted. 

 

Q: In other words you were having to watch both your back and your front? 
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PICKERING: Absolutely, you had to watch everything. You had to watch your friends and the 

friends of your friends and the enemies of your friends. 

 

Q: What about families there? Iôm talking about American families and all. 

 

PICKERING: My wife was there. We had families because in a period when there hadnôt been 

any families, it changed the complexion of the place fairly significantly. It became I think more 

like an animal house operation than a regularly operating embassy. Thus, I think bringing the 

families back helped. Very few people had kids but some had children in school. There was a 

very big international school in El Salvador. We did not have attacks on families or kidnappings 

while I was there, thank God. Shortly after I left, within three weeks after I left, four marines 

were killed. Unfortunately, they were eating in a downtown restaurant outdoors on a terrace in 

the Zona Rosa where they werenôt supposed to be. It was a drive-by shooting. Obviously 

somebody had noticed they were there and brought in the drive-by shooters. 

 

Q: How did you see your relations with the State Department, were you getting mixed signals? 

 

PICKERING: It was one of the things that left me most concerned when I was first asked when I 

was in London to take the job. When I then came back to Washington and talked to George 

Shultz, we went over this very carefully. He told me what he thought we should be doing. I 

discussed what I thought we should be doing. We were in pretty close agreement. He brought in 

Tony Motley from Brazil at that time to be assistant secretary and I compared notes with Tony. I 

think we all saw things very much the same way. There was not a huge change from the way 

Tom Enders saw it. Craig Johnstone was the deputy assistant secretary and covered Central 

America. I worked very closely with Craig and with Tony throughout the whole period. On most 

occasions we saw eye to eye. There were very few occasions when we had issues or problems. I 

think once or twice or three times Tony called me and was concerned about a particular issue -- 

that we werenôt paying enough attention to this or that or there was a problem with what we were 

saying or doing. Usually it was something that we were pretty close to agreement on and got 

ourselves aligned without a lot of difficult. They were not issues I would consider as big issues. 

Craig was responsive in getting back to us on things were we needed help or sought advice. 

 

We had good support from SOUTHCOM. George Shultz had an extremely strong view that we 

had to both fight the war and deal with the human rights issues -- that we had no way in which 

we could skimp on one and move for the other. We had a strong sense that we had to maintain 

and strengthen the military piece. But we also had this whole range of aid, of reform, of going 

after the violations of human rights, the murderers of Americans -- we couldnôt afford to relax in 

any of those. I was totally engaged with and sympathetic with that approach. That was an 

approach that we stayed very much together on with the Department. I thought that even among 

the people that were seen to be the zealots at the National Security Council they stayed off our 

back. I believe we made progress on both fronts, military and civil. That helped us deal with 

these issues. I never had any problems with the press in talking about what we were doing. I 

never had a problem with Salvadorans. At least on things like death squad activities -- I gave 

them a very tough speech months after I was in El Salvador about the need to end the death 

squad violence and to deal with the civil society issues -- civil and human rights violations. Some 
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Salvadorans didnôt like it and some liked it. That is one of those things that it was an imperative 

obviously on which to stake out a very strong position. 

 

Q: How about Jesse Helms operation which was I guess almost unique operation particularly in 

Latin America? 

 

PICKERING: Well I think he had a very strong sense of what we should be doing which didnôt 

match where we were going. His view was that we should be fully attached to the hard-right. 

They were the true anti-communists and that they represented the right vision for the future. His 

staff people came down and paid a lot of attention to the hard liners on the right. They sometimes 

came in to see us, not always. They often harassed us about our unwillingness or inability to 

accept hook line and sinker what the hard-line wanted. They thought we paid too much attention 

to the other elements of the political spectrum, the Christian Democrats, the campesino 

movements, labor unions and the other people who were also similarly engaged. 

 

Q: I think this is a good place to end. 

 

PICKERING: And his folks came down and participated in a fairly active way on the platforms 

in the election in favor of Roberto DôAubuisson. That was not my idea where the U.S. ought to 

be. There was no way I could block that. He objected very strongly to our clandestine funding of 

the Christian Democrats during the Duarte elections. 

 

Q: Did Oliver North play any role while you were there? 

 

PICERING: Yes, he came down frequently though to my knowledge none while I was there in 

terms of dealing with Salvadorans. He was always secretive about what he was doing, but 

seemed to focus on the Contras in the main. 

 

Q: He was just sort of a character out of the White House? 

 

PICKERING: Out of the White House, NSC staff guy with his own kind of views and 

approaches. 

 

Q: OK, well we will put at the end hereé 

 

PICKERING: We ought to talk about Henry Kissingerôs mission down there. 

 

Q: We will talk about Henry Kissingerôs mission, contaé 

 

PICKERING: The Contadora process. 

 

Q: Contadora process and then we will move on. 

 

Q: Today is the 15
th
 of September 2005, the Ides of September. 

 

Tom, two things. You were in El Salvador from when to when? 
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PICKERING: I was in El Salvador from September of 1983 until July roughly of 1985. 

 

Q: You mentioned at the end there were two things you would like to talk about. One was the 

Henry Kissinger visit and the other was the of the Contadora process. What was the geneses and 

what happened to the Henry Kissinger visit? 

 

PICKERING: There was enough obvious criticism back and forth in U.S. policy on Central 

America that probably if I have my dates right, this can be checked, by 1984 where a number of 

things were going on including controversy about the policy the direction in which we should go. 

The administration asked Henry Kissinger if he would put together a commission to look into 

Central America and report back to the Presidenté 

 

Q: Henry Kissinger, of course, is a private citizen at this point. 

 

PICKERING: Yes. It included some former military people and others, I havenôt got the list of 

folks and my memory doesnôt serve me well enough to remember recovery now the names of the 

members of the commission, but to look into U.S.-Central American policy and make 

recommendations to the administration. Essentially, in my exposure to it, it involved a visit to El 

Salvador and to other countries in the region led by Henry with a number of other individuals 

involved. Not only did they visit key Salvadorans, but I spent several hours or more with them 

discussing El Salvador -- responding to their questions, providing them briefings, giving them an 

overview of where things were going and giving them our recommendations on where policy 

should go. 

 

At the end they came out with a report probably late ô84, early ô85 if my memory again serves 

me correctly. The report in general was I thought a strong support for the continuation of the 

very complex effort that we were making at that time. That included basically military support 

where there were critical issues. In El Salvador of course there was limited American 

involvement because of legislative restrictions on the number of military advisors -- 55. In 

addition, there was a considerable amount of technical and monetary assistance to help these 

countries develop their own economies and social structure, their governance relationships -- all 

of which made sense in dealing with a insurgency of the type that was taking place in El 

Salvador. As I remember, there were few if any major new departures other than a reinforcement 

of the need to have Congressional support in providing aid. I canôt remember because it was not 

a primary concern to me exactly what they said with respect to Nicaragua. That was highly 

controversial at the time. The presence of the Contras in Nicaragua and exactly what should be 

done there was part of the report recommendations. This all took place before the Ollie North 

revelations, the funneling of funding into the Contras brought out of Middle East arms sales to 

Iran via Israel that he conducted. That all came out about ô86, but some of it was obviously going 

on earlier, although none of the policy issues that were discussed with the Commission as I recall 

touched on those questions or even approached those kinds of issues. The group was a balanced 

one and included I think some Congressional members or people with past Congressional 

experience. But it was a good process in terms of El Salvador which had been highly 

controversial because of the serious human rights violations on the part of the government, some 
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of the governmentôs own ineptitude with respect to creating and building a responsible military 

force as well as their slowness and being able to implement aid activities. 

 

On the Contadora process, that was a long and drawn out effort. Harry Shlaudeman was the 

major negotiator on behalf of the secretary and the president when I was there. It involved a 

negotiation with a number of states parties including a number of Latin American states, with a 

lot of European interest. The name comes from a small island off the west coast of Panama 

where they actually met I think to begin some of the early work in thinking about setting it up. It 

was obviously geared to trying to try to find a way through to a negotiated solution for some or 

all of the Central American problems. Because of the highly divisive nature of the effort on our 

part, the significant sense of concern about the American role, and the part played by the left-

wing elements in the hemisphere and in the regional polarization around the process it seemed to 

plagued it with unusual difficulties. Harry made valiant and admirable efforts to lead it forward -

- to see if he could get something done. It became in a sense more of a distraction rather 

something that produced very much. Nevertheless, it was within the open framework of this on-

going process. That Duarteôs own efforts independently to open a negotiating front with the 

FMLN occurred. Finally, El Salvador negotiations bore fruit in the early ó90s at the UN with the 

effort that the secretary general and Alvaro de Soto had undertaken. That comes at a later point I 

think in the oral history because it was one of the major things that took place at the UN when I 

was there. 

 

Q: In a way the Contadora process would you say acted at least if nothing else to engage 

countries which were outside sniping at the United States and say come on in and letôs talk about 

it. 

 

PICKERING: It did a lot of things. It began to open up the notion that there was a multilateral 

negotiating solution to the problem rather than a unilateral, a U.S. backed and endorsed solution 

heavily buttressed by military force. While the bulk of the effort in terms of U.S. engagement 

and indeed I think the bulk of the reason for our success came out of our own set of bilateral 

relationships with the states in the area -- including the ability to open up Nicaragua to future 

elections. The electoral process as well as the ability to support the Salvadoran government in 

holding off the guerrillas while it began to develop its own economy, were the principal reason is 

why the process had some success. It had a damage limiting capability and it developed the 

opportunity to open up alternative channels. In the last analysis I think most of us thought were 

probably the way in which the problem would work out. Whether it was in multilateral 

negotiations under Contadora or bilateral internal Salvadoran negotiations is a different matter 

But the fact of being able to open a negotiating track and make it respectable which it was not I 

think in the view of many of the ardent rightwing pro neo con Americans in the administration. 

For them it was a different story, but it had several values one of which you pointed out, it kept 

snipping down. Another was that it opened up a ñlegitimateò future channel for a negotiated 

solution. Thirdly, it gave the United States the ability to win broader public support 

internationally by being willing to talk and fight at the same time. 

 

Q: How did the extreme left, Cuba and Nicaragua, the Sandinistas, were they at least in some 

measure involved in this? 
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PICKERING: They were. I think to some extent they tended to focus much more heavily on 

Nicaragua and its problems and issues. 

 

Q: So the Cubans through Mexico or something haveé 

 

PICKERING: The Cubans never officially attended but others who did were in touch with the 

Cubans. As we know, Mexico had its problems with the Cubans as well as obviously interest. 

But an assumption that Mexico was somehow automatically complete and in as a foil for the 

Cubans was wrong. They had a lot of their own points of view and a lot of their own attitudes. 

 

Q: Just one more thing about Henry Kissinger. Kissinger during the time he was secretary of 

state and even before was renown by saying that Latin America was a dagger pointed at the 

heart of Antarctica, in other words he didnôt appear to have much regard for events in Latin 

America. How did you find him in this process? 

 

PICKERING: I think at first what I would call the minimization of Henryôs strategic interest in 

Latin America is both true and false in some ways. When I served with him briefly as executive 

secretary I noted the fact that even though he had a tendency as I think quite rightly he should 

have to give priority first to the Cold War which had an existential potential for impact on the 

United States, the hot war in Vietnam and then later he became interested in the Middle East in a 

very serious way particularly following the crossing of the canal in October 6 of 19é 

 

Q: ô67. 

 

PICKERING: No. 

 

Q: No, no excuse me ô73. 

 

PICKERING: 1973 or ô72. 

 

Q: It was the Yom Kippur War then. 

 

PICKERING: The Yom Kippur War was in 1973. He also paid attention to Latin America, had 

friends there and stayed in touch with them 

 

He later in his period of service as secretary of state spent a great deal of time in Africa and in 

Latin America. At the time that I got to know something about him, 1973 mainly, it had always 

impressed me that he had not only a strong interest in vacationing in Acapulco but a serious set 

of relationships with foreign ministers and others all across the Latin America. He took it 

seriously and cultivated it. This was true despite the fact that he may have in his heart of hearts 

felt that they were progenitors of fourth rank problems. As the administration went on, he got 

interested in some of these problems and in trying to resolve them and to bringing people into the 

Department who could by working with him become in effect valuable in working on his 

extended interests there. 
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Q: You can always take a look at this and if there is anything else on El Salvador you can fill this 

in but weôre moving to 1985. 

 

PICKERING: Yes, we are in 1985 and moving toward the summer of ô85 when I left El Salvador 

and went to Israel. 

 

Q: Anybody who is nominated to be ambassador to Israel always undergoes tremendous vetting 

by political forces in the United States. Did you feel this? 

 

PICKERING: I didnôt feel it so much as something new or unusual because I had served in 

Jordan earlier. When I got a phone call in the winter of ô85, I suspect it was about February, from 

George Shultz to say that Sam Lewis was leaving Israel -- he would be leaving at some point. He 

asked would I be interested in going to take the post and of course I said, ñAbsolutely, I would 

be delighted.ò I had always thought it was place in which I would like to serve. I had a lot of 

interest in it. I had visited Israel several times before that but was not an Israeli aficionado in any 

sense of the word. 

 

However, I said to George Shultz the obvious thing, ñI was ambassador in Jordan for four and a 

half years. Have you taken care of that because it was likely to become an important 

consideration for some Israelis -- particularly since I would become the first American 

ambassador who had previously served as an ambassador in an Arab country to be seriously 

thought about for Israel. And I said, ñYou know, thatôs more than a trivial or trifling problem.ò 

He said, ñNo, no, weôve been through all of that and weôve talked to the Israeliôs and they are 

comfortable.ò Shimon Peres was prime minister so I suspect that he had something to do with it. 

Shimon was not only open-minded about these things, interested in the peace process, but for 

most of my time there was very much interested in Jordan. For him, Jordan was the likely next 

possible peace partner for Israel. They had a long relationship with King Hussein and while it 

would be not a monumental opening, it could a useful one -- since Hussein might provide an 

indirect way of dealing with the Palestinians. So to repeat, he continued, ñéweôve already talked 

with the Israeliôs, thatôs been taken care of.ò I trusted his view that in taking care of the Israeli 

side of the equation, he had also pretty much taken care of the American side of the equation, 

that is that the Israelis signaled that they would be prepared to grant agrément. 

 

Nevertheless, it was obviously my interest before completing my confirmation hearings to reach 

out widely in the US. That I did to develop contacts with the help of the desk and others in the 

very large, very ramified, very important American Jewish community, Some of this was with 

members of the Council of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations who are widely 

recognized across the community and have been for years seen as the preeminent community 

leadership on things Israeli-American. I had some contacts previously and spoke to APAC 

American Israeli Political Action Committee who were obviously very important especially on 

the Hill. I had the impression when I came back to develop these contacts that despite what a 

very unusual appointment this was, it not an appointment that was going to be widely contested. 

That was in part out of respect for Ronald Reagan and out of respect for George Shultz in 

particular and Georgeôs own connections. George, of course, himself had been through 

something of the same thing, if you remember. When Al Haig left and George was nominated, 

the American community in close touch with Israel began to assume that he would be the 
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ambassador from Bechtel. Bechtelôs considerable construction activities tended to be focused 

much more on the Arab side of the Jordan River, if I can phrase it that way diplomatically 

speaking. As a result George too went through this process long before I did. He went out of his 

way to build a relationship and establish strong relationships in Israel and made it very clear that 

Bechtelôs own business interests were not going to control or indeed influence his own way of 

thinking. And indeed it was an interesting comment on my three and a half or more years in 

Israel, all while he was Secretary, that he did spend a lot of this time and effort doing two things: 

cementing and strengthening his contacts with Israelis across the board. Secondly, he built strong 

ties with the American Jewish community. 

 

The former, was undertaken sometimes to the dismay of someone like Shimon Peres -- in a sense 

that he paid equal attention to both sides of the National Unity government which was then in 

power. He kept lines open to the Likud side of the house. He retained a particularly close 

relationship over the years with Moshe Arens who had served in the Likud in the defense 

minister and had an American period in his own background. 

 

Q: And been ambassador here. 

 

PICKERING: And been ambassador to the United States and understood us all very well. He 

stood strongly as a leader on the right -- a staunch defender of the Likud and could convey those 

views persuasively and confidently to someone like George Shultz. 

 

That is a long answer to your question, but it is a very interesting and important one. Over my 

time in Israel I made it a point to go out of my way to meet, greet, talk, brief and be in touch with 

members of the community who came to visit. Generally speaking, I gave meeting them priority 

when Americans came. These were more often than not members of the American-Jewish 

community but not exclusively. I met with them, gave them briefings, talked about the situation 

in Israel and give them my assessment of the situation in the region. 

 

Secondly, obviously highly controversial in Israel is how views and attitudes are conveyed. It is 

a society that highly values frank, plain speaking and direct straight from the shoulder talk 

among its own people, particularly among the Sabras (Hebrew for the prickly pear), those born 

in the country. However, Israelis generally do not seem equally to welcome that degree of 

directness and frankness from outsiders, and especially in public. It was obvious from the 

beginning that was the case so I worked to be on good diplomatic behavior except when I felt 

there had been serious mistakes made. Early on I made an effort to listen and to understand their 

point of view. I had obviously tried faithfully to represent the views of the United States and to 

talk to them about our efforts and to find ways to try to be helpful for the pursuit of peace. I 

made the peace process and the ongoing efforts there a central pivot, because it was then 

unassailable that anybody who was dedicated to finding a way to bring peace to the region on a 

basis that both sides would have to agree, could not be criticized. Support for peace efforts was 

also in my view an important differentiator. It helped to make clear that the U.S. was closer in 

this regard to Labor and the center left and center parties than it was to the Likud. But it was 

somewhat more subtle in that Likud would not also come out against the peace process itself 

despite differences over substance. They would only come out against the terms and conditions 

under which their opponents in Israel wanted to pursue that process. 
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Q: When you went there or when you were back here you talked about Sam Lewis. He had been 

there for about seven or eight years? 

 

PICKERING: I think eight at least. 

 

Q: I think it was eight and I assume you had been in contact with him over the time in Jordan 

and all of that but did you have a good almost debriefing or time with him about his talking 

about things? Often our Foreign Service posts we pass like ships in the night. 

 

PICKERING: Let me say one other thing before that and then I will answer your question, which 

is an important question. There was one last shoe to drop on El Salvador and that was in my 

hearings for Israel. Senator Helms focused on the issue of El Salvador preeminently and on two 

incidents, one, a personal one, and one more official played a role in that process which I think 

are worthwhile mentioning. At that time Bill Brownfield, who has now been ambassador to Chile 

and is in Venezuela (Currently, 2015, Assistant Secretary for INL -- ñdrugs and thugsò in State) a 

particularly tough post at the present time. He was the lead on the desk on El Salvador. And as is 

his want, after my open hearings and exactly on the eve -late Wednesday -- of a Thursday 

morning meeting of a committee at which votes were to be taken on the nominees, Senator 

Helms submitted a list of something like 250 plus questions to be responded to -- all on El 

Salvador. Bill got them because they came through the official channels before I had them and 

called me immediately. I said, ñBill I will drop everything and come by and sit down with you 

and weôll put the answers together in the Department and I hope to get the vote out tomorrow 

morning.ò He said, ñItôs OK Tom, I think that all of these are straight forward, all of these I can 

answer and I will be glad to put these all together and Iôll take them up myself, hand deliver them 

to the committee on Thursday morning,ò And Bill did. Bill stayed up all night with this. It was 

absolutely a Herculean effort and Bill did a beautiful job because all objections were removed 

and the process went ahead. 

 

Prior to that and as part of the ongoing process after or maybe, probably after my open hearings 

on Israel, Senator Helms said that he had just a few things he wanted to talk to me about. I went 

up and he conducted a private hearing on El Salvador that had two separate sessions that went to 

-- to each one of which he devoted a couple of hours. I was the only witness. I think he was the 

only member present along with members of his staff, but it was a part of the ongoing hearings 

for Israel. He was then Committee Chairman (Senate Foreign Relations). I believe that a record 

was made and interestingly he had a long series of questions. I think staff accompanied him but 

he actually ran the hearing and the questions covered almost every aspect of anything that had 

happened in El Salvador in my years there. Obviously, the discussion was not what one would 

call remarkably friendly but it was not disagreeable. In a sense the questions themselves were 

based obviously on staff knowledge and so were quite good. They were very pointed. They 

sought to bring out failures for which the administration or I might be responsible. After all we 

have to remember that this was a Republican administration and a Republican Senator although I 

donôt think that he walked delicately through that maze. The interesting thing was that I was at a 

remarkable advantage I felt in that set of hearings -- in those sets of discussions -- because 

everything had taken place on my watch. They were all things with which I was intimately 

familiar. They were all questions we had to wrestle with from a policy and an operational 
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perspective. I believe I was able to give satisfactory answers and of course he was at a 

disadvantage because he was not in a position to do all the necessary follow up questioning that I 

think would have come out had somebody been intimately involved in this process on his side of 

the table. That would not have changed the result, but the record would have been more complete 

and thorough. Itôs an interesting comment on the confirmation process. The Senators have their 

own limitations with respect to how far they can or want to go on a set of follow up questions, 

particularly if they are examining someone going out to a new post on their past post. 

 

Sam had been in Israel I think for part of my last years in Jordan, ô76-ô78. This was now ô85 so 

he had been there at least a good eight years, almost rivaling Wally Barbour who was our fifth 

ambassador to Israel and who actually stayed twelve. Sam was intimately part of the Israeli scene 

as a result, completely knowledgeable. Sam and I had arranged several occasions to meet around 

my time in preparing for hearings. He had given me very thorough fill-ins and background which 

was supplemented obviously by the desk and the reading in material. Because I had been 

involved and very busy in a kind of near hot war situation in El Salvador, his and the deskôs 

being able to fill in all of the gaps was remarkably useful. But it also was obviously hindered by 

the fact that Sam for most of this time was in Israel and I was in El Salvador, until I broke loose. 

So time was limited. 

 

I forget how much time the Tel Aviv embassy was then in the charge of the DCM who was 

Robert Flatin. Actually Robert and I by pure coincidence or accident went to our first post 

together on the old SS America to Europe. He was going to Strasburg and I was going to my first 

overseas assignment in Geneva. We had a chance to get to know each other and so did our 

families on the boat and actually had visited each other while we were in Europe. I knew Robert 

fairly well from that period of time. He was also, when I got there, remarkably helpful and 

useful. He had served in Israel previously and gave me a feel for his take on individuals, on 

sensitivities, on things to do and not to do. Sam had given me probably more than what I would 

have considered to be possible in the usual way of what I would call non-turnover turnover of 

American ambassadors interested in getting off to vacation or their next post or retirement, but 

thatôs my own optic, I think Samôs was unusually generous in that regard. 

 

Q: There is a certain fault in that I hope maybe these oral histories in time may fill in some of 

this. A lack of historical perspective each when we go to a new post we often donôt really talk as 

much to the people who have been there before as we should. 

 

PICKERING: I think that the confirmation process serves another useful purpose and thatôs to 

allow the appointee being confirmed at least sometimes to have the time to read in well because 

the Senate is slow in getting to these appointments, even if they are being rushed to a post. This 

allows you to spend time with the desk, with the U.S. government bureaucracy to the greatest 

extent you can with non-governmental figures on the issues. You have to be a little careful about 

doing the Hill and some administrations have different views than others that you owe your first 

word to the Senate. This is undoubtedly true, but you donôt have to go around providing 

opinions, you can go around asking questions and pursuing issues with individuals. Some are 

quite anxious to see you particularly before you are confirmed. I think that itôs a very useful 

time. Secondly, having done this I guess being confirmed for ambassador ships seven times and 

for other posts another three or four, you get to learn how to learn on the job. I think that it grows 
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on you and you develop a routine and you also are able to take experience from one place to 

another. Those approaches can help you begin to figure out who to ask what questions and what 

kind of questions to pose. They can help you to begin to ask how to figure out to whom to ask 

what questions as well as to understand certain paradigms of behavior. Politics is not so uniquely 

local that there arenôt actually interesting commonalities. So beginning to fit those pieces in 

place allows you to take the pieces of one puzzle and begin to see that the colors may be the 

same even if the shapes are different. But that helps you find a path through the maze. Learning 

on the job often involves being thrown into deep water each time with no life raft, no buoy, no 

good way of swimming. I think that having done it in the past helps you quickly get on in the 

future. 

 

Q: Before you went out, you are going to be dealing with delegations, groups, and individuals 

particularly the Jewish community. They play an almost key role in our involvement in that part 

of the world. What was your sort of evaluation of where would these different groups coming 

from? Was there a theme, was it overly diverse or how did you find the Jewish community? 

 

PICKERING: I would say remarkably diverse with respect to specifics and details, but unified 

strongly on the basic proposition that we should support Israel and that we were committed to 

Israelôs defense and survival as we were committed to a peace process to ensure that. So those 

were basically widely shared philosophical postures if you like on the part of the American 

Jewish community, postures that were widely accepted. 

 

Secondly I had had some significant relations with this community interestingly enough as 

ambassador to Jordan, sometimes in opposition and sometimes in support depending upon the set 

of issues. So I was not without contacts. Also, many members of Congress who are also deeply 

involved in the Middle East, had visited me in El Salvador, and they were still also equally 

interested in El Salvador, so I had in a sense more than a personal acquaintance with many of 

them and given the new job, and was able to use those contacts to get to them to see me. Many of 

them, with the new American ambassador to Israel, made it a point themselves to come by and 

see me or to ask me to come and see them. I made no public statements before the Senate 

hearings. The administration is not overly prissy about to whom I should talk before I went on 

the Hill, as long as I was careful about supporting the administration policy and listening rather 

than expressing views. 

 

Q: When you went out there, this would be ô85? 

 

PICKERING: ô85, yes. 

 

Q: What was the situation in Israel and its neighborhood? 

 

PICKERING: Iôm trying to figure out what my timing was; I used to know all these exactly by 

the date. I came back from El Salvador I think in July; it escapes me as to when I got out in 

Israel. Something will ring a bell but certainly maybe by Labor Day or sometime around then. 

The situation was that Camp David had run its course. The Peace Treaty with Egypt was in 

place. Israel had been in ô82 through an invasion of Lebanon that had for all intents and purposes 

succeeded in getting Arafat out of Beirut and to Tunis with the help of the international 
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community. But it backfired badly in creating a lot of destruction and havoc in Beirut, obviously 

led with Sharonôs own involvement to the Sabra and Shatila massacre of Palestinians by the right 

wing Lebanese Phalange factions under the eye of the Israeli armed forces -- with what was 

obviously from the Israeli point of view a wink and a nod. Then the withdrawal of Israeli forces 

took place much closer to the Israeli border -- to about where they stayed until the Israeliôs 

completed their withdrawal just a few years ago. At the same time, it led to some serious losses 

of Israeli troops and without a lot of ability to push forward the peace process. The Israelis had in 

their custody lots of Lebanese, Palestinians and others picked up in the process. Confrontation 

remained high. But at least the Labor side of the National Unity Government, Peres was Prime 

Minister for the first half of the four year term, was interested in pushing ahead with a peace 

settlement and it became more intense about six or eight months before I arrived. 

 

Q: This is Likud and Labor? 

 

PICKERING: Likud and Labor together in a ñnational unity governmentò, with the Labor 

serving the first years as prime minister and that was Peres, followed by Shamir. Shamir was 

foreign minister while Peres was prime minister and they reversed roles halfway through. 

Yitzhak Robin remained defense minister throughout it all. He didnôt shift roles. There was no 

election in between; the parliament -- the Knesset -- stayed the same. Other members of the 

cabinet shifted in between but it was still a national unity cabinet, even if the leadership and 

membership shifted. The Likud were a lot more skeptical any peace process and the 

compromises needed to get there. 

 

There was a side show going on that occupied a lot of effort and that was the status of a square 

mile piece of territory just south of what is now the Israeli-Egyptian border on the northeast edge 

of the Sinai along the Gulf of Aqaba called Taba. It had a modern Sheraton hotel in the middle of 

the territory. The Israelis, particularly Mr. Sharon, insisted had always been part of the British 

mandate of Palestine and therefore was undoubtedly Israeli territory. The Egyptians knew for 

certain it was their territory. It was resolved after a long and difficult negotiation leading to an 

international arbitration which brought about the return of the territory to Egypt much later. The 

negotiation leading to the arbitration were deeply engaged, but without much progress during my 

service in Tel Aviv. 

 

Israel had suffered extremely high inflation in part leading I think to the establishment of the 

national unity government. Under Peresô leadership, Israel was engaged in very painful steps to 

deal with the very high inflation and the Israeli shekel at that point had gone to over a thousand 

to one dollar. At the initiative of George Shultz a small group of three distinguished economist s 

was assembled to provide private advice to Peres. It included Herb Stein and Stanley Fischer 

who later went on to be deputy at the IMF (International Monetary Fund) and now interestingly 

enough has gone to Israel to be governor of the Israeli Central Bank, He was a prominent 

economist of South Rhodesian (Zimbabwe) origin who had also come to the United States. I 

forget who the other was They were an independent brains trust to help advise Peres. I found it 

fascinating, they were all very interesting, all very wise heads and I learned a lot about 

international and domestic economics from them. Not only that they were kind enough to talk 

with me frequently and to be available to me as well as to come out to Israel to talk with Peres 
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and his team. They helped to turn around the economic situation in about a year or less. A good 

bit had already been accomplished before I arrived there. 

 

Q: Where did Likud fit? Labor, I assume was sort of the European socialist model and... 

 

PICKERING: It was and they found it hard to do things like privatization. Likud was more open, 

more willing to embrace what we would call more capitalist, more open market economic 

approaches. They had not been a long time in office, so therefore hadnôt enjoyed some of the 

benefits to the party of what the socialist scheme of things tended to provide. By the time we got 

there, Peres had already in the cabinet agreed on and instituted a number of measures. The 

galloping rate of inflation was coming down, but things were still heavily denominated in dollars 

rather than shekels to give some stability in prices and salaries, and people rarely if ever acquired 

very large numbers of shekels because they were certain that what was the value today would go 

down tomorrow. That was gradually brought around and over a period of a year, the Israeliôs did 

the usual things to stabilize the exchange rate and stop inflation. They eventually introduced a 

new shekel and dropped three zeros off the old one. 

 

Q: Sharon, in the first place what did Sam Lewis tell you about Sharon and what was you might 

say what was the Department attitude toward Sharon? 

 

PICKERING: Sam would I think be best to speak himself, but Sam emphasized that he saw 

Sharon as someone who still was in the game despite his responsibility for Sabra and Shatila and 

a commissionôs findings in that regard. I accepted that, although Sharon was certainly 

marginalized. Thatôs an interesting point because it has something to do with events today in a 

more up to date way with Sharon back as Prime Minister. We talked about all of the political 

factors and Sharon did not necessarily importantly stand out, but let me tell you two stories that I 

think are interesting. 

 

One is a precursor story, which I had had in my head for some time. During the Egyptian 

disengagement negotiations and I probably have mentioned this so it is elsewhere in the tape but 

it is interesting to recall. In one of the trips back from Egypt to Israel near the end of the first 

disengagement negotiations in January of ô74 when I accompanied Kissinger, we were all invited 

by Moshe Dayan to his house. It was, by Israeli standards, not modest although we might have 

considered it modest by US standards. It was located in the military suburb of Tel Aviv called 

Zahala. He had a wonderful garden full of all kinds of antiquities and a museum. The most 

interesting thing was another antiquity at the party. There was an old gentlemen, bald, sitting in 

the corner and Moshe Dayan happened to be with Henry at the moment and came over and asked 

Henry and me to go meet what he characterized as now ñthe biggest political has beenò in Israel, 

it was Menachem Begin who later became as you know the prime minister and negotiated at 

Camp David. So Sharonôs being out at that point was not necessarily an immutable factor in 

Israeli internal politics! 

 

I was aware that renaissances are possible in Israel, which leads to the second story. Early on in 

my time there I went around to meet people. The issue of speaking with Ariel Sharon came up 

and I said to everybody, ñI always wanted to meet him. I heard he was an interesting guy and,ò I 
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said ñbesides I think that I ought to reach out to all Israeliôs no matter how controversial. But I 

will draw the line at Rabbi Meir Kahane.ò 

 

Q: This is the Jewish Defense League man. 

 

PICKERING: A man who was later assassinated across the street from the Waldorf Hotel in 

New York before I got to New York. 

 

I called Sharon and he was certainly willing to see me. He was then a minister of industry and 

trade. He had an office in an old Turkish hotel right next door to our consulate general in West 

Jerusalem on the Israeli side on Agron Road. It was easy to see him and we met in his office, a 

very nice office in this Ottoman period hotel. He spent an hour or two with me and showed me 

all his maps of the West Bank with plans for new settlements. We talked about all of his plans 

for the West Bank, how he was going to build roads here and there, how in effect he was going 

to populate all of the West Bank with these major settlements and this was going to be facts on 

the ground, which were going to make a Palestinian state impossible. I argued then on the other 

side of the case and that this was not in Israelôs interest to get involved in all of this. Israel could 

not stay Jewish and democratic if this happened. It was contrary to international law. This was 

the first of a number of discussions. Iôd go by and see him every three or four months. Despite 

our differences, he was kind enough to invite my wife and me down to his farm on occasion. His 

wife, Lily, who was really a wonderful woman, still alive and we had a chance to meet and get to 

know her before she died. Sharon was always an interesting character; he was open, gregarious, 

interested, argumentative, opinionated, determined, stubborn, difficult, friendly -- all of those 

things at once. 

 

The most interesting vignette that I took away from these meetings and it was something that I 

put into one of my end of tour cables in 1988, was that frequently on these meetings, not every 

time but frequently, even when we were not totally alone and often when he had a staffer or two 

in the meetings he would lead me to the door of this large office and he would say, ñRemember 

ambassador Iôm going to be prime minister of this country and when I get to be prime minister 

Iôm going to resolve this problem with the Palestinians.ò He didnôt tell me exactly how but Iôd 

always remembered that because he had said it so often that it was obviously something very 

much on his mind. 

 

There was of course a reason why it was difficult to see Sharon at this time -- because of his 

association with Sabra Shatila. Prior to my arrival there had been a report of Israelôs own internal 

investigation which was anything but a white wash of Sharon. Everything he had seen and done 

and everything that heôd said then and subsequently has tended to strengthen his hard line 

approach. The interesting thing was I saw him last November, November 2004, when I was in 

Israel. When I visit, I would go by to call. He enough remembered my meetings with him enough 

to be willing to give me a meeting. But in November 2004, he insisted that he was going to get 

out of Gaza and he insisted that he would work hard -- Arafat had then died -- to help Mahmoud 

Abbas -- Abu Mazen -- in his quest for election as leader of the Palestinian Authority (al Fatah in 

effect). He would handle the Palestinian elections in every way that would keep any taint of 

Israeli interference out of them, but he would do what he could quietly to see that they went off 

well and Abu Mahzen got elected. I said to myself mentally, ñWell, this was not the old Arik 
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Sharon, this is very interesting.ò But I felt the test in my view to be whether as this process goes 

ahead, as inevitably will be the case, how will he chose between being leader of the Likud party 

and keeping the party with him on one hand and develop a Palestinian state on the other. 

 

Now heôs in an interesting position where he is the most popular politician in Israel as we speak. 

He will face an election this year or next, most likely next. His party is against him except for 

maybe a third thatôs left. Bibi Netanyahu, his old nemesis has already declared himself, thrown 

his hat in the ring and will go into the Likud primary. Sharon now faces the question of how to 

run his prime ministership where he is undoubtedly going to be elected. He canôt very well 

change the game at this stage given where he is electorally. I think he wants to go toward some 

kind of negotiated effort. He is now polishing his reputation for that. Heôs made clear to me that 

he doesnôt think as many people do that Israel can stay Jewish and democratic and continue at 

the same time to occupy the Palestinian territories. (Sharon was elected, suffered a serious and 

incapacitating stroke and died ñdealing with the Palestinian problemò 2015). 

 

Q: On the West Bank, first place, just put in context Hussein had already given up title to the 

West Bank at this time? 

 

PICKERING: That happened when I was in Jordan in ô74 at the Rabat Summit meeting. Hussein 

went in thinking he had everybody lined up including Sadat to support him and he came back 

with no support and the Palestinians were ratified by the Arab League leaders as the partner for 

Israel in any negotiated settlement of the West Bank. They were also designated by the Arab 

world as the heirs of and leaders of Palestinian people and heirs to the territories in the occupied 

territories -- West bank and Gaza. 

 

Q: What was going on in the West Bank at that time? What were the Israeliôs doing and what 

were the West Bankers doing? 

 

PICKERING: By in ô85, we were still living in the period of what I would call semi-benign 

occupation. The refugee camps that had existed even under the Jordanians because they held the 

ô48 refugees who had come over to the West Bank, were still there. Some of them had been 

evacuated in ó67 but not many. The camps were still horrible places to live and some of them 

known centers of Palestinian militants. I can tell you that my wife and I, with Israeli license 

plates, alone in our car went all over the West Bank in our interest in visiting archeological sites 

and wandering over the countryside. We met and spoke with local people with no real problems 

at all. I donôt think I was a widely known personality, the Palestinians didnôt read the Hebrew 

press or the Israeli English press where my picture might have appeared. I had no guards, no 

escorts, no weapons -- nothing. That was in ô85 and ô86. I would go fairly frequently to see 

people like Elias Freij, the mayor of Bethlehem, whom I had gotten to know while I was in 

Jordan -- often while waiting to see King Hussein sitting in his waiting room talking to other 

visitors. Freij was kind enough to give me dinner, which was unusual in Bethlehem for the 

American Ambassador in Tel Aviv, with a group of his friends one evening. Relationships were 

reasonably good. 

 

The Palestinians were not happy under occupation. The Israeliôs did things to toughen it up from 

time to time. Increasingly one saw incidents that took place where I would have to say the Israeli 
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occupation was not shown in the best light. I have to tell you that many Israeliôs have had a kind 

of tin ear for the Palestinians and what to do. A few others were excellent -- well tuned in. My 

own friend Efraim Sneh, who was a military doctor and then an administrator for the territories 

had a pretty good listening ear for Palestinians, but in general if people could do dumb things, 

they would. It was a part insecurities and uncertainties among Israelis. Clinton Bailey was 

another, a real expert on Bedouin life in the region. In part, it was because they believed they had 

to maintain a strong security presence otherwise things would get out of hand. Over a period of 

time they would divide their country politically over the right wing zealots efforts to build more 

settlements, increase territorial confiscation and in fact use every element of the law and legal 

fiction to take territory away from Palestinians. They used British occupation law and British 

authorities that had been used against them to do this, which is the reason why youôve got 285 

thousand settlers and a lot of settlements, spread out in the West Bank and Gaza.(2015, upwards 

of 600000 mainly close to Tel Aviv and Jerusalem). 

 

This led me to believe by the middle of 1987 that inevitably there was no way to take the heat off 

the pressure cooker and that the valve was lashed down and that things would begin to come 

apart. I gave a speech in May of that year at Hebrew University with the full clearance of State 

Department. I knew in Israel in particular that the occupation regime was a hot subject, but I said 

in effect in as nice words as I could that if Israel did not pay any more attention to how it was 

dealing with and treating Palestinians there would be a blow up. Well, I was more prescient than 

I thought. By December 1987 the first Palestinian intifada, the revolt of stone throwing, had 

broken out in the West Bank. A hard line right wing parliamentarian who is now also in the 

running for leadership of the Likud Party, Uzi Landau, called me the unfriendly ambassador of a 

friendly country. That was about as bad as I was able to polarize Israeli society with my 

statement. I considered, coming from him, in a backhanded way as a kind of compliment. Others 

told me quietly they appreciated the stand I had taken. The intifada changed my ability to go to 

the West Bank alone and it changed Israeli-Palestinian relations. The Palestinians were basically 

saying to themselves weôre getting nowhere by being reasonable, docile occupied people. It was 

interesting that young people among the Palestinians showed the way because they were willing 

to throw stones. In the end al Fatah adopted the young boyôs way of protesting -- the adults too 

threw stones, shut down shops, boarded windows up, built barricades in the roads and burned 

tires, none of it terribly threatening except essentially to law and order. (Unfortunately, the 

failure on all sides widely to take into account the óintifada of stonesô in 1987, led a few years 

later to an óintifada of bulletsô, which further increased the agony and polarization). 

 

So that was an evolution, it was an evolution of increased confrontation over deepening 

frustration. 

 

Q: Did we have a policy about settlements when you got there? 

 

PICKERING: Sure we had policy on that; we had many policies there. 

 

Q: You want a policy we will give you a policy. 

 

PICKERING: It was a policy that had been modified, I think, by Ronald Reagan himself who at 

one point had been asked about settlements. Up to that time we had insisted that settlements were 
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illegal. Herb Hansell as legal advisor at State had written the legal opinion that they were illegal. 

That opinion has never been reviewed or re-written and still stands. So Ronald Reagan in a fit of 

human kindness I suppose, provided a new expression, which didnôt quite go that far -- the 

settlements were illegitimate! So in fact we had some of the props knocked out from under our 

legally-based policy, which had no teeth anyway, in a sense that we were not in a position 

politically to stop settlements -- then or now. 

 

But it led to something that was interesting. While I was at the UN and after my time in Israel 

you remember there was the big standoff between George Bush and Yitzhak Shamir over the 

issue of whether in fact U.S. aid money should be used even to guarantee loans that might 

provide assistance to Israelis settling on the West Bank. The Israelis were very generous in 

providing settlers with money, very generous in building houses, extremely assiduous in doing 

this, and this in large majority was because the ministries supporting this activity were mostly 

under the control of the supporters of settlements. The political cost of reining them in was the 

political cost of shaking the existing coalition in Israel. So settlement expansion went on quietly, 

there was very little publicity. Before this we had taken a look through our ability to look from 

satellites at what was going on and we saw the growth and build up of settlements and kept track 

of it, talked to the Israelis about it but accomplished nothing. 

 

Q: I think one of the things was at some point that we were seeing settlements going up but not 

many people living in them. I mean these were sort of é 

 

PICKERING: Oh yes, I agree, often houses were built waiting for people to come. The other 

ironic point of course was most if not all the labor building all of the settlements came from the 

occupied territories. 

 

Q: When you got there, first place did you find yourself with a unified embassy? This is a very 

controversialéwhat to do about the Left Bank, is Israel going to be a true democracy and they 

have a growing Arab population and all that? 

 

PICKERING: Itôs the West Bank, the Left Bank is in Paris andé 

 

Q: I guess I want to go back there and findé 

 

PICKERING: And find conditions for the Right Bank, if you use a standard geographical 

approach. The embassy I thought as I got to know it and talk with people found itself reasonably 

comfortable. I did not have a lot of backlash. Now, to some extent we were beginning what I 

would call with my appointment, and the appointment of a few others, a process of getting 

people to work both sides of this conflict. So we had begun a process that I would call a deep 

engagement. Interestingly enough two former DCMs in Tel Aviv had served both as my 

immediate successor and then my successor after that as ambassadors to Jordan, Nick Veliotes 

and Dick Viets. Nick later went on to serve as ambassador to Egypt and Assistant Secretary for 

the region and he and I overlapped a bit. So it was not in that sense a totally unheard of 

proposition, but as I remember the people who were then working in Israel I think that Molly 

Williamson had both Arabic and Hebrew in the political section and had actually worked in 

Jordan. Dan Kurtzer who later went to Egypt as ambassador may have already served once in 
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Egypt before he came. He had both languages. I had people who were familiar with both sides of 

the issue; some of them had both languages. 

 

Q: Prior to that or if you served in an Arab country you couldnôt serve in Israel or vice versa, at 

leasté 

 

PICKERING: Yes, if you had served in Israel it was hard to go to the Arab world and if you had 

served in the Arab world it was sometimes hard to go to Israel. It was an element of internal false 

polarization that I think had begun to break down. I thought it was good that it was breaking 

down; it was opportune and advantageous to see things from both sides. In my case, it began 

what I call the óschizophrenics societyô, the American ambassadors in Israel who had served in 

the Arab world. I donôt think any American ambassador to Israel has later been an ambassador to 

an Arab country, no not yet. Itôs always worked the other way. But I think it has been a useful 

and good thing -- Peres told me he welcomed it, He wanted somebody who knew Hussein, who 

could give them insights, thoughts and advice on Jordan and how to deal with Jordan. I was not 

an official advisor to the Israeliôs, but was happy to be helpful in bringing along a peace process. 

 

Throughout my time, Peres was totally dedicated to see if he could find some breakthrough in 

the Peace Process. It wasnôt that the Israeliôs were all comfortable with this; obviously he was 

not where Shamir was. They had their biggest disagreements over the Taba negotiations which 

were only emblematically of what their differences were about -- giving up any land. Peres 

continued to take advantage of an opportunity to have meetings with Hussein which were 

conducted secretly. Some people knew about these, not widely. They didnôt know the details; 

this set of activities led to a larger, but quiet effort. Dick Murphy was assistant secretary and 

Dick got us together, that is it was Paul Boeker, in Jordan for part of that time and later Rocky 

Suddarth, Nick and Frank Wisner from Egypt, Wat Cluverius who had been consul general in 

Jerusalem. We would meet in places like London or elsewhere, Dick would always come out. 

We would sit down and talk about what would be our next steps; how could we get things 

started. The issue there was always how can we get Arabs to talk to Israelis The Israelis were 

presumed under Peres generally to be willing. And even more difficult, how could we factor the 

Palestinians into the equation? Jordan was still very much in the minds of Israelis like Peres and 

the people around him. Unfortunately, they were so far behind the Arab political conclusions that 

it was not clearly going to work, although Hussein may have been willing, but only with wide 

scale support from the US and the key Arab states. Indeed to the extent that they thought about it 

on the Jordanian side, the US was a sine qua non, without US back there would be little or no 

chance of gaining Arab support. 

 

The next key question was always on the Arab side: who would represent the Palestinians? We 

were not ready to talk to the PLO then nor were the Israelis. We were not ready to get the PLO 

itself involved and the Arabs were not ready to distance themselves from the PLO. It was very 

true that Hussein wanted to find a formula and he very much wanted to play a role. I think this 

was not as is often suspected an effort surreptitiously to regain Arab support for control of the 

West Bank, although over the years he and the Jordanians have all felt that in the end there 

would have to be a very close relationship between Jordan, a new Palestinian state and Israel. I 

suspect that there are economic and other reasons that still make that in the long term a viable 

proposition. But there remained deep PLO suspicions that this was only an effort to exclude them 
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and bring in the Jordanians to speak for them and more. Hussein was very sensitive to these 

points and had resigned himself to the reality that working alone and with Peres without the US 

things had not a chance of moving toward Jordan. There were many formulas over who could 

speak for the Palestinians; would the PLO get permission, never, because the U.S. wasnôt talking 

to them. We spent a lot of time having to deal with that. I can remember one long talk I had with 

I think Frank Wisner walking along the street in London where I said, ñItôs not in my interest to 

say this but if you ask me as an analyst and not as the American ambassador to Israel I think we 

are going to have to figure out a way to talk to Arafat one of these days.ò 

 

Q: Iôm just wondering, were you given the Israeliôs almost a veto overéand this almost not like 

recognizing communist China. 

 

PICKERING: But on the other hand we had all of the same problems. We had to get through 

with recognizing Communist China. Weôd had American diplomats killed by the PLO -- 

targeted, murdered in Sudan and in Beirut. We had serious difficulties with them. On the other 

hand, our intelligence people obviously ran sources in and out of their organization -- so they had 

their contacts. We had talks with manly people who one way or another were not recognized 

PLO officials, but were deeply supportive of and totally engaged with them. This changed later 

and over a period of time we would even be able to bring senior leaders others to meet with them 

once they had agreed to meet the conditions. 

 

The consulate general in Jerusalem developed over a period of time a very broad range of 

contacts among Palestinians in the West Bank. It was an interesting idiosyncrasy. I had 

responsibilities for relations in Gaza. So I and my embassy would go and see the people in Gaza. 

But Wat Cluverius, the consul general in Jerusalem had the West Bank, and he and I had known 

each other for a long period of time and there was alwaysé 

 

Q: Wat Cluverius. 

 

PICKERING: this traditional tension between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv We agreed that ñwe have 

enough problems in the region without making silly ones for ourselves.ò Dickôs meetings with 

the ambassadors and the rest of us opened the door. I said to Wat, ñYou have to report the things 

the way they are, Iôm not going to get into a battle over how you report. But if youôve got 

something thatôs new and different, please give me a heads up. I will try to do the same with you 

over Gaza. We will all be on each otherôs circuit and we will try to find the places where both 

sides agree, rather than to fight their battles for them in the cable wars at the State Department.ò I 

said to Wat, ñIf you need my help anywhere let me knowò. He said, ñCan we go to Gaza?ò I said, 

ñOf course, you can go to Gaza. Let me know when so Iôm not surprised.ò I said, ñI want to talk 

to people on the West Bank and I will let you know.ò I sat in occasionally in meetings up at the 

consulate general when the secretary came in to talk to the Palestinians. Many of them I knew 

from my time in Jordan. They were people that I had associated with and could talk with and that 

worked out pretty well so we kind of ended some of the internal U.S. strife between Tel Aviv 

and Jerusalem -- at least for a time. 

 

A big effort was made by Peres to open talks with the Palestinians through the Jordanians in 

April of ô87. It was the result of a meeting set up in London where he met the King. He had 
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come forward with a formula for starting conversations and felt that he had sold the King on this 

formula. The King was a little more reticent about what it was that he had agreed to accept. Peres 

came back and he had Yossi Belen call me and say that he had this formula, he felt that he had 

gotten a real breakthrough and he wanted to start talks. I said it looked good to me if that was 

really where the Jordanians were. I sent it back to George Shultz with a strong recommendation 

of support. Peresô problem was he had sold everybody, but his own colleagues in his coalition 

government from the other side of the coalition in Likud. He apparently hadnôt briefed them on 

what he was doing exactly, so this was a total surprise to them. Here he was depending on the 

U.S. to weigh in and make it happen. So you can imagine Shamir got his nose out of joint and 

the first thing he did was send Misha Arens to go talk to George Shultz and Charlie Hill who was 

then working as Georgeôs executive assistant and had been many years in Israel. Charlie was a 

convenient contact for them always to feed in their side of the story. Well that was easy and 

George of course would always see Misha if he came. So Misha apparently put down a very 

tough marker. Peres, in the meanwhile, was depending on my diplomacy and George Shultzô 

sympathy for being able in effect to get the Likud to accept the deal. The U.S. had been in favor 

of moving in this direction. Well Secretary Shultz was not willing to get between both halves of 

the national unity Government on the question. He said this back to Peres is your baby you have 

to handle it. He wasnôt totally negative on the thing but at the same time he said obviously this is 

something Israel will have to make up their own mind about how to move ahead. The U.S. was 

not in a strong position to resolve it. My own view was that had we come out strongly in favor of 

this, we possibly could have been more helpful with both Hussein and Peres in getting it 

launched, But there were problems on Husseinôs side of finding a way to speak for the 

Palestinians. And once there were problems on Peres side, it became apparent that it wasnôt 

going to work. (Peres has remained unhappy with what he considers to be a failure of American 

support at this critical time). 

 

Over a period of time the various Ambassadors under Dick Murphyôs lead began to take on with 

Shultz the need to open up with the Palestinians. We started a process and I guess sometime in 

ô88 we had indicated that we would have contacts because they met the conditions we set out -- 

no more violence, willingness to deal with and eventually recognize Israel and so on. Bob 

Pelletreau was in Tunis and Bob was chosen to open contacts since the PLO was headquartered 

there. Then the PLO did something, I canôt remember what it was, that was truly stupid and we 

cut them off for a while. At the time of the original decision to contact the PLO, I was asked to 

inform Mr. Shamir very late one evening. He was then prime minister after the national unity 

government shifted. I was to tell him the news that the United States was about to start 

conversations on a very limited basis at the level of our ambassador in Tunis with the PLO 

Palestinians based on satisfactory assurances that they had met the conditions. Shamir, I called 

him on the phone, said, ñWell, you will very much regret this, this is a terrible mistake and how 

could you obviously think that this will help.ò I said, ñWell we had signaled to him, as we had, 

ahead of time that this might be a possibility and that it wasnôt totally new. We wanted him to 

continue to know that our commitment to Israel was unchanged and we would continue try to 

move things through positively.ò 

 

Of course, that was the beginning of one of the radical changes in the region. I thought in the end 

it was the right thing to do despite the fact that if anything, the Israeliôs and the Jordanians 

themselves had a similar very negative view of the Palestinian leadership, particularly Mr. Arafat 
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-- the Jordanians coming out of their experience in the early ô70s during Black September. Each 

distrusted him and felt he would not work for an agreement they could accept. 

 

Q: Well Arafat remained a problem actually throughout his life. 

 

PICKERING: I had said in smaller groups that Mr. Arafatôs greatest contribution to the Peace 

Process was his leaving of it. On the other hand, I have some sense because there is balance in 

this question, that over the years both we and the Arabs managed one way or another always to 

reward Arafat. The Israeliôs were in the forefront of doing this by making him a martyr or a 

potential martyr, if you like, within his own society. Every time he did something we didnôt like, 

and that was more often than not, such as being unwilling to go ahead with an initiative that we 

had ginned up to get the Peace Process off and running often without his direct involvement, he 

would reap the benefit among his own people of being against the ideas. Often this came where 

he would have difficulties in managing things with his deputies and he said no. He emerged out 

of that a larger hero to his own people, a bigger more monumental figure than before. So, in a 

sense you could always say that he was rewarded in part by procrastination and by failure to 

make decisions. There was a famous phrase about him that has later been generalized to the 

Palestinians themselves -- somewhat unfairly -- that óhe never misses an opportunity to miss an 

opportunityô, it is often attributed to Aba Eban. In fact I believe I heard first well before I had 

met and worked with Eban from Zaid Rifai who was them prime minister of Jordan. 

 

Q: This is Tape 10, Side 1 with Tom Pickering. 

 

Tom what about with Gaza? What was the relationship? Was Gaza under our embassy or where 

did Gaza fit? 

 

PICKERING: Gaza was looked after by the embassy while the West Bank was looked after by 

the consulate general in Jerusalem. I had nothing to do with setting it up that way. I think it was 

set up that way in part because it was easier for transportation. The embassy was closer to Gaza. 

And I suspect maybe whoever was the ambassador at whatever time it was worked out didnôt 

want to entirely give it up. It had been previously from 1948-67 an Egyptian occupied area of the 

former mandate of Palestine. So the embassy administered the AID programs that had been 

developed for Gaza and the embassy maintained contacts there. I had an officer in the political 

section who did that. I visited Gaza from time to time to see leaders and to talk to them about the 

situation, to talk to the Israeli occupation officials and so on about what was going on in Gaza. 

Jerusalem had the same arrangement for the West Bank. We kept each other informed 

 

Q: Was there disquiet? We are tracking now within a couple of Gazaôs was the last ten days has 

finally been éé 

 

PICKERING: Yes. 

 

Q: But Iôve heard accounts that the Israeli settler movement moved in and picked up prime plots 

of ground, the best walker and all that and really treated it like a colony. Were we concerned 

about this? 
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PICKERING: We were, but it was in a sense the Israeli settlements in Gaza, roughly eight or a 

dozen, in several clusters and some alone, total in my days maybe 6,000 people or slightly more. 

Those settlements were always seen as a rather forced effort on the part of the Israeli settler 

movement to stake the claim for some territory which had really very little connection with 

historical Judaism and in an area heavily overpopulated -- more refugees than original in 

habitants, -and where levels of un-employment were very high. 

 

In fact, you had an area, the strip, that was densely populated -- the only portion of the world that 

I know of where there were more refugees than there were original inhabitants settled in the land. 

It held big areas of refugee camps, which were very under supported and very squalid -- an area 

where drinking water began to fail because seawater had infiltrated the aquifer which itself was 

over used. There was bad water management. An area where municipal services were sparse and 

not very well developed, but where the intensity and the density of the population was huge, In 

Gaza, even at the time that I went down and visited, you would have outbreaks of violence and 

riots among the Palestinians. That led up to intensive Gazan participation in the ñintifadaò 

(upraising) of December 1987. There were stories then widely believed, whether they were true 

or not, that the Israeliôs had sponsored what later became Hamas because they were deeply 

concerned that the Fatah movement of the PLO (Palestinian Liberation Organization) had too 

much control, was too strong and was growing to monopolistic in its ability to lead the 

Palestinians. Hamas was an off-shoot of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan al 

Muslimin) with its religious ideas. The Israelis were said to favor Hamas because as a religious 

body it would oppose the secular al Fatah organization and introduce some balance into Gazan 

politics. A lot of people widely believed it and it was, if not an article of faith, among 

Palestinians and Gazans it was beginning to be close to one. I found it interesting that from time 

to time the Israeli Military Governor in Gaza would introduce me to Palestinians who had a 

relationship in those days with Hamas 

 

I went down to Gaza and met people. Often they were people that I had met in King Husseinôs 

waiting room when I was in Jordan and Gazans would come over to see him. He had a 

recognized position on the West Bank before ô67; both the West Bankers and the Gazans came 

over to call on him to talk to him, to tell him about what was going on and to continue to urge 

him to seek their liberation from Israeli occupation. Many of the Gazans I met with were what 

we would have called the aristocrats and oligarchs of Gaza, wealthy, landed traditional 

Palestinians or Gazans. They were not out of sympathy with the PLO and they were often 

financiers, but they were not what you would call the ordinary Gazans off the street. We looked 

at them as political leaders. They helped in the AID (Aid for International Development) 

programs to turn up individuals who were also willing to take leadership. We had turned up a 

Gazan doctor who had started homes and hospitals for orphaned and sick kids and who we 

thought was doing a very good job. We supported some of the private and religious hospitals in 

Gaza because the place was so under supplied with that kind of a facility. 

 

Q: Was there any thought at the time that if we made a major investment in AID both in the West 

Bank but even more in Gaza to really raise the standard of living, make it an improved area or 

something this might take a lot of the pressure off? I mean were there in the first place was it too 

financially expensive and the second place where Arab leaders, the whole idea of keeping them 

barefoot and pregnant and unhappy? 
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PICKERING: Some years before I got there were we beginning to look at AID projects for the 

Palestinians. The needs there had caught our attention. The effort was from the other end. How 

could we build up and strengthen this effort when there was all kinds of opposition in the 

congress, So the solution was not only totally impractical but such that nobody ever seriously 

advocated it but that it was I think probably could be seen by some as potentially being 

dangerous, I donôt know. The thought was always that we would get to the real solution when 

there was a negotiated agreement. Then we would reward the Palestinians through helping them. 

There was skepticism particularly in the Israeli right wing about doing anything in this area that 

would one way or another motivate Palestinians or move them ahead. 

 

Q: Weôve seen millennial situation, solution as being a Palestinian state at that time or were we 

thinking about something else? 

 

PICKERING: No, I think that we were only struggling with the notion of how to engage the PLO 

in talks first. By the time that we got to talking with the PLO I think that we became inevitably 

plugged into this two-state paradigm. It just took us many years until the present President Bush 

came along to recognize the two -- in the Middle East it sometimes takes twenty years to 

recognize important realities. 

 

Q: Were you there, speaking as a former consular officer, consular officers have to go to prison 

and talk to the people who get arrested and all and they see the underside of the regime and then 

you know we were, ambassadors really donôt like to hear that the regime is beating up people 

and all that. This is not what they want to know. Were you getting reports about Israeli military 

police being nasty? 

 

PICKERING: Oh sure. There had been many reports of such before that. They were happening 

more frequently. That is one of the reasons why I gave a speech in May of ô87; I thought there 

was enough there that I needed to put a marker down on behalf of the United States. We were not 

going to sit by and ignore this issue. In my view it was necessary for the American ambassador 

in Israel to speak out publicly about it. We all knew that there were heavy handed aspects of the 

Israeli occupation that produced negatives which would in some ways work to the ultimate 

disadvantage of Israeli. Even more importantly the might work as well to the disadvantage 

United States through its close association with Israel. Some Israeli leaders were more open and 

tolerant and some were much tougher and much more heavy-handed. But this was coupled with 

the fact that the Palestinians saw their land and water going in settlements, if not already gone. 

They saw their water being taken up by Israeli control and then they saw that the Israelis 

managed the aquifer under the West Bank in their own interest. It meant that springs got closed 

off from time to time, but it also meant that important land areas got absorbed in settlements on 

the basis of the fact that through rigorous application of Ottoman or former British colonial rules, 

the Arabs who owned the land had not filled out the right papers or you know error or done 

something else so they lost their ownership rights. The Israeli basis for taking their land was 

either a strict enforcement of their rigid military law and eminent domain on the one hand or a 

use of old British statutes on the other. Occupied enemy territory or uncertainties or cloudiness 

of Arab title all helped to take private Arab land. And very often it turned out to be the best land 

and often the land would be in olive trees and the olive trees take a long time to grow, so they 
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represented a very significant source of income for Arabs who then lost this source of funds. 

This generated and strengthened feelings of deep grievance. 

 

Q: Iôm just thinking of the timeé 

 

PICKERING: Yeah. 

 

Q: Maybe this might be a good place to stop. 

 

PICKERING: Sure, OK. There is much more to say about Israel. 

 

Q: Since there is much more to say about Israel. 

 

PICKERING: Our military relationship, the development of our allied relationship, which was 

formalized, a lot of those kinds of things. The ñintifadaò. 

 

Q: Your evaluation of Shamir and the Likud at the time and Iôm sure there are other things. 

 

PICKERING: Sure. 

 

Q: Today is the 14
th
 of November 2005. Tom you were in Israel from when to when? 

 

PICKERING: I went to Israel sometime later probably August or September of 1985 and I 

stayed until the last day on December 1988 

 

Q: You know, one of the things that politicians say and Iôm not sure if military says it is that 

Israel is our great strategic ally in the Middle East. How would you respond to that? 

 

PICKERING: Thatôs a fascinating question. A lot of the politicianôs motivations were obviously 

heavily determined by their own views of how that statement would or would not impact their 

domestic political constituencies. To some extent, lots of what was said and done in respect to 

Israel by American political leaders was done with a very careful eye to their constituencies. I do 

not think people in the long run were afraid of saying what they thought, maybe some were, but 

really were obviously deeply concerned about the kind of balance that they had to achieve in this 

situation. They were uncomfortable in taking Israel to task when they felt that Israel had done 

things that didnôt pass muster as far as they were concerned. They were at the same time 

extremely sympathetic to Israel in terms of the dangers it faced in the region and extremely 

supportive of Israelôs own progress, its ability to have developed a democratic state, made great 

progress in science and technology, developed efficient agriculture, created a society that had a 

real ability to project itself on ahead and to do that in a situation where it was obviously subject 

to many threats and pressures coming all around it. They were fully conscious of the history of 

the Shoah, the Holocaust, and this influenced their thinking. In many ways it provided for 

everybody who served in Israel with a challenge, a constant set of pressures and difficulties, to 

understand precisely how to deal with the problems and differences that arose. 
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I found it comfortable to be complimentary about the things that I thought one had to be 

complimentary about and ought to have been complimentary about and that was no difficulty. I 

think I recited earlier the instance when I was publicly critical of Israelôs treatment of 

Palestinians before the first ñintifadaò and garnered some negative reaction, but I also got some 

positive reactions. I did not make it my public task to wag my finger on every conceivable 

occasion in public at things I disliked. I would talk to Israeli leaders about things that I thought 

were bad and I was there through the entire Pollard affair which raised this issue but even in 

starker terms. I had to go in and see then Prime Minister Peres on several occasions to say in fact 

that we were not getting what we expected to get in the way of returned documents or we 

werenôt getting the kind of cooperation we expected to get. I had some but not perfect success 

there. Those were the things that were best left for private conversations rather than public 

pressures. To some extent at least in those issues I had the feeling that Peres was trying to be 

responsive to that set of questions to the extent that he could be. He had limitations in domestic 

politics on what he thought he could do. The Israeliôs were not happy about the notion that they 

had to become in the Pollard case the unwilling allies of the United Statesô prosecutorial function 

-- to take a man who, whatever his reasons, had provided them with extremely important and 

valuable information and serve now on the prosecutorial bench against him. But that is in effect 

what we asked them to do and thatôs in effect what they tried to do and did up to a particular 

point. 

 

Q: Could you explain what the Pollard affair was? 

 

PICKERING: The Pollard affair related to a young Jewish-American who worked in a civilian 

capacity for US naval intelligence who somewhere along the line developed contacts with the 

Israeli embassy and with a man who I happened to know in another period in another time after 

this fact as a very dynamic, very intelligent, very effective Israeli air force officer. Over that 

period of time, he volunteered to provide them with information based on a supposition that from 

what he knew and saw, we were not sharing with our Israeli ally all the things he believed in his 

own individual account we should have been. He was given some compensation for his help. 

This is his story and so he began to provide information and the Israeliôs set up a system to make 

Xerox copies of documents that he took home with him from naval intelligence and then later 

returned. You know there were large volumes of these and many of them highly sensitive. I 

forget exactly how this popped out, but at some point we became aware of the fact that he was 

doing this. He panicked and tried to drive into the basement of the Israeli embassy to seek 

refuge, was turned away, came into the custody of American officials. He began to relate at least 

some of what he had been doing. This opened up the entire situation. Then Joseph diGenova who 

was the US Attorney in the District came to Israel with Abe Sofaer the legal advisor to the 

Department of State and others. We arranged for them to talk with a number of Israeliôs who 

were senior in the Israeli government as well as to some lawyers. Among the most senior people 

they spoke with was the man who was then Director of the Israeli internal intelligence service, 

the ñShin Betò or the ñShabakò (Israeli counter intelligence and internal security services). They 

attempted to cooperate with us within the range of, I guess, some limitations they set for 

themselves. They did provide us with information and returned a number of documents. Most of 

the documents they returned, as I recall, were below the level of top secret so that things that 

maybe were talked, highly incriminating for Pollard, would not have been returned. We asked 

for and got more documents. In any event, on the basis of all this information Mr. diGenova and 
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another senior Department of Justice official with the prosecution, Mr. Pollard was convicted 

and sentenced to life. There has since been continuing pressures from Israel and Americans as 

well from time to time to seek his release. 

 

Q: Did you from early on feel any pressure from the political elements within the United States 

to cool it, to keep this from gettingé? 

 

PICKERING: None at all. 

 

Q: One of things and I donôt know whether youôve had any glimpse of this but I remember 

hearing Seymour Hersh wrote a what we would call an expose in the New York Times say that at 

one point that Pollard was being tasked by the Israeliôs to supply almost daily information on 

location of our nuclear fleet, submarine fleet. Which would imply that if this is true that the 

Israeliôs were using this information, I mean the only explanation of this could be that they are 

using it to pass on to the Soviets and or maybe to trade for the Soviets to get more Jews out of 

theédid this come up at all? 

 

PICKERING: No it never did. I would doubt that an intelligence analyst in the Navy would have 

access to that kind of operational data. There was, however, and had been references in public 

from people like Seymour Hersh and others to the fact that Israeliôs were using some or all of the 

Pollard data for horse-trading in the intelligence sphere. I donôt know whether anybody ever 

proved that; but people assumed it on the basis of standard intelligence practice. I think probably 

the defense lawyers hoped to make some deal for better treatment. He did make a deal in talks 

for his wife who was involved with him in this, who was not Jewish and was treated in a much 

more gentler fashion by the prosecution. It was also true that near the end of the case Secretary 

Weinberger, who apparently felt very strongly about this obviously, issued a statement in which 

he was tough in his judgments about the damage that Mr. Pollard had done. Many people think 

that that played a significant role in the judgeôs final decision for a life sentence beyond what had 

been recommended. 

 

Q: Heôs become a cause now on both sides in a way in the United States subsequent Israeli 

prime ministers had raised the question and there are those who in the party politic who are 

vehemently opposed any deal on this and quite aéI mean it is quite a subliminal issue but it is 

still there. 

 

PICKERING: It is and occasionally people come to me perhaps not knowing what my status and 

role were at the time and they asked me if I would join in the movement to free Mr. Pollard. I 

have always responded, ñNo, absolutely not.ò I have a very good idea of a lot of things that he 

did and I would not in any way at all want to be supportive of an effort to seek leniency. 

(Subsequently, I slightly modified this view in public and said that if his release would contribute 

materially to Israelôs joining in and agreeing to a two-state solution I could support the release, 

but only on that basis) 

 

Q: Well did you have the feeling knowing that at this time was there a ____ in governments 

where thereôs a division between sort of the intelligence often military intelligence deal and the 
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administration. The Israeli government of course has so many people who are ex-generals that 

itôs a little hard to see the line. Did you see a problem in that? 

 

PICKERING: Well, the Israeliôs played this as if it was something of a rogue operation, as if it 

had been created by a group with the Israeli initials ñLekemò which had been set up to collect 

scientific and technical intelligence. A former Mossad (intelligence) officer by the name of Rafi 

Eitan, as I remember, had been put in charge. He was reported to have allowed his enthusiasm 

for Mr. Pollard and his information to exceed the bounds of mutual respect between the United 

States and Israel. There was a little bit of that to try to palliate the impact, the negative impact, of 

this issue on the U.S. body politic. 

 

Q: Well did this, did you feel this had an impact beyond, on American-Israeli relations? 

 

PICKERING: Oh I think it did, it slowed down cooperation, it took totally focused attentioné 

 

Q: Military cooperation? 

 

PICKERING: Yes. It slowed down cooperation for a while and focused the attention on this 

issue as opposed to other issues we were then dealing with. While it didnôt last for a long period 

of time, it was one of those hiccups that take place in the U.S.-Israeli relationship. In some ways 

it didnôt quite match, but almost matched what happened when some time back in the ó70s after 

the war when Rabin was prime minister and he didnôt want to do something that Henry Kissing 

thought it was time for the Israeliôs to do. Henry called for a reexamination of U.S. policy of 

Israel, which Henry could do. It froze things for three or four months. That produced a result that 

the Israeliôs took another look at the peace process. This came later in time when the relationship 

was perhaps less vulnerable to these kinds of things. As a result I think it had a less durable 

impact. But also for me it rankled up there with the aerial attack on the USS Liberty in 1956 -- 

during the Israeli invasion of Sinai with Britain and France of Egypt in 1956, and with reported 

theft of US nuclear materials in the 1960s, with Watergate and Irangate and other similar issues. 

 

Q: What about the other issue that keeps coming up. About every night I think of anybody who 

used the fact that the Israeliôs have considerable nuclear capabilities. During your time how did 

you view that? 

 

PICKERING: In my time we made it very clear we were not having any nuclear cooperation 

with the Israeliôs, civil or military. We were very much at armôs length on all of those activities. I 

never was asked to, never did and never would have been able to visit any of the Israeli nuclear 

research establishments. At the same time, it was not an issue for discussion in any contacts that 

I ever knew between U.S. and Israeli officials. The closest we ever got to it I suppose would 

have been sensitive discussions with the Israeliôs over military cooperation with South Africa 

that as far as we knew did not include nuclear, but we didnôt know for sure. The period that I was 

there, between ô85 and ô88 where it was very clear there was a close military technical 

relationship between the apartheid (separateness) South African regime and the Israeliôs. But 

almost all of this as far as I knew took place in the area of conventional weapons, I didnôt see 

anything that took place in other areas. 
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Q: Well there is still this unexplained thing, I donôt know when this came about, but this sudden 

burst of light or explosion or something I guess in the nearest South African Indian Ocean 

somewhere. Did that happen during your time? 

 

PICKERING: No that happened when I was in the Bureau of Oceans, Environment and Science 

dealing with the scientific issues, so I was very much involved in the U.S. government review of 

that. In so far as I saw it there was no basis for assuming then that this was a clandestine South 

African nuclear weapons test or a clandestine Israeli-South African nuclear weapons test. We 

were not in a position to say that we had adequate information to prove the negative on that but 

we did not have what we thought would be the usual kinds of things to show that something like 

that had taken place -- nuclear debris of some kind. We tended to think that it was an anomaly in 

the detection system which is something you fall back on if you canôt otherwise explain 

something. So it was never I think conclusively proven one way or the other although the general 

tilt was that it was unlikely to have been a test, but not perfectly disprovable that it happened the 

way some people have tried to portray it in your question. 

 

Q: Well before we turn to the ñintifadaò what was the relationship while you were there of Israel 

with other countries including South Africa? Particularly in Africa but other places sort of waxes 

and wanes depending on the influence of the Arab countries. How stood things like that? 

 

PICKERING: I was there during the period before the Jordanian Peace Agreement, but after the 

Egyptian peace. If the Israeliôs had much in the way of contacts they kept them very quiet and 

did not talk about them extensively. It was clear that Turkey continued to be a place of interest as 

well as Ethiopia. Iran, of course, had gone over to the ñMullahsò (a Muslim religious teacher or 

leader) after the 1978 revolution there. Where it was interesting and certainly I made it matter 

ofé 

 

Q: You are talking about Iran? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, and so on it was fascinating that on several occasions and I could probably 

find it in State Department cables, I had conversations with Rabin about Iran. Interestingly 

enough he was very strongly in favor of our building our relationship and trying to find a way to 

open up contacts. This was of course six or nine years after the Mullahs were in power. He said, 

ñIran is an important country and you need to pay attention to it. We canôt let things drift. We 

ought to see what we can do to begin to reopen talking with them.ò I think it was not hurting him 

that Iran was then deep in battle with Iraq. 

 

Q: How stood things between Israel and Iraq? 

 

PICKERING: Well, there was as far as I could tell absolutely no meeting of the minds at all. The 

Israeliôs were concerned by the size of the Iraqi military even though they saw deeply tied up 

with the war with Iran. From that perspective, they didnôt express views that allow me to think 

that they considered it a huge strategic problem for them. I suspect over time that may have 

shifted -- at the end of the war. Certainly, the Israeliôs were very concerned when I was in New 

York during the first Gulf War about the fact that after having invaded Kuwait, if we went after 

Iraq, Israel would have said, ñWell, we would become a target for Iraqi missile attacks.ò 
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Q: How about again while you were there Syria. Was there any thought that Assad or something 

could be done with him because the old saying ñyou canôt make war without Egypt, and you 

canôt make peace without Syriaò? 

 

PICKERING: The Syrian issue hung over everything. The Israeliôs had in some backhanded 

ways around 1975 agreed to Syrian presence in Lebanon and then in ô82 when they had gone 

into Lebanon in the Bekaa, they had run into Syrian forces and there had been some fighting. 

They had some missing in action they were anxious to get back and that occupied a lot of their 

time as indeed did at least one missing pilot they were still looking for. They felt the Syrians had 

something to say about where those people were, but they did not reflect at that time a great 

sense of looming danger. They had pulled their people back out of Beirut after ô82 and were 

continuing to occupy a kind of buffer strip in Southern Lebanon, but pretty well away from the 

Syrian military directly. They were much more concerned by attacks of Hezbollah (ñparty of 

Godò, Lebanese Shia with close ties to Iran and who supported Palestinian liberation) who they 

felt were fully supported by the Syrians and Iranians. Losses were suffered in the buffer zone for 

which they had built up their own force -- the South Lebanese Army, Christians mainly, which 

was willing to take Israeli support to control and protect their own villages and perhaps others in 

Southern Lebanon. They were a kind of paid for buffer force out on the marches of the Israeli 

border and north of the border itself. So the Israeliôs had a system intelligence collection, of 

surrogate forces, of their own troops and fire bases and of controlled areas to try to keep that 

whole northern area from presenting a danger or a challenge. 

 

The Syrians on the Golan had generally been scrupulously careful to observe the arrangements 

instituted after the 1973 war and Israel felt that was a quiet and relatively non-threatening 

situation for them. 

 

There was little if any thought about progress in the late ó80s on the Syrian front in large measure 

because Assad had been heavily resistant to the notion that he would take on that responsibility. 

There is a complimentary expression ñyou canôt make war without Egypt and peace without 

Syriaò and that Syria was certainly not going to be the first to make peace, but probably also not 

the last. That dynamic would play some role in the Syrian attitude toward the answer. Clearly 

they wanted the Golan back and that was defined as having some shoreline on the Lake of 

Tiberias, even though the old Mandate boundary that was arranged by the UK and France in the 

early 1920s to be some ten meters from some kind of high water mark. We were not yet into the 

situation where there was a second peace treaty, the Jordanian peace treaty, where the Israeliôs 

were ready to deal with the Palestinians. 

 

It Q: The Golan Heights is one of those things that with, I wonôt say goodwill on each side, but I 

mean with international intervention helped these forces and all it could be solved. I mean it 

doesnôt seem like an insoluble problem. 

 

PICKERING: But as we know, on the Golan, it was not yet apparent because there was not that 

level of detail yet available on positions of the countries. The principal issue in territorial terms 

that has to be resolved was the question of the shore of Sea of Galilee or Lake Tiberias. As I just 

noted on that the issue, the Israeliôs relied very heavily on the British-French dividing line in the 
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early 1920s between the Palestine mandate and French occupied Syria. The British apparently 

kept a very narrow strip all around the sea (10ms) that they insisted would be part of the 

Palestine mandate in order to assure the water supply from the lake. The Israeliôs have adopted 

that approach. The Israeliôs didnôt want Syria to have access to the shore because it could cut off 

their ability completely to control the water supply, particularly with the Israeli national water 

carrier originating the Sea of Galilee It became the principal fresh water reservoir for all of 

Israel. So Israelôs dependence on that water and indeed the feeder streams including the Jordan 

River meant that the Israeli views about how to handle the Golan were tempered by their deep 

concern that they would not want to see the Syrians be able to put their feet in the water. Of 

course, that is what Hafez al-Assad said he had to have in order to resolve the problem. So the 

issue is still hanging out there on those terms. It was not yet clear then that the Syrians were 

ready to talk in part because they wanted to give some prominence to the Palestinians and tell the 

Israeliôs they had to accept the discussions with Arafat and the Palestinians first. Itôs not yet over, 

and as a result the Syrians held back at various times since then when the progress has been 

made in the discussions with the Syrians, but never quite got over that last barrier. 

 

Q: Were you called on to try to do anything to push the Israeliôs on this issue? 

 

PICKERING: Well we spent a good deal of our time and effort with Dick Murphy who was then 

assistant secretary talking about how we could overcome the deadlock and the deadlock was 

principally focused on then the Palestinians. We accepted that probably the Syrians were not 

going to move out ahead of the Palestinians, that they would sit back and see in fact whether in 

fact the Palestinian part of the equation could still be pushed ahead of the rest. We assumed that 

it made good sense to handle the issue that way and we had no easy way to leap over it. We met 

frequently Frank Wisner who was in Egypt, myself, Paul Boeker and then later Rocky Suddarth 

who was in Jordan, Wat Cluverius who was consul general in Jerusalem, with Dick and members 

of Dickôs team in London and Israel and Holland on occasion and other places and attempted 

jointly to see whether there were initiatives or activities we could pursue with the idea in mind of 

setting up negotiations. At that point it was not yet clear that the Jordanians had no role in the 

Palestinian effort and that while in effect there were in the early stages of my service in Israel 

some thoughts about the Jordanians being able to negotiate on behalf of the Palestinians that 

never proved to be the case. Partly through King Hussein, after having seen nothing but 

frustration come out of that concept, publicly saying that he wasnôt going to do it any longer -- 

that idea ended. The West Bank was a Palestinian issue for the Palestinians to resolve. He was 

not going to impose himself in it and that while we suspect he still had some lingering interest in 

trying to promote that kind of a settlement because it made good sense for him and might 

eventually lead to an earlier, separate Jordanian peace agreement. For everyone on the east side 

of the Jordan River, the boundary line was pretty well settled. It was always clear that Arafat and 

most of the Arab states would have never stood still for or allowed Hussein to make a deal for or 

even with the Palestinians and Israel. That was still not the view in Israel in the late 1980s. 

 

So this was one of a number of efforts of many of them talked about, many of them discussed, 

many of them tried out and many of them actually prospected by Secretary Shultz and his 

various meetings around the region. This process continued with Secretary Shultz. After a time 

the Israeli government changed and then Foreign Minister Shamir became prime minister. 
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Secretary Shultz had the pleasure of trying to sell Prime Minister Shamir on some of the 

subsequent efforts that we had thought about and that might actually start a negotiating process. 

 

Q: Well now during the ñIntifadaò (uprising)é. What was your view when you arrived there, 

you had been in Jordan, of course, before of the Palestinians and Arafat and that? 

 

PICKERING: Well we had no contact with Arafat. The Palestinian side had the most contact 

with the local mayors, they were in frequent touch with our consulate general but some of them I 

had known from my days in Jordan and so I spoke with them and I had contact with the mayors 

in Gaza. Gaza fell to the embassy in Tel Aviv and the West Bank was covered by the consulate 

general in Jerusalem although in my day we worked hard to keep the legendary fights that used 

to erupt from time to time from becoming a fixture on the scene. Indeed worked hard to 

exchange information and stay in close touch and I think we did a reasonably good job. 

 

The Palestinians in that particular period of time were obviously engaged in a struggle 

themselves about their own leadership and whether in fact they could promote a process that 

would go ahead. The Israeliôs were at that stage unwilling to talk with him in any capacity. But 

the Israeliôs had lots of contact with individual Palestinians of all persuasions because they were 

the military government. To some extent the Israeli military governors were political experts 

who were sympathetic with the labor side of the spectrum and reached out to Palestinian leaders. 

Many of them had much better contacts than we had with senior figures among the Palestinians, 

most of whom were one way or another were sympathetically with the PLO (Palestine Liberation 

Organization) and were obviously able to take their views directly to the Israeli government. 

 

The principal concerns of the Palestinians in those days in addition to the hope that they would 

be able to negotiate some kind of a Israeli withdrawal from the occupation, was that they could 

improve local conditions for themselves. Things were pretty miserable in terms of what they 

were able to get -- access to water, obviously continued efforts to prevent the expansion of 

settlements on their side, general improvements in levels of health and education, all of which 

were pretty low for many by almost any standards. It is true that then, to an extent perhaps in 

some areas, they met Arab standards in the better parts of the Arab world, but there was nothing 

lavish, nothing really sustained and nothing really exemplary about it. UNRWA helped a great 

deal with health and education especially 

 

Many Palestinians and Gazans worked in Israel and it was not than seen as a serious security 

problem. That happened and in a way it helped to facilitate Israeliôs economic expansion by 

providing the common labor needed -- the hewers of wood and the drawers of water so to speak 

in the economic structure. Many Palestinians then and probably now still work as construction 

labor on the expansion of the settlements. There were all of these intricate, difficult and 

conflictive sets of relationships. 

 

Q: What were you hearing I mean from our people obviously our consulate general in Jerusalem 

with your own contacts and all? Did you feel this was something that could explode? 

 

PICKERING: Well we were hearing and seeing lots of things that obviously for anybody who 

had to put themselves in the position of the Palestinians would have been difficult to take in 
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particularly over a long period of years. Land was taken for public works projects and 

settlements in some of the better areas, as individuals lost farms and access to water and things of 

that sort obviously there were serious hardships. I made it clear in an earlier tape that by the mid-

summer of 1987 I gave a speech at Hebrew University in which I had one brief but I guess fairly 

eye catching line that if the Israeliôs continued to treat the Palestinians the way they were that the 

Israeliôs could expect a serious blow up of some kind. I didnôt have any idea what but I just said, 

ñYou canôt continue to treat people this way and expect not to have some reaction.ò That was in 

May and by December we had the intifada of stones, which was an effort on the part of the 

Palestinians I think to stay out of the weapons business. I donôt know whether they had the 

capacity for that or not, but throwing stones limits obviously what they could do and the Israeli 

security was reasonably good. But, it was also clear that by then young stone throwing kids had 

already begun the process of at least of venting their ire on the streets of the major Palestinian 

towns, and helping to shut down shops. Israeli soldiers or and military vehicles were the main 

targets. 

 

Q: How was this from your perspective playing? We were seeing on TV, in a way this was the, 

correct me if I am wrong but the first real feeling that here is a major problem and these are a 

people rather than just rag tag refugees as such. 

 

PICKERING: Well that may have been true for the U.S. Those of us who had spent time in the 

area clearly understood that Palestinians were perhaps across the Arab world one of the best 

educated groups, some of the more most accomplished, some of the most dynamic, some of the 

most modernized. The occupation in its own way had given them a sense of the effectiveness of 

democratic government from seeing the Israeli model, which indeed they observed at first hand. 

While they lived under these hardships and had a very large number of refugees among them, 

particularly in Gaza, they were also an Arab people that didnôt want and would try to escape 

staying under Israeli occupation. Even in those days, the notion of Israel as a Jewish and 

democratic state absorbing into its borders the occupied territories -- it was clear that wouldnôt 

work. On the other hand, if Sharon or others of his group wanted to expel all the Palestinians, 

drive them out or create situations to drive them out, that wasnôt going to work either. The 

Israeliôs would certainly be responsible for the people before the bar of world public opinion if 

they attempted to do that. So the notion over the long term of recognizing the Palestinians and 

then dealing with them and giving them the opportunity to create a state was very much behind 

every thought that was being given on the U.S. side to the peace process. It was an inevitable set 

of consequences in that situation that had to be looked at. 

 

The real difficulty in those days was that we spent an enormous amount of time trying to figure 

out how we were going to get these parties together at the table to begin a process of discussion. 

That has been the lingering and continuing problem. It has been hard to get them to the table at 

all. We all felt in those days and I think with a great deal of prescience that the closer you got to 

the agreement the harder it would be to contain the radicals on both sides and the more difficult it 

would be to suppress outbreaks of violence that would come up. It would happen on both sides in 

part because within each society, but particularly among the radical Palestinians and hard line 

Israelis, you had many who would fight the notion that any compromise especially over land 

could be made. 
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Q: Well I think given that I know you have to leave now itôs probably a good time to stop. What I 

would like to talk about and please add but we have just talked about sort of how the ñintifadaò 

was set up. I mean our feeling about it but could you talk about how it wasnôt an earth change 

but it certainly was a change in the American public view of the situation and did you feel that 

where you were and did this have any reflections? What about Jewish groups, particularly more 

liberal Jewish groups and things of this nature? 

 

PICKERING: Letôs talk more about that and we need to talk more about the character of the 

ñintifadaò and the character of the Israeli response and the ñintifadaò and what they were trying 

to doé 

 

Q: And maybe a little more about we didnôt talk about your view of Peres and Shamir and all of 

that. 

 

PICKERING: Absolutely. We have lots to do there. 

 

Q: OK. 

 

PICKERING: OK 

 

Q: OK. Today is the 18
th
 of January 2006, a full day, are pushing ahead. Tom, would you talk 

about the ñintifadaò and how it manifested itself first when you were there and when and then 

itôs influence because it really changed things around, or it seemed to change the equation. 

 

PICKERING: It all began in the middle of December 1987 and manifested itself through a 

combination of three or four things. Some of it began to occur spontaneously, kids throwing 

rocks, and then some of it took the form of boycotts. I think the third was probably general 

movement from just a boycott of buying Israeli goods to doing things like refusing to work in 

Israel. In its way it tried to bring to the attention of the Israelis, the issues the Palestinians had on 

their mind back in 1987 but not only to Israeli attention to get redress but also to the attention of 

the international community. At some point in that year. the national unity government of Israel 

shifted from being Labor-led and more amenable to a peace process to being Likud-led and very 

conservative about that process. That too may have helped spark off the public opposition. And it 

was also clear that both Israeli parties were part of an occupation regime which did not treat 

Palestinians very well. It was also an effort in what was kind of semi non-violent protest. Most of 

the violence was stone throwing. The Israeli response was fairly measured, although some 

people were killed, but it was to use tear gas and rubber bullets and things like that to see if they 

could disperse the crowds. 

 

Q: You were talking about the Palestinian aims in ô87. 

 

PICKERING: Yes. So the Palestinians obviously wanted to get some kind of attention to their 

plight and what was going on. They saw nothing moving. 

 

Q: Was thiséwould you say the ñintifadaò was a spontaneous thing or were the forces sort of 

saying, ñHey this is a good thing, letôs keep it goingò? 
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PICKERING: I think it grew out of the fact that kids were throwing stones and exasperation 

levels were reached. I forget whether there were any particularly important other precipitating 

causes than what I have mentioned, but it generalized and then people began to copycat. There 

was less what I would call central planning and central organization than there was local 

spontaneity. But the model kept on growing and so in effect it became highly generalized and 

then more planning and more efforts at central control took place, because al Fatah saw this as a 

different kind of issue for them where they had attracted world attention and could put heat on 

the problem. 

 

Q: What were the Palestinians after? 

 

PICKERING: I think the Palestinians were after first and foremost an end to the occupation in 

any way that they could achieve it. A lot of them saw that they had no military advantage so the 

negotiating route was the only way open and the only way they could make the negotiating route 

work was to bring in the United States. Their hopes were always that the United States would 

somehow work some miracle with the Israelis. At that point as you know we werenôt talking 

with the PLO, so it wasnôt until the end of the next year that the process had matured to the point 

where we started to talk to the PLO. We did that only in Tunis for awhile and then that broke off 

for a time, but thatôs a different story and it came at a different period of time. 

 

Q: What was your feeling and that of your embassy at the time of the Palestinians? Did there 

seem to be any hope that the Israeli occupation of the West Bank would happen? 

 

PICKERING: When? 

 

Q: At this time. 

 

PICKERING: Oh no I think there was absolutely no hope that it would end shortly. There was 

also obviously a strong Palestinian wish to have their own state and the moderates among the 

Palestinians thought that the best they would get, that they would ever get, would be a state 

alongside Israel. What happened was throughout this whole period when Dick Murphy was 

assistant secretary on a number of occasions maybe as many as a dozen at various times and in 

various places he brought the ambassadors together from Jordan, Israel, from Egypt and the 

consul general from Jerusalem who dealt mainly with the Palestinians but not exclusively, We 

would spend time together in places like London figuring out how to achieve some kind of 

breakthrough in the awfully difficult problem of how would we get people to the negotiating 

table. Since we werenôt ready to talk to the PLO directly and they were not ready to talk to us in 

any way at all and neither were the Israelis, the fascination continued to exist that King Hussein 

somehow could become the interlocutor or the moderate voice for the Palestinians. That he could 

actually sit down and negotiate with Palestinians mutually acceptable ones on his delegation and 

make agreements that would bring the Palestinians along. That was clearly not going to happen 

although some time of April of 1987 Shimon Peres, then Prime Minister, had one of his meetings 

with Hussein, they worked out an arrangement which I have discussed on these tapes and the 

deal was that Jordan would go along if the US would support it. There would be some 

Palestinian involvement in it and that was part of the arrangement. The U.S. support was critical 



235 

to getting him on board and probably the rest of the Arab world and so he had some reservations 

or sort of had one or two fingers crossed behind his back on the issue a little bit. 

 

Peres had another problem. I had relayed information on what was going on even before the 

meeting where he thought he had a chance to make this happen to the State Department by cable 

so it wasnôt a surprise. It was a bit of a surprise, however, when Peres came back and said, ñNow 

you have to bring Mr. Shamir who is my partner in the national unity government on board for 

this particular issue. I havenôt briefed him but I will.ò He then went and briefed Mr. Shamir and 

the first thing Mr. Shamir did was to send his old colleague and former Defense Minister Moshe 

(Misha) Arens who had been very close to George Shultz to see Shultz and tell him that this was 

a terrible idea and the Likud would not support it. This meant in fact that Shultz whatever his 

inclinations might have been they were not to get into the middle of a huge domestic Israeli 

political fight within the national unity government. So he was very tempered in his response. 

Peres felt that his effort then went on the rocks in large measure because he knew the U.S. was 

unwilling to pick up the cudgel at the appropriate time and do what he felt ought to have been 

done. Persuade Shamir to accept it. The U.S. felt that Peres hadnôt prepared the way enough with 

his own government and King Hussein felt a little bit exposed and a little bit lonely and had 

some caveats about how to make it all work. It was a heroic try on Peresô part and it was an 

effort to try to deal with formulas that we had all examined for maybe a period of a couple years 

to try to get through this position to bring in the Palestinians and talk to them as part of a 

Jordanian group without talking to them as PLO. Of course that went on until it became clear 

that the U.S. had to break the deadlock by in effect beginning to open up its own contacts with 

the Palestinians based on the Palestinians agreeing to the ñconditions: -peaceful negotiations, 

recognize Israel etc.. 

 

Q: Did the ñintifadaò have an effect? I sensed just watching this on TV as the Israelis all of a 

sudden had the high ground and all of a sudden you are seeing little kids giving shot. 

 

PICKERING: Oh no, I think it brought home to all of us the concerns about the occupation, the 

concerns that I had felt in that speech I had given in May that I had told you about earlier. That 

was conveyed and I think that the Palestinians knew and understood that the intifada was quite 

an effective international weapon to deal with this issue. The Europeans became much more, if I 

could put it this way, sympathetic to the Palestinian side of the issue and the ñintifadaò was one 

way of increasing attention to their plight and therefore support for them. Also the relative non-

violence of this issue was an appealing characteristic, which was hard for the Israeliôs to deal 

with. It was one of the few places around the world where a genuine nearly non-violent effort 

probably made a lot of progress in trying to change a political equation that people on one side at 

least wanted to change. It was consciousness raising -- it built pressure. I suspect it was one of 

the factors that led the U.S. over a period of time to say, ñWell, we are not going to break this 

deadlock any other way. We probably have now got to open up some contacts with the 

Palestinians.ò As bad as they are and as difficult as they are and Arafat is nobodyôs champion of 

virtue or democratic ideals or anything else, the US had decided to move that way if it could get 

solid PLO agreement to the conditions. 

 

Q: Were you sensing a change in Jewish support, I mean, you know was thisé? 
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PICKERING: I think less so. In a way this was, of course, up until that point a Labor-dominated 

government with Labor ideas. Labor was out in front with Peres trying to seek a way to break the 

deadlock and open the door. But he wasnôt a free agent in the national unity government. He was 

certainly in control over his side, but wasnôt on the Likud side. While Begin had been for a while 

an important player in the Israeli government, the Likud developed very strong connections with 

the Jewish community in the United States and internationally. You saw then quite suddenly 

what we had all seen, that the Labor party policy since Ben Gurion had always been with respect 

to Jews from the United States that, if you want to tell us what to do, come here and make ñaliaò 

-- become an immigrant and a citizen and then you become part of the fabric of our society and 

you have a perfect right to tell us what to do. But, if you donôt do that and we live here weôre not 

going to listen to your opinions. 

 

The second principal was basically that if you are not here as a citizen than we would expect that 

you would support and agree with what an Israeli government decides to do for the country. That 

was fairly easy in days when Labor ruled and there was a lot of conjunction of view and the 

Israeli approach was one of seeking negotiations, even if it had all of the obvious reservations 

about dealing with the PLO. 

 

I told Peres the evening he handed over the Prime Ministry to Shamir that I thought that he 

would now see, as Likud came to power for considerable time in office, that Labor had created a 

Frankenstein with these two policies. They had created in the American Jewish community the 

absolute notion that Jerusalem knows best and that whoever in effect then runs the government 

of Israel had this absolute commitment of support regardless of what they decided to do. So this 

began what I would call the period of Likud and right wing dominance, the ñabsolute 

commitmentò, if you like, of the Jewish community support for an Israel that was increasingly 

dominated by hardliners. It was also true that American community leadership in anytime of 

difficulty would surely support in the future the most conservative views, not those involving 

any potential risk. So the former policy had now achieved an almost permanent and unshakeable 

link with the Likud. I think all of that had made a difference. There was no way that Labor in fact 

could keep the support that it had derived as the leader for so many years of the Israeli 

government in a period when it became the party of opposition. That support migrated to Likud. 

You had a number of people who were particularly important making that happen over this 

period. One of those was of course Netanyahu, both in his role in the embassy here where he was 

deputy to Moshe Arens and then in New York where he represented Israel very effectively in the 

UN (United Nations.) 

 

Q: What was his stance? 

 

PICKERING: Well, his stance was pretty much the tradition of the Likud right wing stance that 

all these people have only the view of eliminating Israel in mind and so therefore they all have to 

be resisted. There is no effective negotiation with that particular approach. In the end they said 

all of the Palestinians west of the Jordan River would go to the existing Palestinian state, which 

was Jordan. There would be two states but one would be on east side of the Jordan River and the 

other on the west side of the Jordan River. So it was a greater Israel movement. 
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Q: Well did you see a change in Jewish groups because they came in hordes to Israel and you 

met many of them? 

 

PICKERING: I didnôt see a change as a result of the ñintifadaò. I donôt know whether I 

mentioned this before, but the only issue on which there was ever a possibility of a serious rift 

with the diaspora and I saw this develop around the election of 1988 was an entirely different 

issue. It was the issue of the ñMi Ha Yehudi?ò which is the Hebrew expression for ñWho is a 

Jew?ò This had to do with the status of reformed conversions in Israeli law. Israel was a state 

where only the Orthodox Rabbinate is recognized as having valid religious functions. It is a state 

where religious functions are performed by religious bodies, there is no civil marriage, and that 

there are something like a dozen or so recognized religious bodies who can do this. But none of 

them included rabbis from among the conservative or reformed Jewish communities. The 

question of who is a Jew is reflected in the question of does Israel recognize for the purpose of 

immigration converts from the reformed Jewish community, the largest in the US? This was 

always something the Orthodox fought and wanted to eliminate from the legal practice in Israel. 

The moderates always fought against it and when election time came and it was necessary to 

think about coalitions between, the main stream political parties depending on their strength and 

weakness, always tried to gather in the religious parties. For the religious parties this was one of 

the seminal issues. It wasnôt the only such. There were other kinds of issues. One was funding 

for synagogues and for religious study places and things of that sort. In the election of ô88, first 

the Likud and then Labor, which was astounding, adopted a policy of bringing religious parties 

over to their side in the electoral campaign by promising to support an amendment to law to 

define out of law under the ówho is a Jew rubricô reformed converts and conservative converts. It 

had nothing to do with the number of converts, it had nothing to do with anything else except 

that it cast a terrible cloud over reformed Judaism. So within twenty-four hours when they did 

this, the planes started to come from the States. I had told both Shamir and Peres, particularly 

Peres because Labor had never done this before, that they would see this was one issue in which 

their friends in the American Jewish community would all part company with them and they 

would be here very quickly and they would be given to understand this was intolerable and thatôs 

precisely what happened. It is an interesting example. Here was an issue on which the US 

leadership firmly opposed Israeli action and won, but it is entirely what I would call an inside 

Jewish issue, that has played that unusual role. Both parties changed their view on the law. 

 

Q: In other words, the Palestinian question during the time you were there did not particularly 

divide the American-Jewish community? 

 

PICKERING: No, it divided the Israeli community on the question of who was prepared to 

negotiate on what basis and who was not and who was prepared to deal with Palestinians in one 

form or another but it never carried over to the United States and the Jewish community there. 

The attitudes in the United States were in the main shaped by whoever was running policy in 

Israel. That tended to be the prime minister and his office and there was the foreign ministry 

which has been for a long time a tremendously efficient ministry an able foreign ministry. But on 

U.S. issues and the U.S. ambassador always dealt with the prime minister on American questions 

and only secondarily with the foreign minister. When I was there, because of the split 

government the prime minister my first two years was Peres from Labor. We developed this 

close working relationship. I had and he, of course, had a much more friendly view toward what 
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the United States wanted to see happen in the Middle East peace process. The Reagan view and 

the Labor views were close. That made it much easier to deal with Peres. When it shifted, and he 

became foreign minister then I had the unenviable task of dealing with Mr. Shamir who had been 

the second and third and fourth rung player with almost no influence on the American 

relationship. Suddenly it was him and his office that had to be dealt with. I had to make this shift 

and it was not very easy. It is hard enough when you have an electoral shift, but itôs worse when 

theyôre both in the same government and then they see all the stuff that is going on and then you 

have to go and make a shift. That was never easy and Mr. Shamir always had resented the fact 

that we were close to Mr. Peres for the first two years. There was that extra baggage to carry as 

well as the fact that he had different ideas. His ideas were basically summed up in one Hebrew 

word ñloò which means no. 

 

George Shultz also when Shamir became prime minister had the unenviable task of trying to 

persuade Mr. Shamir to do some things and he got quite close on some things. He did an 

extremely good job, but it took George Shultz to come over personally and negotiate with Mr. 

Shamir on a lot of difficult questions. 

 

Q: Well howé? 

 

PICKERING: When we were in that wonderful situation he got Mr. Shamir pretty close to a 

formula and then he couldnôt get King Hussein there, so. 

 

Q: Like trying to herd cats? 

 

PICKERING: Well it was. It was a perfect example of cat herding, yes. 

 

Q: Well how did youédid you find dealing with Shamir what was your evaluation of Shamir? 

 

PICKERING: Shamir was a very interesting man, intelligent and very much in touch with things, 

very much a product of his own life in his own style. The most interesting thing was when I 

came then he was foreign minister. The task was how to establish rapport and contact. One of the 

interesting things I found was that people suggested he would be easier to speak with if I didnôt 

have to do it in his office with all of his assistants kind of guarding the ideology and the policy 

and it would be easier to open up. They also suggested that he would come to dinner or lunch in 

a hotel room set up with a meal. He observed kosher so all hotels in Israel serve kosher foods so 

it was easy to solve that problem. 

 

The other interesting problem was that as he became prime minister his English got better but in 

those early days he also was, I think, not as fluent as he wanted to be and not as adept at English 

as he would like to be. And my Hebrew was just in the very learning stage. I never pretended I 

could do business in Hebrew, but the interesting thing I found out for a very peculiar reason was 

an interesting story and I will tell you the story. He spoke French very well. He spoke French 

very well because as a anti-British member of the Stern gang which the UK treated as terrorists, 

in the period before and at the beginning of the second war he was picked up by the British and 

deported to something that was close to a concentration camp in Ethiopia just after the British 

had driven the Italians out East Africa. He escaped from Ethiopia and found his way to French 
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Somaliland, now Djibouti, and sought refugee with the French. The French said they were 

prepared to provide him refugee but only under one condition that he learn French. So he learned 

French while he was the guest of the French colonial authorities East Africa. He spoke it quite 

well and happily I had sufficient French to be able to communicate with him. So we often had 

these lunches in a hotel room, just the two of us, speaking French. It was a way to kind of break 

through the English- Hebrew language barrier and to open it up. He found that at least in our 

early days it was more convenient to speak French. But he would never speak French and I 

would never ask him to speak French in his office as Foreign Minister and then Prime Minister 

where all of his assistants were fully conversant with both Hebrew and English. The two of us 

were ok, but not everybody in his office was fluent in French. He greatly improved his English, 

so when he became Prime Minister all our conversations were in English. 

 

But Shamir had a predictable quality to him. After I had seen him a lot I could pretty much tell 

you what he would say with respect to any particular proposal. His view was that anything that 

pushed him in the direction of a negotiation that involved the Palestinians or giving up anything 

in terms of the occupation or their hold on the territory or on any very considerably important 

position in their view would be a non starter. He was concerned that any such process was a 

slippery slope that might lead to something he didnôt want. 

 

Q: Did you feel at the time that we were inhibited or maybe it wouldnôt go anywhere, that 

speaking to the PLO, did we feel that this was a problem on the road to peace or was this justé? 

 

PICKERING: No, we felt all along thatéI had been in Jordan in ô74 when the summit 

conference I think in Rabat had relieved King Hussein officially of his responsibilities for the 

West Bank. This came after the Israeliôs occupied the territory that he was in possession of in the 

West Bank. He got that as a result of the movement of his forces into that area in 1948 at the 

time of Israeli independence. So he, I think, had to go along with the Arab consensus. He had no 

choice but he had all along a sense that it might come back or he might play a critical role in 

negotiating. He harbored less real interest in recovering the territory as time went on because he 

knew the rest of the Arab world was totally in support of the Palestinians. This was aggravated 

by Black September in 1970 when he had a war with the PLO Palestinians inside his own 

country. 

 

On the best of all terms I suppose Palestinians felt it was their time to take over Jordan and made 

an effort in one way or another to try to do this through armed force in 1970. And he went after 

them and they lost. So there was no great friendship particularly between the leadership on both 

sides, but they talked and in usual Arab fashion they didnôt allow some of these issues to become 

huge political dividing lines in public, but behind the scenes there was always the deep feeling of 

animosity. So the potential of Hussein actually coming forward and facilitating negotiation in 

one way or another with the Palestinians was always something on their minds, and it was 

something on Peresô mind because it helped him avoid the problem of having to make the 

difficult decision inside Israel to deal with Arafat and the PLO directly. And then we refused to 

deal with Arafat and the PLO directly for a host of reasons including the murders of American 

diplomats. So we had serious reasons of our own to be unhappy with the PLO and with Yasser 

Arafat. It took a considerable effort on the part of George Shultz and the Reagan administration 
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to, if I could put it this way, work through that issue. That was not an easy thing to do and, of 

course, the Israelis themselves were constantly opposed and Shamir was there to assure it. 

 

Q: Did this change the equation when we started talking? Were the Israeliôs worried that we 

might give away their store or something like that? 

 

PICKERING: No I mean I think the Israeliôs were less worried about the fact of contacts than the 

possibility of agreement. They might have been worried at various times and in various plans 

that we would agree with negotiating formulas that put them in jeopardy and they were 

concerned about the substance of negotiations. But we could not do that for them. We had an on-

going at that time conversation between Israel and Egypt what I would call a mini clean up 

negotiation following Camp David and with the peace treaty having to do with roughly a square 

mile of territory at the extreme southern point of Israel where just below Eilat in a place called 

Taba. The Israeliôs had hung on to Taba after they withdrew from all of the rest of the Sinai on 

the basis that their view of the border location favored their keeping it. That went eventually to 

negotiation and then to an international arbitration after the negotiations set it up and the Israeliôs 

lost We worked for years with the Israeliôs on that and almost every reasonable alternative was 

met with twenty-five objections of one kind or another so it was an extremely hard process to get 

negotiated and it took a lot of time and a lot of effort. 

 

Q: This is Tape 11, Side 1 with Tom Pickering. 

 

Did you have to deal with a pro-Israeli group within the State Department around George Shultz 

and the White House? I mean did you find that you werenôt dealing as just embassy to State 

Department but there were other forces within our government? 

 

PICKERING: Every American ambassador in Israel faces the situation where there are many 

different forces and factors at play. The bulk of the Jewish community is full of historical 

reasons and important reasons almost unquestionably to be supportive of Israel. As the process 

goes ahead some among them are more thoughtful about OK is this nuance or is that particular 

approach the right one or is it basically whatever the Israeli government needs should be 

overwhelmingly supported. So, thatôs a large community and that community often felt that 

Israelôs interests were under represented in the bureaucracy of the State Department At the time I 

was there I think there were fewer Jewish officers engaged in Middle East negotiations but it was 

not unknown. But, my feeling was people attempted to keep their objectivity about where things 

were. There was a very strong feeling in the Jewish community that because many of the officers 

had spent time in the Arabic speaking world and had learned Arabic that they were irreconcilably 

opposed to Israel and some were. There was no question about it, but not all. 

 

I was, as you know, kind of a unique experiment because I had spent seven years before, four 

and a half years in Jordan, but I was not considered an Arabist. I hadnôt had formal Arabic 

language training at the Foreign Service Institute. What I had done I had done was to study 

Arabic and hour a day at post. I suppose since that was the only service I had in the Middle East 

in the Arabic speaking world I was not type cast. Although I had served in Muslim countries in 

Africa, that didnôt seem to be prohibitive. I was in the unique situation where I went to Israel in 

the position where many Israeliôs, particular people like Shimon Peres wanted to know what the 
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Jordanians would think about x, y and z and how they thought about the problems and how to 

interpret what they said. I helped them as much as I could because I thought it was in the U.S. 

interest to be able to pick up the threads and certainly no one in my view had a greater conviction 

of the importance of pursuing a peace process than King Hussein. He was in many ways 

committed to that almost to a fault in some circumstances. I thought OK, well there may be some 

chances for progress. These were the circumstances and I think that rather than to say at that time 

there was somehow a cabal that would not admit being open-minded. The Foreign Service was 

often accused of being too pro-Arab and the whole vision, particularly on the part of the Jewish 

community was that it was not fair and not valid. I did my best to fight against that and to point 

out that in fact that I had plenty of room for hearing in Washington and that George Shultz was 

there a visitor to Israel more frequently than most of his predecessors. 

 

George Shultz himself carried a bit of the burden because of Bechtelôs association from which he 

came as Secretary with big projects in the Arab world, particularly in the oil-producing regions. 

He was careful and cautious in his handling of the issues. I also think that over time he had to 

address the question at his level, which was not an easy question, was he prepared to recommend 

to the president doing things which in the long run might heavily alienate members of the 

American-Jewish community, a community which was traditionally probably twenty-five 

percent Republican voters and seventy-five percent Democratic voters -- to alienate that 

community at a time when it might be a critical voice in a future election. 

 

Q: Had Ronald Reagan who came out of Hollywood where a tremendous number of people 

involved in ______________ and just sort of a knee jerk reaction, I mean, he was pro-Israel 

particularly coming out of that environment. Did you feel that was a factor? 

 

PICKERING: No, I thought that was a factor too, but I donôt think he was such that frankly at 

the end of the day he would make a decision that was in his view against American interests 

rather to be pro Israeli. He had good relations, he worked hard at them and he enjoyed them. He 

had as you know, a tremendous interest toward being a master teller of jokes and if anything 

Israeliôs prided themselves in the same way. So I sat down at lunch with him and Israeli guests 

and spent the whole lunch in absolute howls as they exchanged stories when maybe they should 

have been exchanging political ideas. 

 

In any event, I think that he had a big picture vision of all of this and he was very much a big 

picture person. He was never mesmerized with or tortured by detail. He left that to people like 

George Shultz to handle and to approach him I think you had to have a very high level view of 

what was goingéwhat were the major features on the landscape and you had to appeal to his 

own instincts about what was right there and how it would go. He had a basic feeling that Israel 

was there, it should be there, it had a right to exist, it shouldnôt be subject to military attack all 

the time, that the Israeliôs in their use of military force had been more often than not more 

responsive to provocations at a time than they had been aggressive and that they had worked 

hard as a people who had suffered mightily to try to develop in their own country an economic 

system and a political system which mirrored the best in the worldô They should be allowed to be 

there and to run and operate it. On the other hand, I donôt think he was terribly negative about 

Arabs. He felt that OK they desire some sort of fair shake there too. I would suspect that he 

would not be too far from a two-state solution if we could have figured out a way to get there. 
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Q: Did you get, Iôm trying to set the stage because people will be looking at this some years from 

now, that the right wing religious conservatives in America have been a rather strong supporter 

of Israel coming out of the liberal interpretation of the Bible and all of that. But, was that a 

factor oré? 

 

PICKERING: Only the beginning. One saw the beginnings of it but only very, very ephemerally 

and not very seriously. 

 

Q: So what happened after we started talking to the PLO (Palestine Liberation Organization)? 

 

PICKERING: I mean I left within two months of that. What happened was it took a lot of time to 

get the talks started and then at somewhere along the line the talks -- the Palestinians told us one 

thing and did something else -- and they broke. So they had to go back and restart them again a 

while later. 

 

Q: So you left there when? 

 

PICKERING: I left in the end of December of 1988, almost the last day of December 1988. 

 

Q: Where did you go then? 

 

PICKERING: Then I went to New York. 

 

Q: How did you feel about whither Israel and when you left? Iôm trying to do a long-term 

projection, how did you feel when they said you had to go? 

 

PICKERING: Well I think anytime you try to do a long-term projection you look at key issues. I 

felt that the peace process had made very little progress, that things were very slow, that maybe 

George H. W. Bush when he came in would be able to give it a shove or push along and make 

some things move. I felt that it was still problematic that we would be able to move the 

Palestinians seriously in a positive set of directions and even harder to move some of the Israeliôs 

and that in some extent Israeli support for a Likud government which was fully in power in 

1988,( and then replaced by electing Rabin until his assassination) was not a very good formula 

for moving things ahead. The Likudôs priorities were basically priorities that didnôt seem to be 

compatible with the kind of peace settlement you had to work out with the Palestinians and vice 

versa. 

 

I can remember however, it was fascinating, I saw Rabin all the time; he was defense minister 

and I may have mentioned that he was a remarkable man in the sense that he would never walk 

away from an argument about an issue or policy. You would have to defend your position with 

him very, very strongly, But you would come back in a week and you would find he had thought 

about it and had taken it into account and pretty much adopted it in one way or another in his 

own way in own position. It may not have been quite the way you expect it but it was fascinating 

that happened. I can remember one occasion when I was meeting with the UN commander of 

UNTSO, which I did rarely, the UN Truce Supervision Organization, which looked after the ó48 
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peace in Jerusalem in the old British High Commissioners residence for the mandate. He was a 

Finn. A UN official walked in and said that I was wanted on the telephone by the defense 

minister of Israel could I go talk. They took me to a room where I had some quiet and I talked to 

Rabin and he said I want to tell you that Israel had just bombed Tunis and missed Arafat. I said, 

ñThank you very much Mr. Minister for telling me, what else happened?ò He said, ñWell, I donôt 

know much what else happened but I want to pass it along so our friends in the United States are 

not surprised.ò So I called Washington right away. This was one of those interesting moments 

that comes occasionally when you get an unexpected phone call. 

 

Q: OK, well this is probably a good place to stop. 

 

PICKERING: Good, well we will pick up. 

 

Q: But I would like to ask one question before we have you leave there and maybe you can 

answer it now. What about Sharon? Was he a factoré? 

 

PICKERING: Yeah and I will talk about that, I would rather talk about that next time because I 

have a lot to say about him. 

 

Q: OK. 

 

PICKERING: We will pick up on that and maybe some other sweeping up stuff we can do on 

Israel. You can brief me on some of that. 

 

Q: OK, today is the 23
rd

 of February 2006. Tom, Ariel Sharon? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, letôs talk about Ariel Sharon. I had the pleasure of getting to know him 

probably for the first time very early in my stay in Israel probably in the late summer of 1985. It 

was kind of interesting because I was figuring out on whom I should pay calls. I generally pay a 

lot of calls as I think they are a good way to crack the ice and get through to people. I believe I 

actually talked to my staff and said, ñShould I pay a call on Ariel Sharon?ò He had as you all 

remember by 1985 come out of the 1982 Sabra and Shatila episode which took place during the 

invasion of Lebanon and in which he talked Prime Minister Menachem Begin into carrying out 

as defense minister. The Israeliôs, went through a refugee camp they were followed by the 

Phalange, the Lebanese right wing Christian party from which emerged unfortunately hundreds 

of dead refugees. He had been looked into and was still being looked into. So the question before 

me was a very simple one, was he somebody that I should see in Israel. After some discussion 

and cogitation I decided that he was, that I would try to see him as ambassador on a private basis 

not for publication. He never sought, I believe, to publicize our meetings and if they came to 

public notice it was in a very low-key way. He was at that time minister of industry and other 

associated subjects in the state of Israel in the National Unity government 

 

Q: Wasnôt it? 

 

PICKERING: JDL. But in any event I called on Sharon and we had a discussion. I went alone. 

The first set of conversations was fine. We had a lot of arguments about his maps, he had lots of 
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maps in prepared folders under plastic so you could look at the West Bank and he set out all the 

things he wanted to do in respect to building settlements but even more importantly in putting 

roads in. He saw the roads as a cantonization device I believe for the West Bank, but they also 

provided Israel with military capacity rapidly to move forces into the Jordan Valley. He wanted 

to do so and as you know there were a line of settlements built in the low lands of the Jordan 

Valley principally under the Labor government earlier and they had been thickened up and then 

Sharon enlarged with a lot of settlements up on the hills. 

 

The discussions were pretty routine. I talked to him about a lot of questions. I had been 

previously briefed by Sam Lewis on some of the issues and problems arising out of the 1982 

episode so I wasnôt in total ignorance of that. On one occasion very early on, probably still in 

1985, and when we were done with this long discussion, in a friendly but with obviously serious 

differences over what he was doing and what we thought ought to be the way to deal with the 

Palestinians and the policies in the West Bank, he said to me and I think we were alone on that 

occasion, ñI want you to know that I am going to be prime minister of this country and that when 

I get to be prime minister I am going to resolve this problem.ò He didnôt say quite how he was 

going to resolve this problem. The implication was more to me then through negotiation than it 

was through the exercise of force to expel Palestinians to Jordan or something of that sort. I was 

surprised to hear this. I guess maybe I saw him ten times like that over the space of a couple of 

years. He and I had opportunities to get together on other occasions and talk. I visited him at his 

invitation at his farm once in the upper Negev. But more times than not he would find time to 

repeat this mantra on becoming Prime Minister. I found it interest, I think I reported it back when 

it happened and it stuck in my mind. It stuck in my mind because of another story I will tell you. 

It stuck in my mind in particular and I think that one of my final cables that I wrote from 

Jerusalem or from Tel Aviv rather, I said that, ñWe should keep our eye on Sharon, I donôt know 

what heôs going to be doing or where he is going to be going but he is not giving up on his real 

interest of becoming prime minister of the country and dealing with this problem on that basis.ò 

 

That lead to another story which came much later when I worked for Boeing I went out to Israel 

once a year more or less and I think in November or December in 2004 and had a chance to meet 

with Prime Minister Sharon in his office. He was willing to see me and did. We spent about 45 

minutes there. I went in with David Ivry who was our country leader in Israel and former 

ambassador to the US and former top civil servant in the Israeli defense ministry for twelve years 

We talked to him then about this issue of what he was going to do. He said, ñWell Iôm absolutely 

committed to get out of Gaza.ò This was by the time that he had announced that he was getting 

out of Gaza. That had been around for a long time. Actually, that was a favorite idea of the Labor 

party when I was in Israel. A young Labor member of the Knesset by the name of Haim Ramon 

had first mentioned it and so it was a Labor preserve. That didnôt catch on but he said in 2004, 

Sharon did say I want to get out of Gaza and I am going to do that. He also said at that time that 

the Palestinians are having an election and I want you to know that we will work hard to help 

Mahmoud Abbas but we will not do so in a way that would offset his chances. I thought that was 

interesting. He was still running Likud and it was not a particularly peace oriented party in terms 

of evacuations from territories. Like many peopleôs views in Israel, Likud believed the 

settlements should stay, they are part of the land of Israel, they represented the fruition of 2,000 

years of aspirations and they represented as well a security framework which was very much 

central to what Sharon had been lecturing me on about the ó80s. So I walked out of his office and 
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thought about it for a while. I made a mental note. In fact, later gave a speech to some friends on 

the subject in public and I said, ñWell, you know Sharon is at this very interesting point because 

if he gets out for Gaza he will become a prime minister without a party interestingly enough for 

several parties that donôt have a prime minister and that he will then have to face the question of 

if he runs again, and there will undoubtedly be elections after he gets out of Gaza, will he do so 

by creating a new party likely or picking up some or a group of older parties less likely but 

possible. Or will he bow out of the political scene and I said, ñKind of impossible was my view 

because he isnôt made that way and he doesnôt give up and his legacy is attached very much to 

this issue.ò 

 

Well, as we all know, in 2005 he got out of Gaza, he lost control of the Likud party. He started 

his own party and was I think well on the way to winning the next elections, of course, when he 

was felled by a stroke, which has changed the whole position in the region now. But, it was kind 

of interesting parallelémy own view was that part of what Sharon was engaged in was basically 

a thought that he could provide political leadership to the country based on his long experience 

and his able leadership in the military despite his many mistakes. He wanted to leave a kind of 

double legacy in Israel. He wanted to leave a legacy that would basically say Sharon as part of 

the original generation was the last prime minister of the original generation and he left the 

country in a position where it could look ahead at years of peace rather than the other way 

around. That helped him to look over the landscape and decide that he had not been successful in 

his traditional policy which had been pursued since the 1950s -- that if the Arabs hit you, you 

had to hit them twice as hard and that suddenly somehow will change the mentality over on the 

Arab side. He was hit very hard by the notion that the Arabs now had developed suicide 

bombings and walls were the only serious defense and they were not perfect. 

 

Then I think he was hit hard by the notion that in the long run because this eventually I think 

became something of importance to him and his party, Israel, could not stay Jewish and 

democratic and still stay in occupation of a very large number of Palestinians. They had to be 

undemocratic and Jewish by denying the Palestinians any rights of citizenship or voting or they 

had to abandon their attachment to the occupation and let the Palestinians go which is what he 

decided to do and retain a state that was not everything they wished for territorially but would 

remain Jewish because of the dominant portion of the population, over 80 percent, would stay 

Jewish for the long term. 

 

He gave up on an idea that I think had been flirted with if not by him then by many of the hard-

line Likudniks that in the long run Jordan was the home of the Palestinians. Thatôs where they 

ought to go and that the Israeli policy ought to be to find all possible ways to speed them on their 

way, That would allow the rest of territory would become unoccupied and then it could become 

part of a larger Jewish state of Israel which could become democratic. I think he saw that as 

unfeasible, maybe undemocratic, certainly unhappy in where things were going. Over time as 

Jordan and Israel cooperated more quietly and then after the Peace Agreement with Jordan a 

little more overtly the Jordanians had helped themselves with Israel and with him a lot by 

making it clear to the Israelis that they were willing to respect their obligations with regard to not 

exporting security problems to Israel but doing their best to deal with them wherever they found 

them inside their borders, if necessary. And that forcing many hundreds of thousands of 

Palestinians, maybe millions, across the border into Jordan would only produce turmoil and 
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maybe a state which was so unbalanced and so difficult that he wouldnôt be removing the 

problem from his border he would just be moving it forty kilometers to the East. He cannot also 

have considered this idea without thinking about the impact on Israelôs international position. 

Suddenly expelling all the Palestinians was not a feasible thing to do. 

 

Q: Well Tom, was there the feeling when you arrived, you got there in ô85? 

 

PICKERING: ô85, yes the summer of ô85. 

 

Q: That Sharon, in the first place he had done things like not only being tarred with the Sabra 

and Shatila business but also with the so called siege of Beirut whereé 

 

PICKERING: Well that went on right away at the same time. In effect Sabra and Shatila were 

just the worst episode. 

 

Q: As being sort of rocket fire or a hand held thing with a 155 millimeter guns and other things 

of this nature was he consideredéand also during the war he had deliberated flaunted sort of 

American attempts to stop this I mean his troops had and all. Was he considered at allé 

 

PICKERING: You mean by which war? 

 

Q: Well during theé 

 

PICKERING: The ô82é 

 

Q: ô82é 

 

PICKERING: The invasion, we called it a war. 

 

Q: It was not a war but anyway we had the episode of the marine lieutenant who tried getting an 

Israeli tank with a 45 you know. Was there a feeling by anybody within our government that this 

guy is essentially a war criminal and you just donôt touch him or not? 

 

PICKERING: Nope, I donôt think there was. I think there were people in our government and 

certainly I felt that he was highly problematic but I didnôt think that it was the business of the 

American ambassador to arrange our contacts on the basis of the moral probity of the individuals 

with which were engaged. It had to be on the basis of the interests of the United States in those 

individuals. Obviously there are some people and some would argue that, and maybe Ariel 

Sharon border lined on this, are so distasteful that we wouldnôt have any relationship with them 

at all. I didnôt think in particularly in my Israeli contacts that that was necessarily the case. While 

there were investigations going on about his activity they had not either been completed or had 

not found him to be guilty. Now these were Israeli internal investigations so you might question 

their objectivity. 

 

Q: I was going to ask you know there have been incidents of Israeli troops being accused of 

beating up Palestinians. 
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PICKERING: Oh no, and I meané 

 

Q: I mean theyôve been on film even in all this and there are all these investigations but they 

always seem to end up with nothing. Was there a feeling on our part that the Israeliôs have these 

investigations but they are not going to go anywhere? 

 

PICKERING: I think there was and I think there was a question that the Israeliôs might change 

some of their attitudes but not many. There were real serious arguments about building outposts 

in the West Bank and how many there were, and they continue to this day, and which should be 

dismantled and under what circumstances. There was a thickening of settlements that went on 

even while this issue was being argued. There were many in the United States who strongly 

sympathized with Israel in terms of this posture that it was adopting in the occupied territories. 

 

Q: Were we looking at the settlements, you know you see these pictures of rather fancy looking 

settlements from at least the park but Iôm told that at one point we were running U2ôs or satellite 

pictures over them and they really werenôt that used. I mean were these settlements getting filled 

up? 

 

PICKERING: Some were and some were not. The whole settlements thing is a long history. Itôs 

worth somebody doing a PhD. thesis because over the years our attitudes changed. After 1967 

we adopted a fairly strict constructionist view of the Geneva Convention on Occupied Territories 

and the idea that settlements should be built on them and we originally called them illegal. Herb 

Hansell, the legal advisor at the State department did so at the time and it was clear he spoke for 

the US Government on this issue. That has never been rescinded or changed. The Israelis argued 

that they were not occupied territories because the Jordanians who had preceded them had not 

been recognized in that occupation very widely -- the UK and Pakistan did. Therefore it was sort 

of terra nullius and their role there was not that of an occupier. They were thus not bound by the 

convention but they said that they would act in accord with the principals and the precepts of the 

convention and in some areas they did and in some areas they didnôt. But they felt fully free to 

confiscate land for public purposes and that involved not only roads and highways and utilities 

access and things of that sort, which were at least arguably for the public good. But went beyond 

that and began then to take land for settlements and some of the land they bought from 

individuals who were otherwise prepared to sell it to them but to whom they offered attractive 

prices and so deals were made to that sort. Some of it was confiscated under kind of similar 

eminent domain proceedings depending upon the purpose, but it was pretty tough and most of it 

was for settlements. 

 

Settlements were often engaged in farming and so farming land disappeared. Most difficult for 

the Arabs to accept, were the loss of the olive trees. Many of those were picked up and 

transplanted into other places either in Israel or in the occupied territories if the land was going 

to be used for something else. 

 

So it was a long difficult and trying period as the settlements greatly expanded. When I was in 

Israel, there were probably 100,000 people in settlements. Now itôs at least twice that. The 

general view was that the settlements which are fairly close to the border, or to the cease fire 




