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Q: This is November 13
th
, 2012 and Iôm Marilyn Greene interviewing Kathleen Stafford, 

who is the spouse of the charg® dôaffaires, Joseph Stafford in Khartoum, Sudan. Weôre 

going to talk about -- weôre going to talk about chronology mostly, rather than go right 

for the headlines. We want to talk about kind of who you are rather than news events and 

so on specifically. So if you think that weôll have time for another session, I wonôt hurry 

through this part because -- 

 

STAFFORD: Weôll have time. 

 

Q: -- we certainly want to get to the diplomatic part. Let me just do a quick check and 

make sure weôre OK. These things scare me to death. 

 

STAFFORD: Itôs OK, I take my time with technology. 

 

Q: I hear something. OK, good. (laughs) Well, I did enjoy your exhibit so much. And I 

really loved the painting -- of the two ladies with the babies on their backs? 

 

STAFFORD: Oh, thank you. That was an image of our time in The Gambia. We can find 

time to talk about that. 
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Baby Talk--Watercolor 
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Q: OK Kathleen, tell me about where you were born and where you grew up. 

 

STAFFORD: Well, I was born at Westover Field in Springfield, Massachusetts in 1951 

since my dad was a navigator in the Air Force. He came from a military family. Then, 

when I was 11-months-old we moved to Hawaii. 

 

Q: And he was stationed there. 

 

STAFFORD: He was stationed at Hickam Air Base on Oahu Island. We lived there until 

I was five years old. 

 

STAFFORD: I vividly remember going to hula lessons, my dad driving us around in 

what we called the Jalopy and his always pointing and saying ñThereôs Diamond Head,ò 

and the sound of the breeze in the palm trees. 

 

Q: That was Oahu. 

 

STAFFORD: Right. 

 

Q: Did you learn any Hawaiian language? 

 

STAFFORD: I can sing along with that Christmas song, Mele Kalikimaka. My parents 

loved to listen to Alfred Apaka and I must have learned from our baby sitters and things 

like that. Words come back sometimes, but I think what the good thing about growing up 

in Hawaii, is that you grow up around people of all different colors. And so that was my 

introduction to life, seeing that people come in different skin colors, different hair colors, 

different languages, and they donôt look the same or sound the same so that was probably 

a wonderful way to start this career (laughs). 

 

Q: Absolutely. Did you have brothers and sisters? 

 

STAFFORD: I do, I have an older sister, who is a much better hula dancer, very graceful. 

And I have a younger brother who was born in Hawaii. 

 

Q: OK. 

 

STAFFORD: So then when I was five we moved to Greenville, South Carolina, because 

there was an air base there. And that was wonderful idyllic growing up in neighborhoods 

with lots of other kids all around in the days of no organized sports. We made up games, 

played, ñschool,ò put on plays, played dress up. 

 

Q: What did your dad do? 

 

STAFFORD: He was a navigator and at first was going to Korea and then North Africa 

and finally to Antarctica for months at a time on a program called ñDeep Freeze.ò Later 

when I was about 9 years old when there was a huge cut back, a rift, and the base was 
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going to be closed we moved to Memphis, Tennessee. 

 

Q: That was a lot of moving around. Did you stay in one of these places a really long 

time? 

 

STAFFORD: Never more than four years -- Hawaii was the longest, I guess, four years, 

until my father retired in Crossville, Tennessee when I was 11, which was the biggest 

culture shock of my life. After living in large cities with lots of variety we moved to a 

small town in the Appalachian Mountains. Most of the people had never lived anywhere 

else, so it was very provincial. I was eleven so it slowly dawned on me that I was 

someplace very different from any place I had ever lived before. 

 

My father retired at a very young age and became an air traffic controller, natural enough 

after being a navigator, and he thought it would be a nice quiet place to raise children, but 

it was really more provincial than he had imagined. So I was ready to leave-- as soon as 

my sister packed and went to college I packed too, two years early. (laughs) 

 

Of course When I think about it now though, I think my attending middle school and high 

school there was very good preparation for this life. I was the junior class president, and 

Editor ïin- Chief of our literary arts magazine for two years and through that and my art 

classes was able to work with art and writing a good deal of my time in high school. I 

also had a great math teacher and thanks to her we went to regional competitions and 

usually did pretty well. Finally I was one of two girls who went to the ñGirls Stateò 

Convention, in recognition of leadership. 

 

So I learned from being class president that even with a class of more than 250 people a 

handful of people consistently did all the work. I made all sorts of banners, signs, and 

leaflets, decorated for fundraising dances and the prom and sold candy at the entrance of 

school. For the Jet Stream magazine, though I was editor one of my jobs was to canvas 

the town, asking for donations of patrons and benefactors. Sounds a lot like the activities 

of a DCM or Ambassadorôs spouse doesnôt it? 

 

My first university was George Peabody College for Teachers in Nashville, Tennessee 

where I was on a scholarship, majoring in art and math. I really loved studying physics 

since it is applied mat. But I could see that the art program was disappearing across the 

street to Vanderbilt University and I was afraid there wouldnôt be anything to graduate 

from, and after I left in fact, in 1979 it officially became part of Vanderbilt. And so I 

transferred to the University of Tennessee in Knoxville for my sophomore year. 

 

Q: And you continued to majored in? 

 

STAFFORD: Art and math. 

 

The Art department was growing and I had a large choice of specializations--watercolor, 

drawing, printmaking, and painting. I became a printmaking major. The professors were 

wonderfully talented even if our buildings were old bungalows. That was fine though 
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since printmaking is a very messy medium. You donôt need a spiffy clean laboratory, just 

old walls to tape your work up to dry and old sinks to clean the equipment. It was just 

perfect. And I met Joe in art history class. 

 

Q: Really? 

 

STAFFORD: My husband, yes. 

 

Q: Was he interested in becoming an art major at that time? 

 

STAFFORD: It was just one of his electives. He was majoring in Political Science and 

Spanish literature. 

 

And he was interested in art, -- his mother had always stressed the liberal arts, -- I 

remember, there were quotes of philosophers framed around the house and all sorts of 

books about art. His sister Janet, is an artist and his brother, Richard is a director and 

choreographer. So there was always that strong interest in the arts in the family. In a year 

and a half we were married. 

 

Q: Before you finished college? 

 

STAFFORD: Before I finished college, yes. The summer we married, Joe had finished 

the first year of his Masterôs degree in Political Science. He had been going to school 

straight through for 5 years with just enough time off to work each summer. So he took a 

job with Social Security. Back then, if you had a high grade point average ( he was Phi 

Beta Kappa) you didnôt even need to interview for a job with Social Security. There were 

openings in Birmingham, Alabama so without blinking an eye we transferred there. He 

worked for a year while I finished my degree at the University of Alabama with a 

printmaking major. Then we returned to Knoxville, Tennessee a year later and I worked 

while he finished his Masterôs degree in Political Science. 

 

Q: OK. When did you start to know in your younger years that you wanted to be an artist, 

or study art anyway? 

 

STAFFORD: Early on, elementary school, Iód say. My grandfather on my motherôs side 

had been and artist and inventor so she always encouraged me. 

 

Q: So early on. 

 

STAFFORD: Yes. 

 

Q: So your degree was in art. 

 

STAFFORD: Well, yes. I was maintaining a double major for my first two years since I 

loved math too so I was studying math and art. But then I realized I couldnôt major in 

both, and architecture was just about the only combination, to put the two together. 
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Q: Right. Right. 

 

STAFFORD: And that was a whole different program. And so I had to make a choice. In 

fact, I had to go to a career counselor and say, ñWhich of these should I major in?ò 

After talking with me and they said, ñItôs obvious that you prefer art. So you should just 

finish with that,ò so I did. 

 

Q: Was there a particular, like watercolor or oil, major? 

 

STAFFORD: Printmaking. 

 

Q: Printmaking. 

 

STAFFORD: -- Yes. So I was doing lithography, serigraphy, intaglio, etchings, and 

things of that nature. 

 

Q: Youôre going to have to tell me more about collagraphy and what it is. 

 

STAFFORD: Yes. 

 

Q: And you mentioned in one of your -- maybe it was at the museum -- that you wanted to 

find a way to minimize the equipment that you needed to lug around. And so that was one 

factor. Whatôs the difference between what you need for printmaking and what you need 

for this watercolor? 

 

STAFFORD: Yes. Well, that is, to make collagraphs, that is the printmaking ï I need an 

etching press. So until I was evacuated from the Ivory Coast, and was required to stay in 

Washington for nine months, I had not done printmaking since I graduated from 

university, which was thirty years earlier. It required an etching press, the large size I 

need can weigh between one and two thousand pounds. It would have been a really 

difficult thing to transport. So once Joe joined in the Foreign Service, I became a 

watercolorist. It is more portable. 

 

Q: I see, OK. 

 

STAFFORD: Because that goes under your arm (laughs). 

 

Q: Yes. In a bag. 

 

STAFFORD: Thatôs right. I loved watercolor too. I was -- I was also painting watercolors 

at university and loved the transparency and layers of color. It is easy to see the technique 

and human hand at work and I like the idea of leaving my mark. ñKilroy was here!ò Now 

with the way I create collagraphs I can combine the two methods. 

 

STAFFORD: So it is easier to explain collagraphs by explaining the etching process. 
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People usually think of the old mastersô prints like Rembrandt and Durer, or black and 

white illustrations in older books. In etching or intaglio a flat metal plate, of copper or 

zinc for example, is given a protective covering called a ñgroundò and then tools to 

scratch lines and textures are drawn into the ground exposing different areas of the plate. 

That plate is put into an acid bath which bites into the plate, leaving lines and rough areas 

below the surface. When the ground is cleaned off, ink is wiped onto the plate and off of 

the smooth areas. Paper is moistened and the plate and paper go through the press which 

puts heavy pressure on the paper and forces it into those lines and you have a ñproof.ò . 

Then you see what you have so far and the you do the whole process again or apply other 

treatments to get the kind of textures and marks that you want on the plate. You may keep 

perfecting the ñplateò through dozens of reworkings. When you are finally satisfied with 

the plate you print an ñeditionò that can be 50 identical prints or 10 or whatever you like. 

Maybe up to a hundred. The master artists like Picasso or Goya might work with a 

professional printing studio and have even larger editions because at that point it is a 

question of physical labor and not so much the creative process. 

 

Instead of a metal plate and acid, I take a piece of cardboard, drawing board as my ñ 

plateñ, build up a low relief with duct tape, glued cut out shapes from cardboard about the 

thickness of file folders, feathers, paper doilies, lace, anything I find that I can use to 

make the texture I want. Using modeling paste I force it into something like a cake 

decorator, but finer, and I draw lines, I might comb through that to make more textures or 

give a dynamic movement to the lines. Finally, I coat the finished plate with a thin acrylic 

varnish/water mixture to protect the plate so I can use it multiple times. Then I print 

bright colors by rolling ink on the surface of the plate, wetting the paper and putting it 

through the press. Then I clean all the ink off the plate, rub a dark toned ink into all the 

nooks and crannies just like someone doing an etching, and then I wipe the ink off the 

surface areas. This darker ink mutes some of the bright colors and gives them a shimmery 

effect sometimes. Also when I wipe the ink off I do all sorts of other methods to ink the 

plate because I am not aiming for consistent identical copies like most print editions, I am 

really painting on the plate, trying something a little different each time, so the inking up 

requires hours and hours for me. It is very idiosyncratic but it is very exciting each time. 

As far as I can tell, other collagraph makers do not do realistic looking people like I do 

but it was just the right medium for my African Icon series. 

 

Q: And when do you do say the facial features and all that? Is that later on? 

 

STAFFORD: Yes, since I can never get quite as much detail in these tiny places, I do a 

final step to define shapes and add calligraphic line with watercolor. Initially I used oil 

pastels to draw those fine lines because I was using oil based inks. 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

STAFFORD: But then being a watercolorist, I switched to watercolor to be even more 

precise. So you see the plate is just a stop on the way. It is the print that is the finished art 

work. 
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Q: -- anyway, but these you canôt do without the press. 

 

STAFFORD: Thatôs correct, exactly. 
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Homage to Seidu Keita Collagraph 

 

 

Three Sisters Collagraph 
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Q: Now, this is the watercolor. 

 

STAFFORD: Thatôs right, thatôs the watercolor. 

 

 

 
Koumba Watercolor 

 

Q: Thatôs -- the colors in that are so vivid. 

 

STAFFORD: Thank you. 


