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INTERVIEW 

 

 

Q: We will first identify ourselves. I am Dan Whitman and am interviewing Ambassador 

Tom Hull. We are sitting in a town in Southwestern New Hampshire. Ambassador Hull 

what is the name of this town? 

 

HULL: It is Grantham, New Hampshire. 
 
Q: Grantham, New Hampshire. 

 

HULL: Eastman Village, Grantham, New Hampshire. 
 
Q: Today is January 8, 2010 and the new decade. Ambassador Hull can we start at the 

beginning, and can you tell the reader something about your family background. 
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HULL: Sure. I was actually born in upstate New York in a little town by the name of 
Niskayuna because my father was working there in the Second World War. 
 
Q: Can you spell that for the transcriber? 

 

HULL: Sure, Niskayuna which I presume is an old Indian name near Schenectady. My 
father was there in that part of the world because he was working on the first American 
jet engine as an engineer for General Electric during the war. He was actually from 
Oregon and northern California. My mother was from Massachusetts. Her family was an 
old Mayflower family going back to John and Pricilla Alden. Interestingly the family for 
generations never moved more than 15 miles or so from Plymouth, Massachusetts, until 
my grandfather in the early 1900’s moved to Boston. My mother grew up there. As soon 
as my parents could move after the war, my mother wanted to go back to the Atlantic 
Ocean, so we moved back, and I grew up in Marblehead, Massachusetts. I then went off 
to boarding school up in Maine at the Hebron Academy where I am currently on the 
board of trustees. From there I went off to college at Dickinson College in Pennsylvania. 
After that I joined the Peace Corps and went to Sierra Leone and thus begins my career of 
international service. 
 
Q: Excellent. Well let’s get this full juice out of the fruit here. Do you have any 

recollections that stand out at Hebron Academy or Dickinson that comes to mind as 

either out of the ordinary? What was the type of experience you had in Secondary school 

and in college? 
 
HULL: Well at secondary school it was an all boys school, so it was a rather miserable 
experience without any girls around. A lot of hard academic work. Maine is a very cold 
place, but there was a lot of joy skiing and playing soccer and all the things you like to do 
at an adolescent. I was not a classroom star. In college I gave little attention to academics 
and a lot of attention to meeting young women whom I had not had the pleasure of 
meeting in high school, and socializing. Although ironically about three years ago 
Dickinson named me one of their 25 most influential alumni over their last 200 and some 
years of the school’s history, including me with people like James Buchanan who was a 
disaster as president, and other people. I thought that was consistent; another was Chief 
Justice Roger Brooks Taney who was also a disaster. But they were influential in 
negative ways. As I said to the college, I take my nomination to represent the fact that the 
college emphasizes international service and what I embodied was somebody who 
engaged internationally somewhat successfully in my career. 
 
Q: You modestly understate that, but we will get to the details later. 

 

HULL: But I was a voracious reader when I was young, and I took an interest in the 
foreign service as so many people did. You mentioned you interviewed Aurelia Brazeal 
who was influenced by reading The Ugly American in the late 1950’s, and that book 
really kind of peaked my interest how I as an American can do better than the people who 
were portrayed in The Ugly American. And of course the inference of the Ugly American 
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is we wouldn’t look so ugly if we had better public diplomacy. But also I got some career 
booklets and things about the foreign service. I decided when I was an adolescent that 
this might be an interesting career. Not the career I was necessarily seeking because I had 
other areas of interest, law and so forth. I thought I might become a lawyer, but certainly 
becoming a diplomat was something of interest to me early on. 
 
Q: You say high school, or adolescent. 

 

HULL: I probably read The Ugly American when I was in seventh or eighth grade. 
 
Q: Well that is useful. For bibliographies of people who are interested in this line of 

work. 

 

HULL: In fact there was just an article, I have it around the house here. If I stumble on it 
I will share it with you. Somebody wrote we just had the 50th anniversary of the 
publication of the Ugly American. It did influence a generation of people. It was a best 
seller. 
 
Q: So that would have been the 1950’s. 

 

HULL: 1958 or so. “57 or ’58, I don’t remember exactly when it first came out when I 
was in seventh or eighth grade. 
 
Q: So at this time you jumped in it, looking back that was a formative thing. 

 

HULL: Very formative, yeah. 
 
Q: Well on to Dickinson and girls. 

 

HULL: Well not so much the girls as the wonderful social life. 
Actually I had very little tolerance for anything I was required to study, and a great deal 
of interest on things that I was not required to study, so I pursued my major of history 
with a lot of gusto but you know, I resisted science and mathematics and all those things. 
 
Q: Ah but you didn’t resist your major. 

 

HULL: Of course not. I was the kind of person that wanted to study what I wanted to 
study and not what other people wanted me to study. 
 
Q: I remember doing that, but never living up to it. 

 

HULL: But from there I joined the Peace Corps which was especially formative in a 
number of ways. Of course I met my good wife in the Peace Corps because she was a 
fellow volunteer. 
 
Q: The year? 
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HULL: Well she came a year after I was there. I joined the Peace Corps in 1968, and she 
joined in 1969. I was fortunate in a sense that I had a temporary medical deferment from 
the military, and therefore was no in danger of being drafted, so I had a lot of options 
when I left college. I could go into business. 
 
Q: I have to ask, did you graduate in ’68? 

 

HULL: Yeah. 
 
Q: So did I. 

 

HULL: Good year, like vintage wine. But I wasn’t in danger of being drafted. I learned 
that because I had a draft physical when I was in college. I was forced to have a leave of 
absence from my college years for a semester since I was on some social and disciplinary 
probation from the college. 
 
Q: We can go into that or not. Put a footnote later if you want. 

 

HULL: So I knew I was safe from that so I applied to graduate schools, business and the 
Peace Corps. I was offered a job with a major life insurance company. I said, “So I really 
want to do that as a living?” Then I could go get a masters degree in American history 
and was accepted at a major university. I really don’t want to do that right now, how 
about some adventure. I was really surprised that the Peace Corps invited me to join and 
subsequently…. 
 
Q: Surprised? 

 

HULL: Well I didn’t have any international background. I was an undistinguished 
student and so forth. But anyway I had the good fortune that they said here is a live one 
who we can send to Sierra Leone. Of course like anybody being sent to Sierra Leone in 
those days nobody knew where in the world it was. You grabbed the Encyclopedia 
Britannica in those days. First the map and then the Encyclopedia Britannica where the 
first sentence said, “Sierra Leone which is also known as the white man’s grave.” 
 
Q: Because of the malaria, right? 

 

HULL: Because of the malaria in the colonial era had killed, that means missionaries, 
colonial administrators did not last very long. Everybody who has ever served in the 
Peace Corps has had that same experience of having to explain to their parents why they 
were going to the white man’s grave. Before we could Google a country we went to the 
Encyclopedia Britannica. 
 
Q: That didn’t daunt you. 
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HULL: It didn’t daunt me; I thought it was a great adventure. I wasn’t motivated very 
much by idealism. I thought it would be great if I could teach some people, but I was 
primarily interested in the adventure of going to Africa. That is where a lot of other 
people came burdened with all the encumberments. When you joined the Peace Corps 
you were given something like 100 pounds of stuff to take. I was amazed that other 
people brought lacrosse sticks and golf clubs and what have you to Africa. Anyway, but 
that was a very important experience. We gathered together in Philadelphia for staging 
before being sent to Sierra Leone where we were the first group to be trained in country. 
Up until then they had been trained in the Caribbean and the United States. It also came 
about three months after a coup d’état there in which a person, who ostensibly won an 
election a year before had not been recognized as the winner, had been put into power but 
they were very paranoid about foreign mercenaries, what have you. We gathered in 
Philadelphia. It happened to be the Fourth of July so we all went over and saw Vice 
President Hubert Humphrey give a speech at Constitution Hall, and then that night they 
put us on an airplane from Philadelphia, a 707 that flew non stop to Sierra Leone. We 
didn’t know the plane had that kind of range, especially when it was packed full of Peace 
Corps volunteers because this was one of the larger Peace Corps contingents in the world 
in Sierra Leone. You could scarcely go thirty or forty miles without running into another 
Peace Corps volunteer. It was a very dense concentration. 
 
Q: Was this a charter plane? 

 

HULL: Chartered plane. It was World Airways. It did not re-fuel. We were landing in 
July which was the middle of the rainy seasons when they had these horrific monsoon 
storms. As we approached our plane was being tossed around and so forth. We thought 
we were going to die. Then we landed and our plane was surrounded by the Sierra 
Leonean military with lots of guns. We were told we could not get off the airplane. We 
thought it was nice that they sent out the army to welcome us, but then they came on 
board with their guns going up and down the aisles checking to make sure we were not 
armed. What had happened was that they did not get permission for us to come into the 
country as a Peace Corps group until after the plane was in the air. The ambassador at the 
time, Robert Miner, persuaded President Shaka Stevens that these were just Peace Corps 
teachers and not mercenaries, and that they should be allowed to come in. He had agreed. 
However Sierra Leone being inefficient and the airport being across the harbor by ferry, 
word had not reached the harbor that this plane should be allowed to land. As we found 
out much later we were denied permission to land but we were out of fuel so we landed 
anyway. We didn’t have enough fuel to go on to another airport anywhere. 
 
Q: I guess the adventure was well begun. 

 

HULL: Yeah, so the adventure was well begun. So we spent four or five hours on the 
plane it seemed like, and they finally let us off once everything got clarified and we 
started a very interesting time. But at the time a lot of Peace Corps volunteers were 
leaving the country because of the turn over at the time. A number of them were arrested 
because they had diaries. These paranoid police and soldiers thought that these were 
really spies collecting information about Sierra Leone. So it was a very delicate. The First 
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few months were a very delicate period as the new Shaka Stevens regime settled into 
power. 
 
Q: Any second thoughts when you got into this unexpected… 

 

HULL: No, not from me. I was naïve enough. We were all very enthusiastic about what 
we were going to do in this new adventure. But without going into a lot of detail in the 
course of this I made very good friends with a fellow named Roger Cohen who was a 
communicator at the American embassy. He was my age and from my part of 
Massachusetts. Because of a little snafu in my training I ended up having to spend a week 
or two extra in Freetown and stayed with him in an American embassy apartment. Drove 
around in his American Embassy convertible. Enjoyed his air conditioner, washer, dryer. 
We became good friends. So I actually spent a lot of time whenever I was in Freetown in 
the course of years with people from the embassy, became friends with the ambassador. 
He had Jill and me to Christmas dinner for example. He wrote me a glowing 
recommendation to graduate school which I think was very instrumental in helping me 
get into graduate school. But I also made lots of friends in the embassy. The DCM later 
became an ambassador. So did also the political officer who gave me some self-help 
funds to build a school. So anyway, I got a lot of insight on how embassies operated and 
enjoyed the people in the embassy and thought this would indeed be an interesting career, 
and not nearly as onerous as being in the Peace Corps where we lived in a very 
rudimentary village level. 
 
Q: Hold on for just a moment. You got funds to build a school? 

 

HULL: Well, what happened in this particular instance is USAID had given the steel 
structure for a school and the village had erected the steel structure, but they couldn’t 
afford any cement to build the walls. And the school was run by the Catholic Church 
which ran a lot of the schools. I was teaching in a Catholic primary school and so they 
came up with a proposal. I took it to the embassy and sold it to them, and we got the 
cement and finished the school. It was great. It gave me insight on how some of these 
things work. 
 
Q: Just a note on the village. Were you far from the capital? 

 

HULL: Well I was within a day’s drive going on local transportation which was basically 
riding on the backs of pickup trucks, that sort of thing, but not far away. I think one of my 
favorite memories was once my friend, Roger, decided that he wanted to go up country 
and see somebody, and he decided to take me back to my village which was pretty 
remote. My first year I was the only Peace Corps volunteer who had ever served there, 
No running water, no electricity, just a very basic life. But once when I was down in 
Freetown for a Peace Corps conference or something, Roger decided he would drive me 
back in his Peugeot convertible over the dirt roads to the village. He had this big golden 
retriever. As you know Africans are kind of sketchy about dogs anyways, very fearful. 
For good reason because of rabies and other things. Roger had this exotic dog for Africa 
which was a golden retriever, and so we drove up to my village with a two-seater, Roger 
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and me with the dog behind us. Being on dirt roads we put up the top to the convertible. 
Whenever I came back to the village the people immediately emerged to see what the 
foreigner had brought with him because if I had gone to Freetown I would have picked up 
food supplies and what have you. So I got out and Roger got out, and then this big golden 
retriever. You never saw people disperse as quickly as the people in this village did. 
Another odd thing that we had about 30 or 40 miles up the road from me was an 
agricultural experimental station where there was a USAID employee from one of the 
universities in Virginia. He had brought a red Corvette Sting Ray to Sierra Leone. My 
village was odd in that the main road was paved. That was because my landlord was the 
minister of education and he had arranged for enough money to pave the road through 
town. So people were pleased with that road, not only for the transportation but because 
they cold lay out their rice to dry in the sun, their freshly washed clothes to dry in the sun 
and so forth. But the insensitive American from Virginia, when he got to the edge of 
town in his Sting Ray and saw pavement, he just floored it. So I can always remember 
him driving over the rice, driving over the clothes, and being left as the symbol of 
America in town to explain why my compatriot was driving over all their stuff. 
 
Q: Your reading of The Ugly American came back that day. 

 

HULL: Yes, absolutely. But another up country visit I recall, there was a town nearby. 
The town where Jill lived and taught. She taught in a women’s teacher training college. I 
would have to go down to that village to get my mail because there was no mail delivery 
to my village. I got a lot of mail because of my parents. The Boston Globe had a deal 
whereby they would send the Boston Globe, every weekday and Sunday edition, overseas 
for one dollar for an entire year to Peace Corps Volunteers. They would come by sea, and 
so when the ship came in, 30 days of newspapers would arrive at the post office for me to 
read. I would have to bring a back pack and haul these things. But I would go down to 
this town of Port Loko where the mail would come in. There were about five or six Peace 
Corps Volunteers in various schools in this town, so I would stay with some Peace Corps 
friends who are still friends to this day. 
 
On one occasion the American Ambassador decided to come up and visit us all and have 
lunch with us at one of the Peace Corps Volunteers’ houses. There were interesting 
characters in town. One of them was a person who was suffering from leprosy, most of 
his nose had been eaten away. He was known among insensitive Peace Corps Volunteers 
as “Old Faceless”. He would have this scarf that he held over his face, and then he would 
pull it off and if you gave him some money, he would cover up his raw face again. I can 
remember we all said we hope “Old Faceless” doesn’t show up when we are having 
lunch. Sure enough there he was. He knocked on the door. We sort of explained to the 
ambassador who this was. The ambassador very graciously got up from the lunch table, 
went out, greeted this man, gave him some money and everything else. I said, boy, if I am 
ever an ambassador that is the sort of person I want to be. Wow, that is not the ugly 
American, that is the way Americans should be. So that made a lasting impression. There 
were of course many others. 
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Q: You said he was interesting. Were there other reasons other than his condition and his 

remarkable figure? 

 

HULL: Memorable certainly. There were a lot of interesting characters in town, sort of 
odd people but I was struck, and that was sort of my exposure too to the American 
Foreign Service. Ambassador Miner like so many American ambassadors in that period 
had so little African experience. He had been ambassador to Trinidad and Tobago so that 
sort of counted as African experience, but in the 60’s there were very few Americans 
with any experience in Africa. Then we had a lot of ambassadors who simply came to 
Africa and learned on the job. 
 
Q: Sierra Leone only had their independence less than ten years before. 

 

HULL: Absolutely, and there were ambassadors who perhaps accompanied an assistant 
secretary of state on a trip and therefore were deemed to be experts on Africa when in 
fact they had done little more than make a trip. 
Q: Richard Nixon in ’57 I think as vice president went to advise his boss President 

Eisenhower what to do about these imminent independences. Nixon convinced the 

executive branch of government to create an Africa bureau knowing nothing. This is an 

example of what you had, the executive branch of the government to create an Africa 

bureau. But knowing nothing. This is an example of what you had. 

 

HULL: Exactly. You read memoirs and things of people who served in Africa. It is 
interesting what little knowledge we had of the continent which was not surprising. It was 
where the great white hunters went and missionaries and not many other people. Very 
little commerce except maybe Liberia where we had rubber plantations. 
 
Q: Europeans knew their way around. 

 

HULL: Right, but Americans not so much. So I was happy to gain some expertise in 
Africa because I was interested in Africa even before I joined the Peace Corps, but I 
knew very little about it. But to make a very long story short, I was extremely grateful for 
the extreme generosity of people who lived in my village. I was really taken aback, as 
everybody is who serves in Africa, about how generous people can be who have so little. 
In fact if you go to the back page of the current issue of the Foreign Service Journal, you 
will find a piece by Bob Griffin who went to some refugee camps in Ethiopia or in 
Djibouti, refugees from the Ogaden which led the fighting in Ethiopia. It is talking about 
how they gave him this watermelon they ground, you know how generous people can be. 
I think that is true throughout Africa. So I always felt that I wanted to give back in some 
way to these people who had been so generous to me. So it is one of the reasons I 
eventually maneuvered to go back there as ambassador when I might have gone to any 
other place. But we will come to that story later on. 
 
Q: You said it was adventure, rather than idealism, but I see a creeping idealism. 
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HULL: But there is still a lot of adventure, and certainly a lot of gratitude. It really did 
open my eyes. It is true culture shock for people coming straight from the United States 
going to live in an African village. I can remember a guy who was doing really well in 
Peace Corps training until he was sent out. Part of the training was to live with a local 
family in the village you were going to be assigned to. This guy from Oklahoma was 
doing just terrifically until he went to this village and had to eat with his hands. He could 
not visualize people without eating utensils. He said he would rather go to Vietnam than 
that. So there is often for people a breaking point when you have to live at that level. In 
the foreign service you don’t live at that level. You live among the elite of a country 
usually. 
 
Q: Although if you are a good diplomat there are these brief moments when you do go to 

the villages. 

 

HULL: Oh of course, but to live there day in and day out at the grass roots in Africa, for 
me it was also something I felt that was very valuable as a Peace Corps and as a diplomat 
was the fact that I had lived at the grass roots level in Africa. So as I dealt with the elites 
in countries I was always cognizant of the fact that there is a vast number of people in 
Africa living at a subsistence level or below who we were not necessarily interacting with 
except through our USAID or Peace Corps programs. You know a surprising number of 
diplomats are former Peace Corps volunteers in Africa and I think that really strengthens 
our abilities. I often see a difference with those who don’t have that grass roots 
experience especially in the very poor countries. Not necessarily in South Africa for 
example or a situation like that, but in some of these destitute countries. Sometimes you 
can’t avoid it. People are living at impoverished levels all around you, but I think it is 
very hard to understand that daily struggle to survive unless you have been immersed in 
it. 
 
Q: So years later if you do have the privilege of air conditioning… 

 

HULL: You understand how it is to live without air conditioning, how to live getting 
your water from the river and everything. 
 
Q: So President Kennedy was really on to something when he created this. 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. I must say again to make a long story short, we just succeeded in 
November getting the Peace Corps to agree to return to Sierra Leone after 15 years away. 
But that is another story we can get to, because a former colleague of yours and mine is 
now head of the Peace Corps, Aaron Williams. Interestingly his chief of staff is Stacy 
Rhodes who replaced Aaron in Pretoria as head of USAID. Now I know we can have 
separate discussions on that. 
 
Q: No, Aaron was quite a remarkable figure, but for the reader’s sake we are talking 

about an experience the ambassador and I shared in the late 90’s in Pretoria, but that 

leaps ahead in our chronology. 
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HULL: Right, that is a digression, we are digressing, but I worked as a primary school 
teacher, had terrific students, and to this day I stay in correspondence with some of those 
students. Some have unfortunately died, but again later on in life going back as 
ambassador, that was a tremendous asset having people who lived at the grass roots 
whom I cold talk to and get unvarnished insight on how people were looking at the 
country and not necessarily through the eyes of people with vested interest in government 
or economic positions. 
 
Q: We won’t dwell on whether this was idealistic or not, but it sure was very smart. 

 

HULL: Well it was sure very useful and if it was smart, it was accidentally smart. One 
does not have the foresight to know one will come back as ambassador, but even when I 
was in the Peace Corps talking to Ambassador Miner I thought it would be interesting to 
come back as ambassador, to the country you served in as Peace Corps. 
 
So anyway the Peace Corps experience was terrific. We had interesting people. The guy 
at the head of our program was a guy by the name of Joe Kennedy who was number two 
in Africare when it started up and stayed at the head of Africare. I believe he is still no 
the board of Africare. My regional director was a guy by the name of Alan Alemian who 
went to work with Joe Kennedy at the beginning in Africare and stayed for many years. 
He later came to my swearing in as ambassador. 
 
Q: So what was the relation back then? 

 

HULL: He was country director back then as part of the Peace Corps staff. Joe Kennedy 
was the director of the Peace Corps program in Sierra Leone. Another interesting 
crossing paths in life was Walter Carrington who was my ambassador in Nigeria and my 
predecessor in my current professorial position. But he was the very first Peace Corps 
director in Sierra Leone in 1961. Sierra Leone was one of the seven original Peace Corps 
countries, and Walter Carrington was a young African American, a Harvard law School 
graduate who was on the anti discrimination commission of the State of Massachusetts. 
The Kennedys saw him as a comer and had some political designs for him. Bobby 
Kennedy at the behest of John Kennedy offered him the Peace Corps directorship, and he 
went out and started up the program. He and I are in contact as are a number of his 
original Peace Corps volunteers from 1961. It is interesting that all these people stay in 
contact. 
 
Q: Bobby Kennedy was attorney General, so what was.. 

 

HULL: This was at the campaign period but Bobby Kennedy had many other political 
responsibilities. 
 
Q: He was never official. 

 

HULL: No, but Sargent Shriver was and he was also part of the family. Carrington had 
worked for Kennedy on the campaign, and they wanted to reward him with something. 
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Q: So he had a close association with the family. 

 

HULL: Yes. 
 
Q: Very interesting, and Carrington later was ambassador to Nigeria among other 

things. 

 

HULL: Well an interesting part of his career, he was named ambassador to Senegal by 
President Carter. He was confirmed by the Senate and sworn in, and went to Senegal as 
ambassador, but the election had taken place. Reagan was elected, so although he got to 
Senegal he never actually presented his credentials, he was recalled. 
 
Q: Oh my God. 

 

HULL: So he calls himself of course, Ambassador to Senegal which in our eyes he was, 
he was confirmed. 
 
Q: For a few days, yeah. 

 

HULL: He was confirmed by the U.S. Senate, sworn in, but never got to present his 
credentials. 
 
Q: That would have been 1981. 
 

So anything to add Ambassador Hull about your Peace Corps experience? Anything of a 

personal nature happen during this period. 

 

HULL: Well I always felt that the best souvenir that I brought back from the Peace Corps 
was my wife, Jill. We got married shortly after returning from the Peace Corps, in fact 
within a month. 
 
Q: Well wait. She started a year later than you did. 

 

HULL: Right, so she curtailed and only did one year in the Peace Corps and I did two. 
 
Q: A year is a lot. It is plenty. 

 

HULL: Right. I had the good fortune to be admitted to Columbia University, so we knew 
pretty much what we were going to be doing, and she obtained a teaching position on the 
southern fringe of Harlem on 110th Street in a private experimental school, the New 
Lincoln School very close to Columbia. The Rockefellers had funded the school and 
there was part of the ethical culture society that ran it, and it was a fascinating school that 
mixed a lot of children of very prominent New Yorkers with lots of scholarship students 
from Harlem. So it was a fascinating social experiment. 
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Q: So it was in the southern part of Harlem but it was not entirely people from Harlem. 

 

HULL: Exactly, in fact a lot of kids got mugged for their lunch money as they came out 
of the subway to go to school. It was a tough neighborhood and we didn’t have much 
money and Jill used to walk across 110th street every day until finally one of the 
superintendents that maintained one of the buildings came out to her after she had been 
accosted and said, “You know we really like having you walk through our neighborhood, 
but we are not going to be able to protect you.” So after that she started taking the bus. 
Quite often the police would cruise with her because being white in Harlem in 1970 was 
not common, and you sort of stuck out as somebody who might have some money in 
your purse or something. 
 
Q: Sure, I sort of remember being in that myself once or twice. Now were you doing 

history? 

 

HULL: Well I was admitted to a joint program called Education and International 
Affairs, It involved getting two master’s degrees, a Master of Arts in International 
Education and a Masters in International Affairs from the School of International Affairs 
at Columbia. Now it is the School of International Public Affairs. The Master’s degree in 
international education was from Teacher’s College at Columbia. So it was a joint 
program in two schools at Columbia. I also picked up the certificate in African Studies 
from their Institute of African Studies, since I specialized in African Studies. 
 
Q: Do you remember what you had in mind? Were you intending to teach? 

 

HULL: I was intending to go back to Africa to work. Possibly with USAID, possibly 
with USIA or the State Department. But then I also started working on a doctorate in 
international education at Teacher’s College. I finished all my coursework and did all but 
my dissertation in terms of getting my thesis approved and was working on that At the 
same time I was trying to join the foreign service. I took the foreign service exam a 
couple of times and didn’t quite pass it. The third time I did. While I was doing that I 
interned at the Institute of International Education (IIE) in UN Plaza which among other 
things ran the Fulbright Program. Then I got a job with them, so I was sort of studying 
and working as well as having worked constantly in the libraries at Columbia when I was 
a graduate student. At IIE I administered Fulbright graduate programs for countries like 
Sweden, Afghanistan, and Germany which was very interesting. But I quit that job 
because I wanted to make more progress on my dissertation. But I said to them if you 
ever create a job that is involved in developing new programs, I would be interested in 
coming back. Lo and behold they created a position called Vice President for research 
and planning or planning and development or something like that. It turned out to be a 
two person office, the Vice President and myself working very closely with the President 
of IIE at the time because that was an initiative of his so he wanted it to succeed. 
 
Q: So you were doing this while you were working at Columbia? 

 



 19 

HULL: Well I had done all my course work, so I was just trying to juggle doing a 
dissertation and working. That was an interesting job because Senator Fulbright had left 
the U.S. Senate. If I recall correctly he was defeated. He went to work for a law firm. He 
was very elderly of course. But he worked one day a month for us. I was assigned to be 
his control officer and set up his appointments for us. He was to help us in raising funds 
for program initiatives. 
 
Q: So you got to know him. 

 

HULL: I got to know him a bit. One of the things I always had to do was schedule an 
afternoon nap for him, which being young I found rather odd. Now that I am older, I 
think it is a delightful idea that he would come to New York and nap. 
 
Q: What time did he nap? 

 

HULL: Sometime after lunch, like 1:30 or 2:00 in the afternoon. I would have to 
schedule a one hour nap for Senator Fulbright. So he was doing that for us. So that was 
one interesting aspect of that job. 
 
Q: So he was doing fundraising for IIE, is that it? 

 

HULL: For IIE, because they were largely dependent on State Department for Fulbright 
funding and on USAID for other types of exchange programs. As was their neighbor the 
African American Institute where I also had worked a little bit on a book entitled, Formal 
Education in African Development. I did nothing more than proofread the text of this 
little tome, but you see I am acknowledged down there as one of the people who worked 
on this thing. I didn’t really make a significant contribution but it gave me exposure to 
AAI, because I had to work at AAI on this thing. 
 
Q: You are not the only person I have known who has worked both at IIE and AAI. Were 

they in sort of competition? 

 

HULL: No, AAI was specific to Africa, educational exchange with Africa and also had a 
piece of the international visitor program and so forth with their Washington office. But 
they did similar things, but IIE was global and they were very specific to Africa. So I had 
a little exposure to the non profit world of international educational exchange while I was 
in New York. As I said I was very interested in, well I should say I thrived at Columbia. I 
just found it a wonderful university. I loved their libraries and all their resources. Where 
else could you ride on an elevator with both Margaret Mead and Zbigniew Brzezinski at 
the same time. That sort of thing, because they had all these marvelous professors. 
 
Q: Did you have that experience? 

 

HULL: Oh yes. 
 
Q: Margaret Mead and Zbigniew Brzezinski. 
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HULL: Absolutely. And she always walked around with this big staff, a wooden staff. 
Not a people staff but a wooden staff, so she was always very distinctive. 
 
Q: The queen of the elevator. 

 

HULL: She was elderly at that time and Zbigniew Brzezinski of course had this close 
cropped haircut, buzz cut which he still has. But there were people like that all around, 
and some very prominent professors. I was in a special program called the International 
Fellows Program at Columbia, which selected a small number of people to be in this 
program. It had a different professor every week. The Stanley Hoffmans of the world 
would come in from Harvard and from Columbia, major universities to give a lecture to 
us every week. Then we would go down to Washington and we would have these 
phenomenal meetings with all sorts of people who had memorable things to tell us. We 
would go to the White House. It was a very elite sort of thing. I can remember some of 
them very vividly. I can remember Congressman Gerry Ford telling us that Nixon should 
resign in a private meeting. Watergate had reached the point where Nixon should go, but 
he certainly wasn’t saying that publicly. 
 
Q: This would have been in ’73 or ’74. 

 

HULL: Yes. ’72-’73. It was the Watergate era so it was very exciting. We met a large 
number of senators. I remember Strom Thurmond standing up explaining why he was 
opposed to integration, to busing. Because if you remember Strom Thurmond had a 
succession of wives and he married this young beauty queen and started propagating with 
her. So I can remember him telling us how he wasn’t opposed to integration; he just 
wanted to see his little children having to spend so much time on a school bus every day. 
I can remember us going to see John Warner when he was Secretary of the Navy. 
Somebody at that time, one of the people in our group, asked him at the time there were a 
lot of problems in Italy between Italians and U.S. sailors. 
 
Q: The Ugly American again. 

 

HULL: I remember John Warner explaining the only problem was the Italian fathers 
didn’t want their daughters dating black American sailors, and not really understanding 
the depth of the racial problems they were having in the U.S. Navy. Not so much 
problems with Italians as within the navy itself. 
 
Q: So John Warner kind of missed the… 

 

HULL: He kind of missed it, yeah. We always found people who were a little tone deaf. 
The one meeting we actually didn’t get was with Henry Kissinger. We were at the White 
House that day waiting to meet with Henry, but suddenly he had to be upstairs for a news 
conference. A little news conference at which he announced “Peace is at hand” in 
Vietnam, when it wasn’t. A memorable time. I can remember when we went to see the 
New York Times bureau chief, Scotty Reston. I can remember my group asking Scotty 
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Reston why the New York Times did not diversify and hire somebody like John 
Anderson, who was doing a lot of Watergate exposés in his column. Why didn’t they 
include his column in the New York Times op-ed page? I do remember Scotty Reston 
saying, “John Anderson, great fast ball, no control.” So anyway it was a fascinating 
program. We went everywhere in the U.S. government and met people at very senior 
levels. The head of the program at Columbia for us later became ambassador to Sweden. 
He was a political appointee. There was lots of interconnection, old school ties sort of 
thing. 
 
Q: You went right directly to the senior seminar sort of. 

 

HULL: Yeah, kind of. You only did it for one year but because I was hanging around 
writing my dissertation, they used to let me come every year with them on their trips to 
Washington. Just great exposure to how Washington worked. 
 
Q: You say it was an elite program, how many people approximately? 

 

HULL: Oh probably about 15. I am trying to remember, one of them because we only 
had a couple of African Americans in the group. One of them was in the foreign service, 
became ambassador to Nigeria. I think he was a DAS as well. I will think of his name 
later. Anyway it was a group at that level. They came from all the schools in Columbia, 
the medical school, the social work school, the Teacher’s College which is where I was 
from when I did it, the School of International Affairs graduate school. So people brought 
into the group an interest in international affairs but great diversity of academic 
backgrounds. 
 
Q: Would such a background be possible to acquire these days. 

 

HULL: Well I would assume so. The program is still actually run by a friend of mine, 
Ambassador John Hirsch who was a predecessor of mine as ambassador to Sierra Leone, 
a long time foreign service officer. He runs two programs, one with Occidental College 
where they come to spend the semester studying the UN in New York, and also he runs 
this program at Columbia University. 
 
Q: You seem to be in touch with many people from that period. 

 

HULL: Well people I have known over the years. John Hirsch was also my DCM in 
Somalia and he was also consul general in Johannesburg in the early 90’s. He might be 
somebody you would like to talk to. John is a great intellect. He would be a super person 
for you. 
 
Q: OK. Well we are overlapping projects here. 

 

HULL: Sure. Meanwhile I said I was interested in the foreign service. I had passed the 
written exam and had to go down for my oral exam. I also explored other places like 
USAID. USAID called me up and said, “We would really like you to join our training 
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program.” I am forgetting the name of it. It was a USAID program and we want you to be 
a human resources specialist in terms of higher education. I said, “Wonderful.” Then they 
called me back the next week and said they decided they weren’t going to hire so many 
human resource specialists. They were cutting back on education, but it would have been 
nice to have you. Of course I had not quit my job at IIE. I had gone down because the 
CIA was interested in having me do something, but we had a falling out. They wanted me 
to take an oral examination or do an oral test just for their records on my skills in French. 
I told them I did not want to embarrass myself, and that my French was not that good. If I 
joined them I would want to study French before I went anywhere. They were very 
miffed that I was so insubordinate that I refused to take their French test. So that was the 
end of it for me. 
 
Q: A great turning moment in history. 

 

HULL: Right. And, at the same time these happened, I passed the foreign service exam 
and they invited me to have the oral exam where I had something of an advantage 
because the head of my oral panel had been the PAO (Public Affairs Officer) in Freetown 
when I had been a Peace Corps volunteer, and before he joined the foreign service he had 
gotten his doctorate at Teacher’s College at Columbia, and then there was some other 
third thing we found we had in common in our backgrounds. So he was a BEX (Board of 
Examiners) for a number of years because he had a heart problem. So he was nice to me. 
 
Q: Had you known each other in… 

 

HULL: Well I had known his APAO more. In those days we had two officers in 
Freetown and many other places. Now we have one. 
 
Q: Maybe in Monrovia there are two. 

 

HULL: But anyway, I had known him a little bit. Not as much as other people, but we 
had all these common friends like Ambassador Miner. 
 
Q: Not well enough for him to have to recuse himself. 

 

HULL: Exactly. In those days they probably didn’t recuse themselves. So that was 
probably a bit of an advantage, but also I think they were glad to have a live one who 
knew something about Africa. 
 
Q: Yeah, not that many. 

 

HULL: And also knew something about international education exchange and that stuff, 
so my background meshed very well. I only blew one question in my foreign service 
exam, and it still lives with me because my answer was right and theirs was wrong. 
Which was the question was something along the lines of you had proposed some sort of 
program for a country in Africa, hypothetically. The country’s government was very 
excited about it, but unfortunately Washington did not have sufficient funding to fund the 
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program, so how would you explain that Washington, our rich government, was unable to 
fund this? I said, “Well I would tell them that Washington could not fund this because 
Congress would not appropriate special funding obviously.” They said, “No that is the 
one question you got wrong. You never blame Washington.” “I spent my whole career 
blaming Washington.” It is funny what sticks out in your mind from that type of 
experience. 
 
Q: Well if you can’t blame Washington what in heaven would they have you do? 

 

HULL: I don’t know. You are a BEX alumnus at that type of question. 
 
Q: They would have advised you to say this is a misunderstanding. 

 

HULL: Or it is our fault here at the embassy, who knows. 
 
Q: And they used the word “wrong”? 

 

HULL: Yeah you should never blame Washington. 
 
Q: OK, that is a good one. 

 

HULL: Rather than tell the truth. Fall on your sword before you blame Washington. 
 
Q: Well that is a great lesson. 

 

HULL: It sort of gives you a perception of the State Department but of course it was a 
USIA panel. But at that time the Bureau of Educational and Cultural affairs was still in 
the State Department. 
 
Q: CU I think it was called. 

 

HULL: You are right, it was CU back in those days. 
 
Q: So this was in the Carter period? 

 

HULL: This was actually Gerald Ford was president when I joined the foreign service. 
 
Q: Whom you had earlier met in a closed session. 

 

HULL: He was House minority leader. 
 
Q: So you passed the exam. It sounds like you had a rather incredible array of 

possibilities, three or four or five possibilities. 

 

HULL: Several possibilities, but USIA was the one I was most interested in. I didn’t 
apply to the State Department because I was interested in the education and cultural 
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dimension of foreign affairs. In fact one of the people on my dissertation panel at 
Columbia was Charles Frankel. Charles Frankel, I am gazing at my bookshelf here. I 
guess his book is in my office in Boston. Charles Frankel wrote a book called The 
Neglected Aspect of Foreign Affairs, which was about the educational/cultural 
dimension, because Lyndon Johnson had appointed him Assistant Secretary of State for 
Educational and Cultural Affairs. He later became the head of the National Endowment 
for the Humanities, but was a leading philosopher, a great man and wonderful person. I 
had studied under him at Columbia. He had resigned after one year as Assistant Secretary 
of Educational and Cultural Affairs in protest against the Vietnam War. So he was a man 
of tremendous integrity. He and his wife were later murdered in their bed by a home 
intruder when I was serving in South Africa for the first time in the late 1970’s. It was a 
major tragedy. 
 
Q: In New York? 

 

HULL: Well, north of New York. They lived in a suburb up in Westchester County I 
believe it was. Or across the river from Westchester Country. In any case that was 
another influence I had was having studied with a former Assistant Secretary of State for 
Education and Cultural Affairs. I understood that exchanges were administered overseas 
by USIA so that was my interest in joining USIA. Unlike many people going into USIA 
my background was not journalism. My background was more in education and cultural 
affairs. 
 
Q: As it was supposed to be. 

 

HULL: I want to make it clear that once you were in USIA, the people who were on the 
faster track were those on the media side, at least in those days at USIA. I don’t think that 
always held true. I don’t think it held true in my case. I had to adapt of course. 
 
Q: It was an articulated principle certainly in the 80’s. 

 

HULL: But I never served in an information officer position or assistant information 
officer position. Partly because I fast tracked very quickly in USIA by taking assignments 
nobody else wanted. We will get to that later. 
 
Q: Again this is about you not me. I went into USIA with exactly the same intentions and 

background as you and I never had a CAO (Cultural Affairs Officer) position, never. I 

had only IO (Information Officer). 

 

HULL: I never had a CAO position either. Well, I had an ACAO (Assistant Cultural 
Affairs Officer). We will get to that. So anyway, to the great dismay of the president of 
IIE I had decided to leave my position, because he had nominated me, because he was a 
member of the Council on Foreign Relations, he had nominated me for a junior 
membership on the Council of Foreign Relations. So he was very miffed at me and 
withdrew my nomination and all this sort of stuff. 
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Q: Miffed that you were going into the foreign service? 

 

HULL: Well it was under kind of his initiative, this office and what have you. Wallace 
Edgerton was his name. 
 
Q: That seems a little narrow minded. 

 

HULL: In any case I tried to point out to him I was happy going into the foreign service. I 
was not the only one to go from IIE to the foreign service. There were other people in the 
organization I knew at the time who later joined the foreign service. 
 
Q: Well of course that is intuitive. People tend to their own role in life. So you joined in 

seventy something. 

 

HULL: ’76, the bicentennial class. That was kind of exciting. I remember we got to go up 
to the balcony of the State Department and watch the fireworks over Washington for the 
Fourth of July. That was really neat. It was the first time they had lasers and stuff because 
they really went all out for the bicentennial of our country. 
 
Q: The USIA, no wait was it CU at the time? 

 

HULL: Right, it was part of the Bureau of Education and Cultural Affairs but of course 
all classes did their USIA training and then they joined the A-100 course . 
 
Q: So there was no separate building. 

 

HULL: Was it A-100 or A-200? 
 
Q: Well now they call it A-100. 

 

HULL: I guess it was the A-100 course. 
 
Q: So that building on Pennsylvania Avenue was not yet in use. 

 

HULL: No, we were on 1776 Pennsylvania Avenue, but because we were in the A-100 
course, they routed everybody in the course over to the State Department at FSI (Foreign 
Service Institute). 
 
Q: OK, got it. 

 

HULL: Very ecumenical sometimes. 
 
Q: OK, so you did some training I guess. 

 

HULL: Yes, very good. Small class. People like Linda Jewel. Bill Barr was a good friend 
in that class. But we had had all of our USIA classes, so we were very close too. By and 
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large very distinguished people. One of the most fascinating losers we had was a very 
impressive African American journalist, claimed to be an author who lived in France by 
the name of Duke Williams. On one level he was so impressive, but very superficial in 
everything he said about his past was a lie so you could never tell where the truth was. 
But he had some whacko off the wall ideas. One that always lingers with me we went 
over in our course to the CIA for a briefing. The Deputy Director of the CIA gave his 
briefing and then asked if there were any questions. Duke raised his hands and asked the 
director of the CIA what kinds of efforts the CIA was making to contact extra terrestrials 
and other kinds of aliens beyond our own Milky Way or whatever. Of course all the rest 
of the people in the class cringed. The people from USIA especially drew down in their 
seats at this question. But then we were all shocked because the guy from the CIA talked 
as if they were actually doing something. And in hindsight given some of the revelations, 
he may have been looking beyond our own universe. 
 
Q: Mr. Williams might have known this? 

 

HULL: Who knows. 
 
Q: He just guessed it? 

 

HULL: He had a very short lived career. He was one of the few people I have ever met 
who was not tenured. 
 
Q: That takes some doing. 

 

HULL: Gerry Hutchel was the one. He worked under Gerry in Ouagadougou and Gerry 
very conscientiously documented this guy’s deficiencies. It was funny, when I became 
PAO in Ouagadougou, this is getting a little ahead of the story, but I get off the plane and 
the one person I always used to tell stories about because there were many of them was 
Duke Williamson. Who should greet me as I am getting off the airplane in Ouagadougou, 
but Duke Williams. Gerry had left long before. That is part of the story. Duke married a 
USAID person. While he did not have a job with USIA, he was in this limbo grieving to 
USIA. He was being selected out, there is Duke on the tarmac to greet me. Oh my god 
how far do I have to go to get Duke out of my life. It is funny. He was a great guy 
socially but he had this life that was so much fiction. 
 
I remember when I was a junior officer and they handed out our assignments. They said 
to me, “Tom, we are going to send you as a public affairs trainee to Kinshasa because it is 
a great career post.” I thought do I really want a great career, but I will go where ever 
they send me, and it will be interesting. Duke was being sent someplace in Africa. We 
were the two people in our class going to Africa. So we went to meet with the African 
Area office. They had us meet with the executive officer in AF, John Garner. Duke and I 
sat down in front of him, and he said to Duke, “What have you done in your life?” Duke 
told him how he had been a radio broadcaster and an author in Paris and had written 
novels. All these mythical things that he sort of apparently never really did. I knew it was 
all a lie and am sort of sitting here going, “Oh my God, here goes Duke again.” Then this 
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guy turns to me and says, “That is really impressive. Have you done anything with your 
life?” I could have gotten up from this chair and strangled this guy. I did want to go to 
Africa. 
 
But after the training, I must say the A-100 was very valuable for me. A lot of good 
friendships, one of which is the Nolan brothers, Steve and Rob Nolan who were in my 
class among others. One of the reasons they were good friends was that when they were 
teenagers we used to go to the beach together in Sierra Leone because they were college 
students, and their father worked in the embassy in Freetown when I was there. I have 
known these guys since they were adolescents basically. They were only like four years 
younger than I was but they were in college and I was in the Peace Corps. But they were 
friends of my friend Roger who I had met in the Peace Corps and who sort of had given 
me the introduction of what Peace Corps life was like. Roger eventually quit the foreign 
service and went to run a bar in Maine. But he found it too cold and came back to the 
foreign service and ultimately retired I guess a year and a half ago after finally making it 
into the senior foreign service which was pretty good for a guy without a college 
education. He was an IT guy. 
 
Q: Well fascinating. You were assigned to Kinshasa. 
 

HULL: I was assigned to Kinshasa, went to Kinshasa as a public affairs trainee, which 
meant that in those days in USIA the idea was that you would rotate among all the offices 
of a USIS operation and of the embassy as well, which rarely worked out because there 
were usually vacancies and you had to plug people in to fill vacancies. But in my case it 
actually did work out pretty well. I had my very first PAO was a fellow named Jim 
Connolly. Jim was a fast track riser in the foreign service. Kinshasa was a major post at 
that time. There were two great civil wars in Africa in the 60’s: Biafra in Nigeria, and the 
Congo civil war. The U.S. had put Mobutu in power pretty much and strongly supported 
him. So we had a major USIA operation there with a lot of branch posts in places like 
Kisangani and Lubumbashi. The intention was for me to be a public affairs trainee for 
one year in Kinshasa and then move on and become the Branch PAO in Kisangani. We 
had a pretty good and interesting staff. We had a CAO by the name of John Keller, who 
was a dedicated cultural affairs officer and then left and became a professor at Penn State 
in American studies. We had a vacant ACAO position, so I spent more time as the 
exchanges officer than anything else while at post there. but I also worked with our AIO, 
who I guess was acting IO for a lot of the time. Her name was Rosemary Crockett. So we 
got to become good colleagues there. Eventually an IO came in, a fellow by the name of 
Fred Lasore. We had a great program officer, a guy by the name of Jim Hogan. I got to 
know his brother pretty well, John Hogan who was a Peace Corps director in 
Ouagadougou later on when I served there. He became chief of staff with the Peace 
Corps which gave me a nice connection with the Peace Corps for awhile. These were 
wonderful people to work with, great colleagues. But Jim Connolly was pulled from post 
because they wanted him to be PAO in Moscow which was really a big job in USIA in 
the 1970’s. They sent him off to learn Russian. He had no aptitude for languages. He 
never succeeded in getting his 3-3 in Russian, so they decided to break his assignment. 
He decided to retire from USIA and go work at his alma mater Notre Dame. He was 
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replaced by another PAO by the name of Robert Dumas. Robert Dumas claimed to be an 
illegitimate descendant of the great Alexandre Dumas, and was quite a character. He 
came from DCM in Ouagadougou to be PAO in Kinshasa. He always felt he had been 
stabbed in the back and was always resentful that he was not made ambassador even 
though he had what was then one of the major USIA PAO positions at a very substantial 
post. We also had a regional librarian there, we also had an American secretary, Adele 
Sorentino. It was a very active post. In fact my programming highlight while I was there 
was John Hope Franklin coming out as an academic specialist. I was very attentive to 
John Hope Franklin and by coincidence my mother-in- law was visiting. John Hope 
Franklin, if you know him at all, he loves orchids and is a real naturalist when it comes to 
plants and everything else. I remember since both he and my mother-in-law were from 
Illinois, sending them off to the botanic gardens a couple of hours south of Kinshasa. You 
could not imagine two people more unalike, but they really hit it off and had a great time. 
But that was one highlight of working there, We had a very interesting ambassador, Walt 
Cutler. Ambassador Cutler went on to become ambassador to Saudi Arabia and other 
things, a very distinguished career. While I was there I learned of some of the agency 
sensitivities. We had a USAID director there, very substantial organization. They had a 
mission director by the name of Fermino Spencer, who always felt he was more 
important than the ambassador, one because he had a lot of resources and a big operation, 
but two his personal foreign service rank was higher than the ambassador’s foreign 
service rank. This was always a tension but it really became a tension that drew 
everyone’s attention in the mission when Fermino decided that because he outranked the 
ambassador he should start flying the American flag on his car driving around town. 
Whereupon Fermino was called on the carpet and told that he could take the flag off his 
car or he could leave post. So that was an introduction to the USAID-State Department 
tension which as a USIA person was interesting to watch from another dimension. 
 
Also very memorable was my first weekend there. I had a friend from the A-100 course 
who had arrived a couple of months before me as one of the junior political officers. Our 
first weekend there he and his wife decided to take my wife and myself on a picnic to the 
countryside along the Zaire River. At the time the Shaba war was going on, and the 
borders were closed to the country. What we didn’t know is he was driving us to a place 
that was under the control of Mobutu’s notorious paratroopers. When we showed up in 
our embassy vehicle without a driver, just sort of on our own, they sort of took us hostage 
until we would pay them off. Of course neither of us or our spouses really wanted to pay 
them off, but my friend’s spouse was very pregnant, so that was a consideration. So we 
spent hours, at least a couple of hours with these guys haggling with them. They said, 
“Well you must have something for us, otherwise we will probably arrest you as spies or 
something.’ “I am sorry we don’t have anything for you,” we said. At the same time 
unfortunately a Zairian commercial truck came wandering down the road into their area. 
Once the guys saw the soldiers he immediately did a u-turn because he saw these guys 
were going to steal all of the goods out of his truck. So they grabbed me and they told me 
follow that truck. With a gun pointed to my head I was told to drive the vehicle and catch 
the truck. I knew that it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to catch the truck because if I 
did they probably wouldn’t want a witness to what they were doing. So I very slowly 
drove, and they drove off. But anyway they eventually brought me back. I think in the 



 29 

end my friend had a couple of packs of cigarettes, and so for the price of a couple of 
packs of cigarettes they ultimately gave us our freedom. I thought nothing of it. I thought 
this happened all the time in the foreign service. 
 
Q: It did happen to me in Kinshasa in 1980 just as a visitor, but did this change your 

thinking about a future in the foreign service? 

 

HULL: Oh no, I thought it was part of the great adventure of Africa. 
 
Q: Would you have given the cigarettes up front knowing what you know now? 

 

HULL: No, absolutely not. I was kind of miffed that he gave them anything personally. 
 
Q: Wait, they would have killed you but for a couple of packs of cigarettes. 

 

HULL: Well we were the Americans and if they had thought of it they would have been 
in bog trouble. But at the time the day was moving and the sun was settling down. That 
was problematic. So much so, I thought nothing of it. My friend reported it to the 
Ambassador or the DCM or something. After that they decided that people would not be 
allowed to travel outside of Kinshasa without notifying their RSO or their section head as 
to where they were. 
 
Q: so you were the cause of… 

 

HULL: So that was my first weekend overseas in the foreign service. Enroute to post I 
stopped in Sierra Leone to work on my doctoral dissertation research because I hadn’t 
given up at that point. I had a good time with Ambassador Michael Samuels who I still 
keep a little bit in touch with. He was oddly a political appointee of the, which 
administration, it must have been the Ford or the Nixon. In ’76 that would have been 
Ford. Ford was until ’77 so he was still in office. I don’t think Carter was in office. 
Anyway, Michael Samuels then left because he was a political appointee, and went to 
work for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce running international programs I believe it was. 
But anyway, two other highlights of my time in Kinshasa which was only one year. 
Because I was a public affairs trainee and I was supposed to become BPAO in Kisangani. 
The consulate up in Kisangani had actually been closed a couple of years before. But we 
kept the USIS branch post going. We also had a branch post in Lubumbashi where there 
was this terrible BPAO by the name of Neil Walsh who tried to right things. 
 
Q: I think there is a note of irony here. Neil is a good friend and very much active. 

 

HULL: But Neil and I looked a bit alike in those days. I had my hair and we were both 
about the same age. Whenever he would come to Kinshasa, the Economic Counselor 
would say to me, “Hello Neil.” “No I am not Neil; I am Tom.” So I guess we looked 
somewhat similar back then. But I was sent up to Kisangani to close the post. They 
decided who is the most appropriate person to go up there and face the wrath of the FSNs 
and fire them all, and I think they decided it was the public affairs trainee. We had an 
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executive officer at post who could have done it, but in point of fact they sent me up, and 
Jill and I lived in Kisangani for a month because it took that long to destroy everything 
that should be destroyed, give away the books to the university there, sell the new 
furniture for the library and the office (which were purchased, I believe, by a local 
casino), and to fire the employees, So it wasn’t a happy experience, but it was an 
interesting experience. We would go down to a local bar because there weren’t a lot of 
places to go. There were places run by Greek Cypriots in town, mainly casino bars. And 
we would hear from old Belgians at the bar about what it was like in the 1960’s when the 
American consul had to eat the American flag in town square or else be at risk of losing 
his life. They would show me where the priests and nuns had been shot. Across the river 
there had been the massacre of the Belgian priests and nuns, the rape of the nuns. So, 
about the only touristic highlight was to go over and see the bloody wall where 
everybody had been lined up and shot. It was a pretty depressing place to be. There was a 
very active program of the Rockefeller Foundation at the university there, so there were a 
number of Americans still in Kisangani. We would hear about all the former BPAO’s and 
I must say one who they spoke very highly of always was John Archibald whom we saw 
yesterday. I could tell from the records at the post that John had been a very active and 
excellent Branch Public Affairs Officer. Of course, Kisangani was old Stanleyville which 
is why they had all those massacres. If you were to teach a course in African literature I 
always felt you could do a course called the Novels of Kisangani with Heart of Darkness, 
A Bend in the River, and other novels that have been written about this exotic place. So I 
was glad to have a month there, but I think that a month was enough. There were always 
overtones of tension, and I think I told you I had to tell the regional governor that I was 
closing the post. That meant no more official American presence in Kisangani. 
 
Q: No fun. 

 

HULL: So I had to do that, and went over to tell him, but not being entirely confident in 
my French I took my French and English dictionary with me in case I had to pull it out. I 
also took my supply of presentation books and such materials from USIS to sweeten the 
message. But it turned out Mobutu’s wife had died the night before, so actually I sat 
cooling my heels for a few hours while they dealt with that emergency because of the real 
fear the country would dissolve. Because she was always seen as the brains behind the 
throne in Zaire, Mama Mobutu, as she was known, was the cleverer of the two. I did see 
him. I gave him the unfortunate news, but the Government was preoccupied with the 
death of Mama Mobutu. It was written up and I probably have some newspaper articles 
from the papers at that time about how Monsieur Jill had come and announced that the 
office was being closed. That was because it was my wife’s French English dictionary, 
and it said Jill Hull on the cover where she had written her name lest she lose her 
dictionary. In Zaire your first name is always your family name, so they assumed that 
must be true for Americans as well. So I became Monsieur Jill. I felt this is great. I am 
anonymous. I have given this horrible message and if anybody resents it they will be 
looking for Monsieur Jill. 
 
Q: Something you might have done on purpose. 
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HULL: Right. So having achieved this unfortunate task, we went back to Kinshasa. I was 
hoping to take the boat down the river, but I ended up on Air Zaire which was also 
known as air scare. And it was fascinating. I remember the pilots coming on and saying, 
“Monsieurs et Madames Nous avons un problem.” We wondered what kind of problem 
there was, but we were half hour out. They said, “We are going to have to circle back. 
We don’t know what the problem is.” So we circled back for about 15 minutes, and then 
they came back on. It was in French. “We think we solved the problem, so they turned 
around again and went to Kinshasa.” We thought, we sure hope so. Travel by air in Zaire 
at that time was fascinating. Parker Borg was the consul general in Lubumbashi. He later 
became an ambassador. He wrote a famous report. In those days we did what we called 
airgrams as well as telegrams that were sent back to Washington. He sent an airgram on 
fear of flying as he called it about traveling in Zaire where you had to go through an 
internal passport process, where you have technically left the country and could not come 
back in until your flight was finished. People would check in, and they always 
overbooked flights. So there was always a mad dash for the airplane and if you got a seat, 
you got a seat, and if you didn’t you went back to the waiting room and waited until the 
next day for another flight for Lubumbashi. So you would always bring a blanket and 
pillow with you and food. There was no place to eat if they had to stay overnight. Then 
they would try again the next day. Then there was always the danger when you got to 
Lubumbashi that nobody would be in the control tower. This was quite common. Either 
they were asleep or absent. Usually the pilots would just land until one day a plane ran 
off the runway. Nobody was killed, but it was a serious enough incident that the pilots 
refused to land unless there was somebody in the tower. They would fly in and buzz the 
control tower to try to wake up whoever was there. If nobody was there, then they would 
turn around and fly back to Kinshasa which was a considerable distance because it was a 
huge country, and they would land and everybody would get off and they would wait 
until the next day in the waiting room until they could get on the plane again. Those were 
the hazards of flying. I remember when we would send grantees to the United States, we 
always had to explain to them you don’t have to take your own food with you on a flight, 
because they were accustomed to going to the airport and having to have their own food 
in case they were stuck there overnight. They didn’t know how they were going to eat on 
the airplane on this long trip. 
 
So the last highlight I will mention from that tour of duty was I was sent to Brazzaville. 
We had not had diplomatic relations with Brazzaville for about 14 years. They were re-
established. It was known as a communist government which was one reason why we did 
not have those diplomatic relations. They sent a chargé d’affaires there, and they sent him 
about four people, somebody who was basically an administrative officer who came with 
his wife who worked as the secretary. And then I guess somebody else who worked as an 
all purpose political officer, and six U.S. marines. So the marines actually outnumbered 
the embassy. They had this magnificent old embassy building that we had there before. 
When they opened the old building they wanted to make sure it was not bugged so they 
sent in the Seabees who jack hammered around the outside of the building to make sure 
there were no wires. It looked like a perforated building that should say tear here so you 
could tear it off. But somebody had come through from Washington, Chuck Bell the desk 
officer, and promised them a public affairs officer and some programs. Well, lo and 
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behold, the program materialized before the PAO did. So they needed to send somebody 
over to Brazzaville to be the PAO. The fellow who was the chargé whose name is 
slipping me at the moment but will come back to me later, and my Public affairs officer, 
Robert Dumas, hated each other’s guts. They had been together in Rwanda or Burundi at 
some time and for unknown reasons they just disdained each other horribly. So, 
Washington told the PAO he had to send somebody over to Brazzaville because they 
were getting a rock and roll duo led by Mickey Baker, who was at one time famous as 
part of the Mickey and Sylvia duo and had a hit song called “Hey Mickey, Hey Sylvia” or 
something. I think it was called Love is Strange. It was a top of the charts hit in the late 
50’s. He had emigrated to Paris where he actually wrote some very famous guitar books. 
Everybody who studied guitar in that time wanted to read Mickey Baker’s books. So they 
were sending Mickey Baker there, and needed somebody to program Mickey Baker and 
his sidekick Alec Sanders, who was originally from the Caribbean, to do a concert. So we 
figured it was a concert in Brazzaville and my PAO very begrudgingly, because he hated 
this chargé, said, “You go over there, you set up this concert. You come back and when 
Mickey Baker arrives, you go do the concert. So having just been back from Kisangani I 
said to Jill, “Well Sayonara. I am headed off to Brazzaville.” Which I was looking 
forward to, and as it turned out it was a wonderful place to go. The communists were 
very efficient. The people were very positive and very wonderful, and a total contrast to 
Zaire where everyone was very glum living under the Mobutu regime. I got over there. 
The Chargé said, “I am so glad to see you, Pat” I said, “I am not Pat; I am Tom. Why do 
you think I am Pat?” He said, “Well all the cables say you are Pat.” I said, “No, that is 
public affairs trainee.” He said, “I am so glad you are here because we are going to do 
these concerts that are really dynamic, and we are going to do them here in Brazzaville 
and Pointe Noir, and a little town called Ouesso, which is a regional capital up on the 
Cameroon-Brazzaville border. I said, “Well that is not exactly what my PAO said. My 
PAO said I should come over here and spend a couple of days setting up a concert in 
Brazzaville, and then go back, and then he will send my back again.” The Chargé said, 
“No, you belong to me now.” You are here TDY. You are here in my country, and I am 
keeping you.” I had to communicate this back to my PAO and the only communication 
we had was by Walkie-Talkie across the river to the embassy. And everybody could hear 
what was going on in the Walkie-Talkie traffic because everybody kept their Walkie-
Talkies on in the embassy for security reasons. So I simply told him the Chargé says I am 
his and I am staying. The PAO said, “No, you are mine and you are coming back.” I said, 
“Let me put the Chargé on the radio.” So they had this screaming match back and forth 
across the river with everybody just listening in. It was terribly embarrassing. So finally 
the chargé sent a cable back to Washington and asked, “Is he mine or is he not?” The 
State Department came back and said when an officer is TDY in another country he 
belongs to that country and is under the instructions of that person. So that meant I had to 
stay. 
 
Q: Did Dumas hate you for this? 

 

HULL: No, but it really didn’t matter as we will get to because I was sent. He understood 
that it was Washington’s decision. Dumas was a nice guy in a lot of ways. He had some 
interesting ideas, one of which he required everybody on his staff who did not know how 
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to play bridge to come to his house and have bridge lessons. So that is how Jill and I 
learned how to play bridge. We still love to play bridge. 
 
So I had to fly to Pointe Noir. I thought this is really exciting, I am going to be the first 
American to go to Ouesso and establish anything in 14 years. Not to Ouesso, to Pointe 
Noire on the ocean. I fly to Pointe Noir, walk into my hotel and lo and behold there are 
all these screaming Americans and Brits and their bratty children because they were oil 
workers from Cabinda and this was their R&R point to come up to Pointe Noire. So even 
though we had not had relations, we had Americans go up there for years. So all right, but 
then I got on a slow aircraft to Ouesso on Air Linga which was the airline in Brazzaville, 
and we landed on a dirt airstrip in Ouesso. I was taken to the regional governor. They 
were delighted to see me and everything as this was the first American to be in Ouesso in 
all these years. They were delighted to have me and delighted to have the concert. They 
had one generator that worked up there so there was the possibility of the electric guitars 
actually working. I flew back and everything was set up, and we set up the concert in 
Brazzaville. The most famous female singer in the country was going to join the concert. 
It was just going to be a wonderful thing inviting the elite. Because I needed my visa 
extended the communist government or the socialist government was happy to extend it. 
By the way they were delighted to have the Americans. The only difficulty was there 
were so few hotels and the country was opening up so that almost every night I had to 
move from place to place to stay. But anyway it was all set up. 
 
Q: Dumas was in Kinshasa at this time. 

 

HULL: Right. And one of the problems was with Washington. I kept saying no you have 
really done nothing to set up your USIS post here except to send a camera which I am 
happy to use if you will send the film. But you have not given me a budget. So I was 
there in Brazzaville and the chargé said go to Ouesso, go to Point Noire. I said I have no 
money. So they had their acting PAO but nothing else. So they sent the program, and 
then they sent the PAO, and eventually they sent money. I went back and things started 
working out. Of course being a public affairs trainee the first months I knew absolutely 
nothing of what I was doing. I went back and eventually came across the river. We had a 
good concert in Brazzaville and a so-so concert in Pointe Noire. In Ouesso it was the 
most memorable programming of my career. These guys just rocked out, and there 
actually were people who had played rock and roll in Ouesso, and they joined in and the 
whole town joined in. It was just the most wonderful experience. I did have one problem 
when I was setting it up on my first trip. I was having lunch with the regional governor 
and we sat and had lunch with all the leaders in town, and sat and had lunch and the sun 
is beginning to go down. It is just a dirt airstrip with no lights. Well where is the airplane? 
I do have to go back. Oh, it is going to come. So eventually the plane lands and nobody is 
on board. I got on the plane and we take off, and then we made another stop and 
somebody came on with their chickens or whatever. We made it back to Brazzaville. 
Actually waiting in the airport in Brazzaville was one of the highlights of my foreign 
service career. I was talking to this Frenchman for about half an hour. They turned 
around and said, “Are you French?” I said My French is 3-3. But we got off the plane 
after that first trip up to Ouesso and I walked back to the embassy, because when I 
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worked in the embassy we all ate communally, six marines who lived on the top floor of 
the embassy and the rest of us in the embassy all ate together because the marines would 
cook and that was how we lived. So I got back to the embassy and the marine guard 
looked at me and said, “What are you doing here Mr. Hull?” I said, “well I went to 
Ouesso and took the plane back and here I am.” He said, “Oh no. You didn’t know that 
they cancelled all flights and discontinued service to Ouesso after your flight that you 
took there.” It turned out that the chargé had to go to the head of the airline to get them to 
continue flying for a couple of more weeks. They had to send the plane up just for me, 
and then they had to continue the service so we could have the concerts up there. After 
the concerts ended, that was the end of air service to Ouesso. But fortunately the chargé 
d’affaires made wonderful contacts including with the head of the airline and was able to 
get me back. 
 
Q: Now a moment ago you said PAO. You were a TDY. 

 

HULL: A TDY-PAO basically. 
 
Q: So you were the PAO. 

 

HULL: Because there was nobody else there. I was the boss. But to make me feel good 
they called me TDY-PAO. But while I was there as I mentioned the opinion of Robert 
Dumas really didn’t matter. That was because while I was there… 
 
Q: You belonged to the Chargé. 

 

HULL: No, while I was there I was given the assignment of being the first assistant 
cultural affairs officer in Pretoria because they had cut my assignment in Kisangani and 
needed to figure out what to do with me, and they created this new position in Pretoria. 
So very soon after I did the TDY in Brazzaville for basically a month, I then had to pack 
up and go to Pretoria. 
 
Q: So, you were a month in Kisangani, given the bad news, a month in Brazzaville, and 

then back to Kinshasa to pack. 

 

HULL: Right. The other ten months at post were spent rotating. I worked a little in the 
political section, the admin section, over at USAID, so actually I did get around a bit. I 
didn’t work at the CIA, but they were very active there at the time. So I did rotate, I did 
work in various sections. The executive section; the information section, the program 
section of USIS, so I did get some good exposure. 
 
Q: Between Kinshasa and Pretoria you went back to Washington at that point, or did you 

go straight direct transfer. 

 

HULL: In fact I think I was a direct transfer. I will have to give some thought before we 
start up again. But I think I was a direct transfer. 
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Q: So parting glimpse of Kinshasa. 

 

HULL: Well I like Kinshasa very much. It was a beautiful city at the time with lots of 
flowers. I met some interesting people like Frere Cornais who was a Belgian priest who 
was expert in African art and maintained Mobutu’s private collection. One time the CAO 
and I got to go up to Mobutu’s grounds and go into this warehouse that was just full of 
art, because quality traditional art was disappearing from Zaire. The Belgians had taken a 
lot to Europe and so forth. We went into this place, a huge warehouse of nothing but 
Zairian art belonging to Mobutu. So there were some interesting experiences and 
interesting times going to Kisangani and Brazzaville. But it was a very difficult place to 
work, and it never met nor have I ever met since people who were so somber as the 
people in Zaire. Not that they didn’t have a lively art scene. Certainly they had lively 
night life. But day to day life was such a burden. You had no real prospects. 
 
The other fascinating part that should be perhaps part of the record was the first 
information officer that Rosemary Crockett worked for, a guy by the name of Vince 
Hovanec. And his paramour who was sent out to help us run the exhibit for the Feecan 
Fair which Nick Bartsky who just died last year was running the exhibit section for 
USIA. There was a big international fair there every couple of years. We always sent a 
huge exhibit. So that was fascinating having some exposure, and it was on American 
agriculture. It was an interesting exhibit. They sent out this young woman who later 
became Susan Hovanec, who had a very interesting lusty affair supporting this thing with 
Vince Hovanec, the information officer who was given this responsibility. Vince became 
a prominent PAO, but that is another story that I won’t go into. They eventually married. 
But it was disruptive. It created enormous tension at post because Jim Connolly the PAO 
was a very strict Roman Catholic, thought very highly of Vince Hovanec who had been a 
PAO at Bomako. Vince’s wife had been following him around Africa for a number of 
years finally said to him, “Vince if you want to go to Kinshasa, you go to Kinshasa. I am 
going back to the Untied States, and I will see you when your tour is up.” But instead of 
that happening Susan came along, and she was blamed by the PAO for her relationship 
with Vince having destroyed Vince’s marriage. Meanwhile Jim and Vince who played 
tennis every day religiously suddenly were no longer playing tennis because Vince was 
betraying his estranged wife. It became a Peyton Place sort of thing. The nature of the 
foreign service is that at small posts personal relationships play very much into 
professional relationships. 
 
Q: And you were sot of the observer of all. 

 

HULL: But this is part of being a public affairs trainee. You suddenly discover there is 
this added dimension to the foreign service career life. 
 
Q: Yeah, tremendous intrigues. 

 

HULL: I also learned through this and other things not to be concerned about people’s 
personal lives in the foreign service. People’s lives are their lives except when they 
impinge on their professional performance as in the case of Lagos where I had a person 



 36 

working for me who turned out to be a pedophile. That became a problem for the 
embassy. 
 
Q: Embassies seem to be divided into two types of people. People who are fascinated 

with other people’s personal lives and do get about and others who take the attitude you 

have just described. That would be a minority actually. 

 

HULL: Well certainly at that state I was just fascinated by what is going on here, because 
we all discovered this very belatedly. But through time and experience you learn that 
every person’s life is different. Vince Hovanec was replaced by another officer and his 
wife who really wanted to show off their water bed to anybody who wanted to have a 
threesome or a foursome. So I mean you sort of learn through these sorts of things at 
work. As long as it doesn’t reflect on the Untied States of America and they keep it 
private, let’s let them keep it private. 
 
Q: Oh my gosh. That is a good principle to go by and maybe a good point for a break. 

We are what year here, ’78? 

 

HULL: We are 1978. I left early 1978 to go to Pretoria, probably in February. 
 
Q: Let’s take a break at this point on a very high note. This watery experience. 

Okay, we are in our second session, I think this is the fourth segment of the tape and we 

are interviewing Ambassador Tom Hull in New Hampshire today on 8 January 2010. Just 

one postscript. On your brief TDY in Brazzaville we just wanted to add the name of the 

Chargé. 

 

HULL: Right, Jay Katzen. 
 
Q: And the importance of Jay Katzen I guess was that he was opening a post that had 

been shut down for 14 years. 

 

HULL: Right, and very much doing it on his own, and doing an impressive job. 
 
Q: Though he never became ambassador there, but he had the honor of opening a post 

that had been long shuttered. 

 

HULL: Then he spent many years in the Virginia State Legislature where he was notable 
for looking after foreign service interests for people who were Virginia residents. I think 
he, for example, made it possible for them to have some better flexibility in voting 
absentee and that sort of thing. 
 
Q: OK, so his departure from the foreign service was not entirely happy but no hard 

feelings I guess because he as a legislator did good things that made life a little bit easier 

for foreign service officers. 
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HULL: I can presume so, and he also eventually ended up being chief of staff in the 
Peace Corps headquarters. Around the year 2006 or so, 2007. 
 
Q: Well that is another parting glance but your next phase then took you to Pretoria as 

assistant cultural affairs officer. That is a newly created post. 

 

HULL: Right and specifically for exchanges. It was a newly created position because 
after the Soweto riots there was a recognition that we wanted to give more attention to 
South Africa. 
 
Q: Again we are in 1978. 

 

HULL: Right. 
 
Q: The Soweto incident was in ’76. 

 

HULL: I believe it was ’76 and when Hector, I forget his last name, was killed and they 
had the Soweto riots. 
 
Q: Well tell me actually before we get the politics of the creation of this job, the U.S. 

government was having a new look I think at what it was doing in Sough Africa. 

 

HULL: Well there are two things that are happening. First of all the Soweto riots showed 
that South Africa and its government were not as stable as perhaps, for example, the 
Nixon administration thought. Obviously there was a bit of a divide between the 
Democrats and the Republicans in how involved to get with the whole apartheid issue. 
You may remember that Bobby Kennedy went to South Africa and gave his famous 
winds of change speech. So the Democrats were very interested in seeing change. 
Richard Nixon sent out an ambassador whose name I don’t remember who was known as 
a great white hunter and spent a lot of his time in that type of activity. So when I went… 
 
Q: The Republican Party… 

 

HULL: Was more tolerant of apartheid at that point, not wanting to interfere in the 
internal affairs of South Africa and that sort of thing. But there were many reasons to 
give attention to South Africa which we will get to. But when I was in Brazzaville and 
they said, “We would really like to send you to South Africa, I had some pause because I 
had I was an Africanist. I had done a lot of academic study in African affairs. I was aware 
of what apartheid was of course. Certainly all of my friends back at Columbia University 
were in favor of boycotting South Africa and what have you. So it gave me pause to 
actually go and represent the U.S. government in South Africa. Would I be seen or would 
I see myself as colluding with the apartheid regime? As I mulled this over in my mind I 
ultimately decided that if I did not go, somebody else would go who knew nothing about 
apartheid or who might have good feelings about apartheid. Far better to have somebody 
be there who was fundamentally opposed to apartheid. 
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Q: Had you ever been in South Africa before? 

 

HULL: No, never had. That led to some interesting aspects, because in some ways it was 
a more subtle type of oppression. Certainly there was a separation like segregation in the 
United States where people had to live in townships and so forth, but you did not see the 
people rounding up blacks very often or beating them up or doing that sort of thing. That 
was done outside of everyone’s sight, not done publicly. So like good Germans in the 
Second World War, the Afrikaners and other whites can say we don’t see this going on; it 
can’t be as bas as people say. Even the South Africans themselves were lulled by the 
regime into looking sometimes at apartheid as something that is culturally benign as 
separation of the races. 
 
Q: This was partly because the regime’s extreme skill in making it invisible. 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. It was a very vicious type of policy but it was very sophisticated 
in its implementation in general. Now the Afrikaners are not necessarily known for their 
sophistication so I don’t want to overstate that, but at the same time it was more subtle. 
Certainly for example you would see Black South Africans all over the streets or 
everybody had black South Africans or their families working for them who they seemed 
to treat reasonably well if kind of patronizingly. But they were very happy to have black 
South Africans in their shops as customers spending what little money they had. So 
certainly shopping was fully integrated even if commercial aspects were. They were 
happy to take the Black South African’s money. 
 
Q: I understand, however, that black South Africans who were seen in Pretoria after dusk 

were committing a crime by even being there. 

 

HULL: I don’t know if that was so much the case. I think they could go around, but 
certainly they were looked upon with suspicion. Certainly after the Soweto riots, that is 
when people started to put up fences or walls around their homes. Before then there were 
no fences or walls. If there were, they were very low walls. Everybody suddenly had a 
big dog. And so forth. Of course they did before. It suddenly became electrified fences 
and walls and that sort of thing. It became fortress Afrikanerdom whereas before I first 
arrived there were very few walls. But their confidence was shattered by the Soweto riots. 
It was a big psychological blow to them that there really was the possibility that black 
South Africa would rise up against Apartheid. 
 
Q: OK, you implied I think that the Afrikaner culture was not particularly sophisticated, 

and yet the system was. Is that a discrepancy? 

 

HULL: No, because as individuals the Boers might be bores but on the other hand they 
knew how to run a police state. They knew how to run intelligence services. They knew 
when to be heavy handed and where to be heavy handed and where not to be. Perhaps 
they learned this through trial and error from the Sharpeville massacre in the late 50’s, or 
the early 60’s. I forget the exact date. 
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Q: The 60’s. 

 

HULL: And then through the Soweto riots they learned. 
 
Q: Do you have any historic or personal knowledge of Afrikaner versus Anglo. There had 

been a war fifty years earlier or 60 years earlier. The Afrikaner system, we talk about 

Afrikaner affirmative action, where did the Anglos fit in here or was Pretoria basically 

an Afrikaner bastion? 

 

HULL: Pretoria was basically an Afrikaner bastion. You had some Anglos, but most of 
the Anglos tended to live in Durban or Cape Town, Johannesburg. But Pretoria was seen 
as the capital of the Boer Republic so it was seen very much as Afrikanerdom. Of course 
the Afrikaners always resented the British, their treatment during the Boer war including 
the first concentration camps and so forth. They retained that memory and bitterness from 
that and of course during the second World War the Afrikaners were seen as being 
aligned with the Fascists, not with the British. Even the symbol of the Afrikaners party 
kind of resembled a swastika. One thing I used to say after I lived there for awhile is one 
thing you have to understand about Afrikaners is they didn’t just dislike the blacks, they 
disliked everybody. They really looked down on them. If you were not an Afrikaner, if 
there had not been black Africans, it would have been somebody else if they had been 
coexisting in the country. In fact at the time I was there, there were the wars first in 
Mozambique and then in Angola, and there were large numbers of Portuguese fleeing 
from Angola and Mozambique to South Africa, people who were not highly educated, 
mainly craftsmen and tradesmen, carpenters and electricians, plumbers and the like. The 
Afrikaners on the one hand were very grateful to have more whites emigrating into their 
country, but they were very concerned because they came up to 25% or so of the white 
population and they didn’t speak English or Afrikaans. But on the other hand they were 
often more conservative than the Afrikaners, and having lost much of their property to 
Africans were very much accepting of apartheid policy. So on the one hand they 
embraced them. But on the other hand if they didn’t need them, they probably would 
have hated them too. 
 
Q: Now this is a pretty severe indictment of Afrikaners. We are talking general obviously. 

 

HULL: Sure we are stereotyping. But somehow we think of apartheid as just pure racism, 
but I think it is more than just racism white and black. I really think the Afrikaners were 
xenophobic. 
 
Q: This is a feeling you got you were there ’78 for two years. As we talk in the next few 

minutes if things come to mind, anecdotes that you can remember that substantiate that, it 

would be interesting. I don’t want, this isn’t ambush journalism, but if something ticks a 

memory let’s try to go in that direction. 

 

HULL: Sure. 
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Q: So you arrive in ’78. You familiarize yourself with the recent history, the Soweto 

uprising. 

 

HULL: Well even before we go into that part of it, maybe we should go into the 
organizational part of it because USIA had created this new position that the post needed. 
Our exchanges are growing because the embassy and the U.S. government recognized 
they needed more programs for black South Africans so black South Africans would have 
a better understanding of the United States. So probably 90% of the people whom I sent 
to the United States or close to it were black South Africans. 
 
When I got there it was something of a rude awakening for me because the post and the 
PAO did not realize they were going to send me so fast. So not only did they not have a 
house for me, they didn’t have an office for me. I arrived and said here I am, and they 
said, “Well what are you doing here?” I said, “Well they sent me.” So initially they had 
me share an office with the educational advisor and we were squeezed in together. But 
they had already been planning to move USIS from a floor integrated with the embassy in 
this office building downtown Pretoria and put us on a separate floor of the embassy. So 
that happened in fairly short order, however, as it happened my office was no bigger than 
a closet. They had to scrounge around to find a desk to squeeze in there. I am not sure 
how they did it. But it was a little office with room for me and maybe a chair and then a 
chair behind the desk. It had two doorways, because the only way to get into the cultural 
affairs office was to pass through my office. So consequently and if I had anybody in my 
office meeting with me, I had foot traffic going through. First a person would have to go 
into the secretary’s office and then from the secretary to my office and then into the 
CAO. The first CAO was a fine fellow by the name of Merrill Miller who was close to 
retirement and had lost much of his energy but at the same time had gained a lot of 
flatulence, so it wasn’t very easy sharing this space with him next door. Then he was 
replaced by an African-American officer who was a bit of tokenism, and who actually 
identified more with Afrikaners in the way he treated his household help. A black 
diplomat was considered an honorary white. So I think he somehow relished this, I am 
not sure. He basically did two things during his tour of duty, and that was every day he 
did the crossword puzzle from the International Herald Tribune. And the rest of his day 
was copying recipes because he liked to cook. 
 
Q: So you did all the work. 

 

HULL: So, I did all the work. Well, the division of labor was I would handle all the 
exchange programs with both of these people. So our basic program was the International 
Visitor Program which grew in size as the country gained importance. The Operation 
Crossroads Africa Program which was an opportunity to send professional Black South 
Africans to the United States along with a few white South Africans to get some exposure 
to America. There was considerable exposure both ways. I remember just anecdotally one 
South African OCA grantee we sent to the United States. He came back and we were 
debriefing him on his impressions. He said, “Well what really left a lasting impression 
was I went to a black American church, Baptist Church. The people there were so excited 
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to see me and to meet a black South African, a brother from South Africa. One gentleman 
shook my hand and dropped dead in front of me.” 
 
Q: From shock. 

 

HULL: From delight. Literally dropped dead. That certainly made a lasting impression. 
But more importantly this gave people exposure to American society that they did not 
have except superficially. So Crossroads Africa was an extremely important program. 
 
Q: You said division of labor. The exchange program, was the other half of that speakers 

and 

 

HULL: I will get to that. We had IVs; we had Crossroads Africa. We had the Cleveland 
International Program which was a program for South African social workers, which was 
about the only profession open to black South Africans. So we saw those people as future 
leaders of South Africa. And if we found some progressive whites in social work which is 
where you might very well find progressive white South African they were also eligible. 
Then we had Fulbright graduate study in the U.S. program. But the CAO basically took 
on speakers and programs. What happened was fairly early on because of the nature of 
speakers we were bringing to try to open the doors of racial dialogue and reform in Sough 
Africa, early on our speakers were denied visas. So we had no speakers nor programs, so 
the CAO had nothing to do, and so I ended up doing it all together with Gill Jacot-
Guillarmod, our FSN. 
 
Q: Which is a very important topic. Just one detail. There was a cultural boycott at that 

time. Were there intellectuals declining to go to South Africa in sync with the cultural 

boycott? 

 

HULL: I don’t recall. I don’t know because I wasn’t at the recruiting end of getting 
speakers. Basically we would get people, mainly American academics we wanted to 
bring out. They simply were not given South African visas because it was felt they would 
stir up some trouble. 
 
Q: As we get into Gill and you work with her you said we decided and we found it was a 

mutual; there was a re-orientation to the practice. 

 

HULL: Well this was an important period because suddenly we had a change in regimes 
in Washington. We had Jimmy Carter as president when I went to South Africa. Jimmy 
Carter was the first president to really emphasize human rights. 
 
Q: So this was from the very top of the hierarchy all the way down. Did you feel this was 

consistent? This changed things when you said we. Was it local? Was it local with 

consultation with Washington? 

 

HULL: Well, the policy from Washington was to try to peacefully transform South 
Africa so it would not dissolve into civil war over apartheid. There was a strong feeling. 
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Remember Jimmy Carter was a strong proponent of civil rights and human rights. So 
from the very top there was a feeling that we had to have another orientation. This had 
stated actually before I arrived. The first ambassador I had there was Bill Bowdler who 
then became Assistant Secretary of State for Latin American affairs. Ambassador 
Bowdler certainly was a person who advocated racial integration and transformation. He 
was replaced by Ambassador William Edmondson. Now I did not really work with 
Bowdler because of the bifurcated nature of government in South Africa. When I arrived 
at post, he was in Cape Town where he spent six months of the year. The only time I met 
him was when he came up to Pretoria for his departure party. So I was there a fairly short 
period with him. He was replaced by Ambassador Edmondson. I was absolutely delighted 
to work with Ambassador Edmondson because he had been Deputy Assistant Secretary 
of State for Educational and Cultural Affairs. He had a strong interest in the International 
Visitor Program and the other exchange programs because he had worked with those in 
Washington. So it was very fortuitous to be a fairly junior officer as an assistant cultural 
affairs officer but with an ambassador who had a very strong personal interest and was 
very supportive of what I was doing. For example, when it came time to select 
International Visitor grantees, and Gill and I would elicit the nominations and then we 
would make sure the nominations were complete, and then she and I would work very 
long hours because we would get large numbers of nominations and arrange 100 or so. 
We would print up these nominations. Then we would work late at night collating them 
because this was before collating machines. Getting everything ready for these committee 
meetings at which the embassy committee would select the international visitor grantees. 
Well, there are so many nominations that these meetings would go on for three or four or 
five hours, but Ambassador Edmondson would come and be there for the whole meeting 
because he had a personal interest. Everybody in the embassy knew there was a 
commitment to educational exchange. 
 
Q: Well your profile in the embassy was rather high because the Ambassador had a 

personal interest in what you did. 

 

HULL: Well, it was also an extremely small embassy at that time. We forget that when 
we think of how big the embassy became in South Africa. But at the time there was the 
ambassador, the DCM. There was one consular officer. There was a very small CIA 
station there, two or three people probably, and there was I think a two or three person 
political section, one or two person economic section, a consul, a regional budget and 
fiscal officer and his deputy, an admin officer, a GSO and an AGSO. 
 
Q: So that was like 20 or 25, something like that. 

 

HULL: Yeah, 25 or so Americans at most. 25-30 maybe because you add in the 
communicators and then throw in the marine detachment. But we were downtown 
occupying a building that we shared with the South African police. 
 
Q: Sharing a wall in fact. 
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HULL: Sharing a courtyard. So we would be in our offices, and at lunchtime, because we 
did not have central air conditioning, we would open our windows. There wasn’t that 
sense of security where you thought you had to have your windows blacked out or 
anything. We would have our windows open and be listening to the South African police 
choir practicing their songs in Afrikaans at lunchtime. Because we shared a courtyard 
everybody was getting the singing coming up through. About once a week they would 
practice. 
 
Q: Did they sing “Die Stem”, their national anthem or was that just for solemn 

occasions? 

 

HULL: I don’t recall what they sang, but that is how close they were. I am sure they were 
listening through the walls and everything. The police there were very efficient. Of 
course I was one of the people there who would be interested in following around. 
Because even at that time in South Africa the American embassy made an effort to 
engage the black community. So we were the only whites virtually who went out to 
townships, black townships. Other embassies did not do that. White South Africans with 
rare exceptions did not do that. It was very significant that we as American diplomats 
made it a point to go out and participate if we were invited to township events and what 
have you. 
 
Q: Now in doing this you were pushing to the limits what you, the South Africans thought 

were the rules and regulations. 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. 
 
Q: So again this came presumably from somebody in Washington who said go ahead and 

do this, but the main thing is the ambassador encouraged it. 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. Both ambassadors. Ambassador Bowdler. I can’t speak before 
Ambassador Bowdler, but certainly Ambassador Bowdler and Ambassador Edmonson 
and every ambassador thereafter encouraged this. I suspect there was much more of this 
after the Soweto riots than before. A very key person in our embassy at that time was 
Steve Mc Donald. Steve was a political officer. He was not head of the Political Section 
but he was extremely competent, extremely committed, and he would go everywhere. He 
knew Steve Biko. He knew all the black leadership. When there was a death in the black 
leadership, he would be the white face at the funeral. Steve knew everybody and did a 
tremendous job for us. Steve’s wife was a native American. That was interesting because 
whenever we talked to white South Africans and denounced the apartheid system of 
homelands, they would turn to us and say with a very straight face, “Well you Americans 
shouldn’t complain. You created Indian reservations. What we have here are no different 
than Indian reservations so people can retain their native cultures and what have you.” 
They would go on in front of Steve and say we treat our blacks better than you treated 
your Indians. Then Steve would say, “This is my wife. She is an American Indian.” 
Unfortunately Steve left the foreign service after South Africa, but he remained very 
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engaged. Even today he is at the Woodrow Wilson Center. He might be someone you 
want to talk to. 
 
Q: Love to. 

 

HULL: He is very open and accessible. He works with our Special Envoy for the Great 
Lakes Region. They have worked together for many years. Former Congressman, head of 
African Affairs. The name is slipping. 
 
Q: I know exactly who you mean. 

 

HULL: Anyway they have worked together for a long time promoting democracy and 
elections throughout Africa, but Steve McDonald is somebody who knew everybody and 
was at the forefront of everything that was going on on the American side. 
 
Q: He sounds like somebody going forward very boldly in this. Was it your feeling that 

the entire American staff was in the feel of this? 

 

HULL: Most of it. Certainly my CAO, Merrill Miller was. Again we didn’t have a lot of 
Africanists. Merrill hadn’t spent any time in Africa. He came from India to South Africa. 
Our PAO, Harry Hughes was not a strong personality and spent most of his time in his 
office. Harry was certainly well meaning. I think he was sympathetic with the policy, but 
I think he was not an extrovert. So he spent much of his time in his office because he had 
a very intimidating secretary, Dana Steadley who is well known to everybody because 
Dana had been the secretary for many years in the Foreign Service lounge in USIA 
before going out to South Africa. She very much was a person who liked the South 
African system. She wasn’t racist necessarily, but she was just comfortable with it and 
didn’t necessarily see it as our position to be meddling in their affairs too much. But she 
got along pretty well with the staff. It is important to remember we did not have an 
information officer in country. The branch political officer in Johannesburg served as 
information officer and that was Jake Jacobsen when I was first there. His deputy was 
Nyoka Han, who became Nyoka Han White. So they were a very good duo because she 
had worked at the Voice of America. They were very good at handling the media. Jake 
was replaced by Jody Lewinson in Johannesburg and Nyoka was eventually replaced by a 
lawyer turned foreign service officer named John Mizroch. 
 
Q: Wait, Jake was a political officer in Johannesburg? 

 

HULL: No, he was branch public affairs. Then Jody replaced him. There were two of 
them while I was there. After I departed post, and my second CAO John Hicks departed 
post, Jody was brought over to Pretoria. I think initially, I can’t remember if she was 
brought over as CAO and then became country PAO. Harry Hughes was replaced by 
someone else who had never served in Africa by the name of Bernie Lavin. Wonderful 
man, very nice person to work with, but Bernie was a typical American. He wanted to 
give everybody the benefit of the doubt. He thought that was very important. So in other 
words every Afrikaner should be assumed to be reformable. Bernie came from South 
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Korea where he was a PAO, which was a very big job. They basically thought that after 
Harry Hughes they needed to strengthen the post with a stronger public diplomacy 
officer, so they brought in Bernie. Before Bernie came to post he had little exposure to 
South Africa. He was very excited when he was preparing for the post because he met 
one of our International Visitors in Washington, a back bencher in parliament who he felt 
had tremendous potential. He was Adriaan Vlok and he later became the minister of 
prisons and police in the Apartheid regime and a major oppressor who showed that 
people are not necessarily reformable. Adriaan Vlok was a very notorious person. He was 
interested in prisons even as a back bencher junior member of parliament. So we sent him 
to America to see American prisons, but I think he was inspired on how to make his 
prisons better than rather to see what he could do to reform the system. 
 
Q: He is famous I think. 

 

HULL: Yes, in fact there were some questions as to whether or not he should be brought 
to trial still for what he did later on as a minister. So that was the type of person where 
the rest of us would say to Bernie, “No, you have to know the Afrikaner mentality. Most 
are unreformable, but some are. We can identify those people who are reformable.” 
 
Q: I don’t want to cut off your train of thinking but how did you feel you acquired that 

sense. It is not easy to pick up in an alien culture who are the people you can work with 

and who you can’t. 

 

HULL: Oh of course, and you always have to have some suspicion as to who is sincere in 
their beliefs. I think you would look to people in the media who are willing to come out 
and speak or to go in a direction which would give black South Africans opportunities. 
For example people working with the school of business leadership at UNISA, the 
University of South Africa who were willing to work with black South African 
entrepreneurs for example. Now the fundamental failing of apartheid aside from the 
unsustainablility of keeping a society divided was they never prepared for the future 
beyond apartheid. It was very evident in my first tour under apartheid their biggest 
mistake was failing to build a black middle class. There was this total polarization. Not 
only was it black and white, it was rich and poor. So they never created a body. Very few 
people were actually black entrepreneurs. People like Willie Hoods or Stan Kweyama, 
people we knew who made it to the middle class. But they were the real exception. 
 
By the way if I can digress with an anecdote, a personal one. It gives a good example of 
how apartheid worked and the mentality. We had these good friends who were friends of 
many American diplomats out in Atteridgeville in the black townships, Stan and Maude 
Kweyama. Stan and Maude had a Siamese cat. The reason why they had a Siamese cat, a 
rarity in a black impoverished township, was one of my predecessors or a former officer 
there, Mr. Spector, had a Siamese cat. He had to leave the country and he didn’t know 
what to do with it, so he gave it to Stan and Maude as a present. Well this cat went into 
heat wanting to have a few sexual escapades and was howling up a storm. So finally they 
said our cat will have to have kittens. So they put an ad in the English language 
newspaper in Pretoria, the Pretoria News, Siamese cat in heat need partner to breed or 
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something to that effect and gave a phone number. Of course the white population mainly 
read the Pretoria News and they were the people who owned Siamese cats. So they would 
ring the number and as soon as it became apparent that the owners of this Siamese cat 
that was in heat was a black family they immediately hung up the phone because they 
certainly did not want their “white” Siamese cat getting together with a “black” Siamese 
cat and having some sort of miscegenation. Finally the Kweyamas gave up and opened 
the door and let their cat go find whatever alley cat she could find, whereupon she got 
impregnated. At a party out in Atteridgeville, one of the kittens kept rubbing on my 
wife’s legs and finally we asked the Kweyamas, “Could we have this cat?” and they said, 
“Certainly.” When a Siamese cat breeds with a cat of another breed, not a Siamese, one 
of the cats in the litter is always pure black and the one that we got was pure black. So 
we’d always remember Pretoria because we named the cat Pretoria and called it Tory. 
That cat lived to be 18 years old. We left South Africa in 1980; we came back after 17 
years. So the cat died just before we went back to Pretoria. We were so delighted that in 
1997 when we went back to find Stan and Maude Kweyama. Oh your cat just died 
otherwise we cold have brought it back. And they said, “Oh our Siamese just died a year 
or two ago, the mother of the cat. It goes to show that although it was a long time 
between our tours it was within a cat’s life span. 
 
Q: OK, we are just on another segment, but in the same… 

 

HULL: Well let me just conclude that by saying the reason I was telling you that little 
story about the cat is because it is a commentary about how apartheid worked, the logic 
of apartheid, and the racial views of the time. One of the functions that we had as 
American diplomats of that period was to bring blacks and whites together because they 
would never talk to each other, and they would have strong stereotypes about each other. 
The only context in which they talked was in terms of a black customer purchasing 
something, household help for white South Africans, or a boss and master kind of 
relationship. There was not any real communication between the races. So we needed to 
bring the races together and white South Africans, were saying to us, “Oh we didn’t 
realize there were educated blacks.” White people were oppressed by their own system 
because they used it as a crutch to support their predilection and preconceptions that 
blacks were uneducable, and that blacks did not have the same kinds of concerns and 
interests that they had. 
 
Q: This is remarkable. Describe some of the venues. Did this happen at your house? 

 

HULL: Largely in our house, but we could take people to restaurants. We always had to 
phone ahead and let it be known that we were going to have black South Africans with us 
that we were taking out to lunch, so there would not be an incident at the restaurant. They 
would know. But for example, a good example, we used to show films at home. There 
were things that were banned in South Africa if they were purported to show good 
relations between the races or anything they would undermine the philosophy of 
apartheid was banned in the country. So books were banned, films were banned, even 
games were banned. They had this game called The War for South Africa. It was a board 
game for southern Africa. No matter how you played the game white South Africans 
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always lost because that was the reality of the demographics and everything else. So that 
game was banned in South Africa. I went out of my way to track it down and bring it in 
through the diplomatic pouch so I could get some people together to show them the 
hopelessness of apartheid. One of my most memorable evenings was the night I showed 
“In the Heat of the Night.” At my house which was my banned film at the time. Of course 
“Call Me Mr. Tibbs” was a tale of racial attitudes in the United States and certainly 
demonstrated how irrational they were. This was definitely something they did not want 
seen. So we would have a group of South Africans, black, white and the in-between race 
they called colored, to our house to see a film like that. That would spark a lot of 
discussion because we would get someone like Adriaan Vlok to come see a black 
American policeman showing up a white Southern policeman. 
 
Q: Now if this happened in your home there were not vast numbers of people. How did 

you identify the people you wanted to have in your home? 

 

HULL: They were all often people with whom we made contact with for one reason or 
another as grantees or we had heard about them or met them. But I was going to say a lot 
of people, people who were important to us, sometimes we discovered on our own. But 
also our FSNs, foreign service nationals, were very important. We had very few of those 
in Pretoria. Of course there was Gill Jacot-Guillarmod who over the course of the 
decades was our cultural assistant par excellence, was always on the lookout to help us 
identify both whites and blacks. Because she was active in Black Sash, she knew. We 
also knew if we were talking to white South Africans of British extraction they might be 
very nice people but essentially powerless in the equation unless they were journalists. So 
we would try to bring together people, the people of influence if we could. For example, I 
think Fleur de Villiers, who was a prominent journalist, was one of those people. 
 
Q: So better an influential Afrikaner than an enlightened Anglo who might not have had 

a key role in the infrastructure. 

 

HULL: Yes, but we would still bring them. But like there was Marinus Wiechers at the 
UNISA School of Law who was an Afrikaner. People who might be able to influences. 
 
Q: He became the head of UNISA. 

 

HULL: Yes and like Fleur de Villiers, who was the political correspondent for the 
Sunday Times for George Marais. They also had something interesting which was their 
equivalent of out International Visitor Program run by an organization known as 
USSALEP, the United States South Africa Leadership Exchange Program. There was an 
Afrikaner, Willem Grobler who ran that. He was one of those we would look for. People 
like that. Although we knew that as progressive as some of these people might sound, we 
also knew they were not necessarily people we could count on. We would also interact at 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, or with people like Dan Neiser. You know Dan? 
 
Q: I don’t; I have heard the name. Who was he? 
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HULL: He was a lawyer and defended a lot of blacks who were arrested, but he was also 
an Afrikaner and good friend of Gilian Jacot which is one reason why I mentioned him. 
But anyway, we would go to the political section people like Steve McDonald who would 
know who is up and coming in the black community because he took his job very 
seriously. He would put us on to people who might be good exchange grantees. We also 
met a lot of people as we did interviews. I traveled all over the country interviewing 
candidates for Operation Crossroads Africa. You met some very impressive black South 
Africans, not all of whom could go on the program. Some of them became contacts as 
well. That was always an interesting experience. For Operation Crossroads Africa we 
went out with Director Jerry Vogel and his deputy Bart Rousseve to interview people. It 
was fascinating because it was very difficult for South Africans to do those interviews 
because they were predominately black South Africans. Even though we were 
Americans, we were white. They really could not trust us. Who are these people we are 
talking to? What might their connection be to the regime and so forth? 
 
Q: Was likewise Bart Rousseve an African American? 

 

HULL: Yes, but also not quite knowing who he really was. Who is this person? And so 
you know … 
 
Q: The trust did not come immediately. 

 

HULL: No, absolutely not, but we made some useful contacts and friends through that. 
We always had receptions for the Crossroads Africa people. When you did Crossroads 
Africa you could find the Rand Daily Mail was hiring some young black journalists, And 
there were some, so you could find some black professionals even if they were kind of at 
junior levels for Operation Crossroads Africa. The CIP (Cleveland International 
Program) in the social work profession was the one area where there were lots of black 
South Africans, but at the same time it was very hard to judge how influential they were 
going to be in the larger scheme of things. The other thing I did quite a bit was visit the 
black universities that were part of the apartheid system, looking particularly for 
Fulbright candidates. You know we were highly distrusted. After the Soweto riots if you 
went around a university to these, they were almost like fortresses. The University of the 
North particularly stands out because it was something of a moonscape. It was an 
institution that rose up in the middle of nowhere surrounded by a high fence and barbed 
wire much like a prison to keep the students in and isolated even though there was no 
place for them to go basically. It was run by white administrators. The black professors, 
some of whom were former Fulbrighters, would help us identify other potential Fulbright 
scholars. 
 
Q: Did you have any trouble getting in to any of these places; did people confront you 

ever? 

 

HULL: We would get permission ahead of time. They would know we were coming, the 
administration would set up our program. We would tell them who we wanted to meet 
with because this was a Fulbright alumnus or what have you. There was some resistance 
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but they knew they essentially had to give us access. We would bring along our 
educational advisor and myself. Quite often an FSN such as Gill would go to the 
University of the North with Deva from Durban would go with us out to one of the Indian 
universities there. We would go to Fort Hare. Our biggest problem was because of the 
emergence of the independent homelands, which was just beginning which made it more 
difficult. But at that time there was only the Transkei and I think the Bophu was 
becoming independent. It became more difficult later with more independent homelands. 
 
Q: We didn’t recognize them. Did that mean we were not dealing with them. 

 

HULL: We did not deal with the independent homelands at all. We could not travel in 
them because they would want to stamp our passports if we went into the homelands, 
which might imply their recognition as countries. 
 
Q: So people living in those places did not benefit from the exchanges. 

 

HULL: No, that is not the case. What would happen if somebody from a homeland was 
selected for a program and was denied a South African passport, we did not take that to 
prevent their travel. Basically we did not recognize their passports, but I think what we 
did was put their visa on a separate piece of paper or something and the educational 
exchange visas always had separate pieces of paper anyway. I believe the position the 
U.S. government took was we issued a travel paper and a visa saying we do not recognize 
this passport, but we do not prevent this person from traveling. 
 
Q: Remarkable. 

 

HULL: If the person was a representative of the government in one of those homelands, 
they would not be going. 
 
Q: Hard to imagine nowadays with the border security letting someone in with a passport 

that we do not recognize. 

 

HULL: Well South Africans of course considered these people if not terrorists close to 
being terrorists, potential terrorists, so that was a problem. But it was quite an experience. 
We were followed around by people. It was quite remarkable people. One of my prizes 
for coming up with a person was a guy by the name of Michael Sinclair in terms of 
exchange grantees. The only white South African we were sending on a Fulbright grant. 
He ended up going on an IV grant because he took a scholarship to England in the end. 
Here was a person with an Anglophone name, Michael Sinclair, but lo and behold he was 
elected president of the student body at the University of Pretoria, an Afrikaans speaking 
university. He also was very progressive. We thought he might have a real role to play. 
We were disappointed when he didn’t go on the Fulbright, went on the IV, but he became 
vice president of one of the big health organizations here in the United States. 
 
Q: He emigrated? 
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HULL: Yes, he ended up emigrating to the United States. That was always the risk you 
had with people. One of the biggest challenge of our programs was brain drain; not only 
of whites but also of black South Africans. It was unfortunate too that our black South 
African nominees were always looked upon with some sort of suspicion or disdain by 
other Africans in programs like Operation Crossroads Africa because the question always 
was how did you get a South African passport if you are a black South African? You 
must be colluding with the regime. That was usually not the case, but you know… 
 
Q: I was there at the other end of these tumultuous meetings at OCA, very 

confrontational when the African grantees would subject the South African black 

grantees to terrible excruciating scrutiny starting with enormous distrust. Very 

emotional. These meeting s would go long into the evening at the end of which usually the 

black South Africans were able to convince the others that they were legitimate. 

 

HULL: We would have pre departure meetings where we would try to explain they were 
very likely to encounter this problem in the United States. That was true of our other 
grantees as well, but the OCA was particularly a multi-national group for Africa. So that 
was a serious concern. But there was this skepticism. What are you doing here? Fox 
Black South Africans, who were oppressed at home and fundamentally opposed the 
regime, to go to the United States only to be confronted by Africans who saw them as 
fellow travelers with the Apartheid regime because they were on a U.S. government 
program with a South African passport was a major shock for them and gave them a 
whole new perspective on their status and that of the rest of Africa. 
 
Also one of the Afrikaner justifications for apartheid which was fundamentally unsound 
which I will say in a minute, but they always referred to, “Our blacks.” It was always 
how we treated our blacks versus how you Americans treated your blacks, as if somehow 
we owned people with black skin. But they would always say, “Our blacks are much 
better educated than blacks in the rest of Africa. They have more hospital beds, more 
access to doctors, nurses and so forth and so on.” We would tell them, “This is very 
specious thinking, very fallacious because what you say may be true, but black South 
Africans do not look at themselves in comparison with the rest of Africa. They look at 
their condition compared with what is possible in South Africa and with what you have. 
So you can make that argument all day long, but it doesn’t strengthen your position 
within your own country.” And it was true. The black South Africans generally were, 
based on my comparisons, generally better than other Africans even though they may 
have gone to Makerere University [Uganda] or other distinguished African universities. 
Our grantees from Black South African universities were by and large better educated, 
more articulate and so forth. So they would go on these programs and I think quite often 
they would stand out as participants, as exceptional individuals. So they were 
exceptional, and yet they were looked down upon by other Africans. That really irritated 
them. I think it was a shock for them to see that their educations were better. That was not 
the fundamental issue. The fundamental issue was equality, access to justice, access to 
employment and what have you . Freedom was the issue fundamentally. 
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Q: You said something earlier that drew my thinking. You said that when you went to 

places like you visited the north, the administrators understood that they had to receive 

you and to set up your interviews. If they felt defiant against that, what was it that made 

them feel that they had to go along with your program? Let’s say they were apartheid 

supporters. What was it they felt obligated to be doing for you? 

 

HULL: I am sorry, they being? 
 
Q: White administrators of black universities like the University of the North. 

 

HULL: Well, because they did not want to unnecessarily irritate the relationship with the 
United States. The government of South Africa had larger fundamental issues, and they 
were not looking to create incidents that would inflame the relationship. There were 
already enough strains to the relationship. When the Carter administration decided to 
address apartheid, there were two things that I think in the way they approached it. First 
of all they were going to work to try and create dialog between the races in South Africa 
because there was a potential for mutual understanding if only people would talk to each 
other and ultimately negotiate an end to apartheid. There was a belief, there was a hope 
that would happen. I was not truly confident that would happen. That was more of the 
approach. We do not accept apartheid. It is a violation of human rights. You people need 
to get your act together and become a more open society, but obviously we Americans 
cannot force that upon you. 
 
One area where we felt we could weaken apartheid and the apartheid regime was over the 
issue of South West Africa, which eventually became Namibia. Because the International 
Court of Justice had ruled in the early 70’s against the South African occupation and 
administration of South West Africa, there was a legal basis on which the United States 
could say we support the ICJ decision and you South Africans have to make a withdrawal 
from that area. It took a long time. It didn’t happen until around 1988 or ’89 and the UN 
came in and did a terrific job with last year’s Nobel Prize winner Norwegian Mathieu 
Athari leading the way. 
 
In any case at that point we felt we could make real advancement on the independence of 
South West Africa, particularly as South Africa had really tried to make a major effort 
despite all the attacks by SWAPO, the South West Africa People’s Organization, through 
Angola. If you recall the South African military decided it would just simply go wipe out 
the government in Angola. They headed up that way and the United States got them to 
put on the brakes and come back when they were within a day or so of arriving in 
Luanda. Seeing that the United States was not going to tolerate this and was in fact going 
to stand with the Soviet Union on this issue, they realized there were limits as to what 
they could do in South West Africa and it might be unsustainable. Nevertheless they were 
determined to hang on to South West Africa, but the United States felt that here is an area 
in which we could make progress and we would have an international justification for our 
intervention with South Africa on this issue because the ICJ had ruled that South Africa 
had sort of inherited this through the League of Nations mandate that South West Africa 
had been a German colony. It was then administered by the British along with South 
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Africa and then after the Second World War South Africa laid claim to the British 
mandate for South West Africa and the United Nations always said, “No you don’t.” 
 
Finally in the early 70’s with the ICJ decision there was room for intervention. So we did 
have visits to the country by Secretary of State Cyrus Vance and by Andrew Young who 
was ambassador to the United Nations at the time to come and try to negotiate that issue 
with the South Africans. I remember Cyrus Vance being a wonderfully pleasant man. I 
remember him in the swimming pool at DCM residence in Pretoria sitting on the steps in 
the water in his bathing suit trying to read his briefing book. At the same time there are 
all these kids in the pool splashing him. But he was very grandfatherly and was nice 
about it all. He wasn’t quite as nice on the tennis court. My wife and I played tennis 
against Cyrus Vance and his wife. We weren’t nearly as good tennis players. At least I 
wasn’t. I did have one fortuitous or unfortuitous tennis shot. At short range I hit a very 
fast tennis ball to Mrs. Vance’s ear, at which point we curtailed the match. The Vances 
sort of let us know that they were more accustomed to playing with people like the 
McNamaras and Richardsons, former cabinet members, than with lowly foreign service 
officers who would hit the ball viciously. Cyrus Vance I believe was accompanied by 
Hodding Carter, who was his press spokesman. Hodding was married to our assistant 
secretary of state for human rights, Patt Derian. They were newly married as I recall. So 
he decided to buy her a present while he was there with Cyrus Vance. It is memorable 
because it created one of those dilemmas that you run into. Being a political appointee, 
Hodding did not know all the rules. But in South Africa he saw a couple of wonderful 
probably about three or four feet high concrete lions he thought he might put along his 
driveway in the states. 
 
Q: Not easily transported. 

 

HULL: He wanted us to pouch them back in the diplomatic pouch. In the end we sent 
him a bill that was far higher than what those concrete lions cost. That was memorable as 
we had the dilemma of what do we do with Hodding Carter’s lions, because he was close 
to Jimmy Carter and Cyrus Vance and all of that, part of the inner circle. 
 
Q: I have heard similar stories in Europe but I think it is a universal foreign service 

problem, what do you do? 

 

HULL: So we didn’t make a lot of progress on that point of Southwest Africa, but that 
was one of the approaches. 
 
Q: You said interestingly earlier about ten years later when the Cold War came to an end 

it became possible. What was the relationship? Things were happening in Eastern 

Europe. Weren’t they analogous to the things that were happening in the opening and the 

social change and the political change in South Africa. It couldn’t be a coincidence that 

this was happening at the same time. 

 

HULL: In many parts of the world it was. We will get to the collapse of Communism 
later on because I was a part of that in Prague. But a lot of things opened up as the Cold 
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War was ending and therefore the United States was less compelled to be perhaps as 
quietly supportive of countries in different parts of the world or different areas of Africa 
which is why you saw so many civil wars, imploding states and so forth shortly after the 
fall of communism. But let’s hold that until we get to the fall of communism. 
 
I want to add one other important element of the time I was in South Africa, which was 
the fact that we came to recognize that South Africa was also a nuclear power. That 
always influences, I think, how we deal with countries. It was very memorable to me 
because I have a friend who was the duty officer when a nuclear explosion was detected 
out over the Atlantic Ocean. Presumably a South African nuclear device was set off as a 
test. It was memorable because Ambassador Edmondson was an incredibly dedicated 
ambassador who never took a day of leave, worked seven days a week, what have you . 
Finally his daughter was coming to visit him, so he decided to take a few days off and 
travel to one of the private game reserves on the fringe of Kruger National Park, out of 
telephone contact, but he did leave a telephone number of a farmer who lived something 
like 40 kilometers away from this game park. I believe it was Jim Carragher, a political 
officer who became a DCM in western countries, who got the call and was told you have 
to notify the Ambassador of course, so he can deliver a demarche to government and let 
them know that we know and we are not pleased and what have you. I remember that the 
duty officer got the telephone number and called this Afrikaner farmer and managed to 
explain to him that he needed to talk to the American Ambassador who was off at this 
game preserve and would the farmer go fetch him. So the farmer dutifully did this for us, 
and the Ambassador came to the phone some hours later and all the duty officer could tell 
him was Mr. Ambassador, I know you are having this rare vacation with your daughter 
and your wife, but you have to come back to Pretoria. 
 
Q: Not a secure line. He couldn’t tell him what it was about. 

 

HULL: He couldn’t tell him what it was about whatsoever. The Ambassador said, “Well 
this had better be good.” All the duty officer could say was, “Mr. Ambassador you have 
to come back.” Of course he did come back, and this was a highly confidential point of 
dispute. 
 
Q: You were very glad not to be the duty officer that day. 

 

HULL: So, that was my tour of duty. I guess I should say a few words about our FSNs 
that we had. We had an interesting group of foreign service nationals in Pretoria. I 
mentioned Gill Jacot-Guillarmod a number of times. She was a key central figure for 
foreign service officers working in Pretoria for decades, their entrée to South Africa black 
and white, a person who had the institutional memory of the operation and could help 
keep us from going astray if we had the wrong inclinations. So she was very important. 
We had an FSN, black South African secretary in the cultural section. She only lasted a 
few years, three or four years and then left. I think she particularly had a little difficulty 
with our cultural affairs officer Mr. Hicks who could only speak in clichés. Gill to this 
day can reiterate them to you. They said that he always would come into the office and 
say to the secretary, “May I beg, borrow, or steal a cup of coffee?” which was the signal 
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she had to go get coffee. Once she had made the coffee he would say, “You are indeed a 
jewel.” This sort of thing. Everything was superficial clichés. They did not like working 
with him although I think they liked working with me. One of the ironic things that 
happened was that in my last month or so of being in Pretoria the South African 
government relented and started giving visas to our speakers and specialists. So in my 
last two months at post there was this flood of people coming in. 
 
Q: That would be ’79-’80? 

 

HULL: Early ’80 and late ’79 I think the CAO took home leave, so I ended up being the 
person programming the speakers and doing everything in the end. But that dam did 
break. I don’t know if it broke forever, if it was re-imposed at some point, but for a while 
they relented and started letting our people in. This was a big issue between our 
countries. Again those were they type of issues South Africans decided was too 
expensive. These people in their judgment would probably have impact, but it was too 
costly to our bilateral relationship because they couldn’t’ afford to lose what they saw as 
American support. 
 
Q: So the types of exchanges you were doing were the things the apartheid regime was 

willing to sacrifice so to speak for what they thought were larger policy goals. 

 

HULL: Yes, on their part I think. I can’t explain it otherwise, but also they had their own 
USSALEP program (United States-South Africa Leader Exchange Program) so they were 
bringing Americans of influence from the United States, Congressmen and business 
leaders and so forth. It worked two ways. So if they wanted to bring Americans to South 
Africa they had to reciprocate on exchange programs fundamentally. Because they had 
the USSALEP program and we could have done something about USSALEP in 
retaliation. 
 
Q: Well as mean or whatever negative you could say about them they were always very 

conscious of legal niceties I think. Even some of the bad things they did they always had a 

legal citation. 

 

HULL: And the programming I think was interesting and valuable. The fact that we were 
willing to go out and interact with black South African communities throughout the 
country was important. To go back to FSNs, Gill was important. Some of these are just 
interesting tales. We had a couple of nice drivers such as Obed and a nice cleaner, but we 
had an interesting fellow by the name of Cliff Andrews. We had a regional management 
officer, Joanne Clifton who later rose to higher heights to USIA. She traveled a lot and 
did not supervise this black South African, really colored South African in their 
categorization, who was our administrative assistant. Cliff was a bit of a slippery fellow, 
and all the FSNs knew it, but none of the Americans would kind of believe it except for 
me. I had a close relationship with the FSNs. So they would come to me and tell me what 
Cliff had done that was intolerable. I would go to my boss the CAO, and tell him what 
was intolerable. I was constantly complaining about Cliff to the CAO and the PAO, 
Bernie Lavin. But Bernie had a problem. His wife was from Yugoslavia originally. She 
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was depressive and was on medication, but she often didn’t take her drugs so they would 
have crises and Bernie would end up working from home. That meant that he was sort of 
in and out of the office, but it was understandable. Cliff Andrews also had a wife who I 
guess was an alcoholic or had serious problems. So he had a lot of empathy for Cliff 
Andrews. So it was made clear in no uncertain terms that I should stop complaining about 
Cliff Andrews. The sort of thing Cliff would do, he would leave his coat on the back of 
his chair on Thursdays and take the afternoon off to go to the horse races and gamble. I 
would point out to Americans that Cliff’s coat was there but he was not. But they just 
say, “Oh he is some other place in the embassy” or something else. So nobody would buy 
it. So after I was told this, the FSNs would still come to me and finally showed a little 
store room where we had some abstracta which was this metal system that we would 
assemble to do photo shows and exhibits and so forth. One day the FSN’s came to me, 
Gill and one or two others and said to me, “Tom, you have to see what Cliff has done 
now.” Cliff’s wife had just given birth or was about to give birth. They took me to the 
store room. There out of abstracta was a baby’s crib that had been created with a foam 
mattress that had been created with some of our foam. It was very clever use of the 
abstracta, mounting it and using those silver chrome bars all the way around for the baby. 
So I said, “well I cannot deny to you that this does indeed appear to be a baby’s crib.” 
Now my credibility with the FSN’s demanded that I report this, but I had been told in no 
uncertain terms not to complain about Cliff. I decided to go through the chain of 
command. I went to my boss, John Hicks and I said, “John, I think what we have here is a 
baby’s crib, come see this.” He said, “Well you may be right. We have been told not to 
complain, the PAO doesn’t want to hear this from me, why don’t you go tell him.” So I 
was sent off to the PAO, walked into his office and said, “Bernie, I know I have been told 
not to complain about Cliff and make accusations, and I may be totally off base here, but 
would you please come to the store room with me so I can show you something.” So I 
took him to the store room and said, “Bernie, you might thing this is an abstracta exhibit 
but it looks a bit like a baby’s crib, and I have been told Cliff created this crib for his 
baby.” So it was undeniable. Even Bernie could not say well this must be something else. 
But the only punishment was Cliff was told to disassemble this thing and so on. But not 
long thereafter other irregularities emerged. About the time I departed post Cliff was 
terminated. Some years later, I forget where I was PAO, I received an e-mail from 
another PAO by the name of Robert Gosende who said, “I need to hire a new 
administrative assistant, and I found this fellow Cliff Andrews who used to work for 
USIS. I think I am going to hire him. What do you think?” So I E-mailed him, “Never! 
Never ever hire Cliff Andrews.” Against my advice Bob Gosende hired him again, and 
Bob Gosende shortly thereafter found that he had to fire him. So he worked for USIS 
again. 
 
Q: You could say why did he ask for your opinion. 

 

HULL: Right. I always bear this in mind. I should remind Bob of this the next time he 
calls insisting on some of his ideas. You are the man who re-hired Cliff Andrews. And 
then the other important FSN we had was Joyce Ngele. Now when I came on board, and 
they hired me as a new position and there were too many people in the office. They 
moved our part of the embassy to another wing of the embassy on another floor that was 
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disconnected. So we had to have our own security. So what they did, they had an 
electronic bullet proof door that visitors could enter and then shut behind them. Then in 
between there was a Plexiglas bullet proof booth that was staffed by an FSN receptionist, 
and that was Joyce Ngele. Then on the other side of this reception area was another bullet 
proof glass door. So poor Joyce Ngele spent years sitting in this little booth just talking to 
people day after day through Plexiglas voice things deciding whether or not they should 
be admitted to USIS and should she press the control button. We learned later on that she 
was active in the ANC. She knew who was coming in and who was going out to see us 
and what kind of connections we had with people, which may have given us some 
credibility perhaps because we dealt with everybody. 
 
There was one memorable occasion late at night one night when one of the U.S. Marines 
came around to check our offices, entered the security bubble, if you will, between two 
Plexiglas doors, and after the door closed behind him realized suddenly that he had 
forgotten his key to get through the second door, but he couldn’t get back out the first 
door. He was stuck in the middle. Of course this would cause all sorts of problems for 
him because it meant the rest of the embassy was unguarded all night. So he then tried to 
break through the door because they carried these Billy clubs and he battered the thing, 
but all he succeeded in doing was shattering it. He ended up spending the night in there 
until the next Marine came on duty and saw in the internal TV that this guy was stuck in 
this particular area. But Joyce at that time did not strike us as anything but a particularly 
nice person who happened to allow people to come in. I think she moved up into the 
position that Cliff Andrews once had in the executive officer office. 
 
Q: A secretary or administrative office management specialist or something where she 

was actually assisting in the public affairs section. 

 

HULL: Well she was actually in the section but she kind of reported to Dana Steadley, 
the secretary who was comfortable with the local situation. But Joyce was always a very 
nice person, but never somebody who we saw as political. We had nice relations. She 
would be happy to point out that Cliff Andrews was building a crib for example. That 
was about it. 
 
Q: Little did we know. 

 

HULL: Well later, I think Bob Gosende’s time perhaps, she was promoted to a higher 
level job. Of course she was arrested for ANC connections. Bob put a lot of pressure on 
the ambassador to obtain her release. I forget his last name, but Bob always called him 
Herman the German because he had a Germanic surname. Bob got Washington involved 
to put a lot of pressure on South Africa to get her released and back to work, for which he 
deserves much credit. 
 
Q: Mention what happened to her in 1995. 

 

HULL: Well she became the first black mayor of Pretoria, which was very exceptional. 
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Q: Astonishing. 

 

HULL: It was a lot of fun to come back as PAO and find my former receptionist as 
mayor. 
 
Q: The cliché having a friend in city hall this is an enormous example of that. 

 

HULL: Right. We didn’t call or impose on her too much, but she was always open and 
available to us if we had a visitor that we really needed to bring in for something. She 
always would make the time for us. Of course having worked with her I perhaps had 
more credibility than somebody new who did not know her personally. Of course she did 
know the FSNs. 
 
Q: Oh I think they talked all the time. I think you are right because of her political 

connections to the ANC and seeing what you really were doing, it must have given 

credibility to you and the emission in the ANC. 

 

HULL: Yeah, less so me, but the mission as a whole and USIS in particular. One thing I 
might mention unless you had some more specific questions is that when I left, even 
though I was assistant cultural affairs officer, I was friends with the journalists in 
Pretoria. In fact one of them, an assistant editor of the Pretoria news actually house sat for 
me when we went on home leave, which was very interesting because I had to go out and 
rent my home. They told me I got a rental allowance based on my grade. I was promoted, 
but they didn’t recognize the fact that I was promoted. In the end they did. There were a 
lot of administrative problems with my new position. Being naïve I wrote to the area 
director about how the PAO had failed to order appliances or furniture or anything else. 
 
Q: But then you came a little bit earlier then they expected. 

 

HULL: Right, so the admin people told me to go out and get three bids on furniture. My 
poor wife went around to furniture stores and got three bids, appliance stores and got 
three bids what have you. We sent all those bids back to Washington saying these are the 
ones we recommend you accept. Washington cabled back and said, “What are you idiots 
doing. We have stuff in the warehouse in New York for this new position. We will put 
them on a ship and send them to you.” Meanwhile we had been living in a hotel for a 
month or two. We were going crazy in the hotel. Eventually it all came, but also in terms 
of renting a house we had to do it on our own which you might do in other countries. So 
we found this house, a nice little place in Pienaar Street. It turned out the landlady was 
having trouble paying her mortgage or whatever because she was running a marriage 
counseling and dating type of service out of her house. So you went into the living room 
and there were all these chaise lounges where these newly met people were supposed to 
cuddle together or couples who were having problems. 
 
Q: This was the building you were renting? 
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HULL: Yeah, the house we were renting. That was very interesting. And then as it 
happened we went on home leave, and this very nice guy who had just became the deputy 
editor of the Pretoria News, we met him, he didn’t have a house, so we said, “Why don’t 
you house sit for us while we are on home leave for six or eight weeks?” The embassy 
said OK, so they kind of moved into the house. They had a boat on a trailer and stuff 
from wherever it was he lived before. The people became fast friends of ours. We linked 
up with them again when we came back years later. He had left journalism and was 
running a fish farm and annual cultural concert series called Splashy Fen with a lot of 
people smoking dope and wandering around listening to rock and folk bands and what 
have you in a multi-racial setting in Natal Province below the Drakensberg Mountains. 
 
While we were gone the landlady had severe financial problems. So the creditors called 
upon the sheriff to seize the property and all the property within the house. So this guy is 
there with his boat, his car, and the sheriff comes and seizes his belongings as well as 
laying a lien against all the embassy’s possessions. So he finally went down to the 
embassy and said we have this little problem at the house because they were about to 
evict him. Maybe they arrested his wife or something in a case of mistaken identity. She 
was the daughter of a British aristocrat or something. This got sorted out. Because it was 
a diplomatic residence they couldn’t evict us from the residence, but they could put the 
house up for auction. My poor pregnant wife was negotiating with the sheriff for there 
could be one day where people could walk through the house and see it in case they 
wanted to place a bid on the house. 
 
Q: The landlady wasn’t around I guess. 

 

HULL: Well the landlady was out of the picture at this point because it was being 
auctioned off. By this time she was doing a séance somewhere and reading tarot cards. So 
my poor wife, nine months pregnant, had all these people marching through the house to 
see it, and then they put it up for auction. When the auction began they announced this 
house was under lease to the American Embassy and the lease could not be broken so if 
you bought the house you had to take it with the lease until the lease expired which was a 
few years. There was like another year or two left on the lease. So some poor lady came 
into the auction after this announcement was made and made the high bid. She was told 
to pay up. She was also told sorry you can’t occupy it. She fainted on the spot. Anyway, 
we were able to stay there through the remainder of our tour of duty. 
 
Q: Did the journalist get his belongings back? 

 

HULL: Oh yeah, he did, but it was a major problem. Somehow the person who succeeded 
me who is a well known USIS officer whose name is slipping me, Maggie Westmoreland 
or somebody. Anyway whoever it was was laying in bed with her husband under a 
beautiful tin ceiling. Pretoria being on an old lake bed the land kind of settled and the 
walls kind of cracked. They were there one night and the roof leaked and they were 
listening to the raindrops come through and hitting on the tin ceiling. Lo and behold there 
was finally enough water that the ceiling came down on them in bed. But this really 
evolved into a major scandal in the embassy at that time. John Graham was GSO there. 
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John Graham had served previously in Pretoria and it was recommended in his file that 
he never serve there again. But of course personnel never read the file and sent him back. 
He was highly suspicious because nobody could ever get things from him like appliances 
or draperies. If they wanted draperies for their house they had to go to a specific vendor. 
The vendor was always changing and so forth. To make a long story short because it was 
kind of discovered by people who were working at the warehouse and stuff. Freezers 
would come in but nobody would ever see them. What he was doing was as he ordered 
large quantities of appliances for the embassy, he then sold them to an appliance store, 
Saseens, in Pretoria. So he had this kickback scheme where he was selling furniture and 
appliances he was ordering for the embassy free to local Afrikaner businessmen. The 
same thing on draperies. He had drapery contracts where he had kickbacks. He would get 
a better kickback from somebody else. We had a political officer replace Steven 
McDonald, I think Simeon Moats who later worked for Exxon Mobil for a number of 
years representing them for Africa. But he came in. he was there and he was very 
frustrated because he could never get draperies for his house. He thought something was 
amiss. I guess the rest of us thought something must be amiss but we didn’t know that 
something criminal was amiss. At the time we were beginning to open our embassy in 
Zimbabwe and set it up. So they sent out an admin officer to set up Zimbabwe who was a 
friend of Simeon Moats. Now this admin officer, Harry Geisel, today is acting inspector 
general of the foreign service. 
 
Q: Don’t know him, but I have read his inflammatory stuff. 

 
HULL: Well he came out as an admin officer charged with sort of setting up an embassy 
for Zimbabwe but he would stop in Pretoria because Pretoria became his support base. 
Anyway Simeon Moats told him about this and it smelled suspicious. So the admin guy 
went into the embassy on the weekend, got the file cabinets open and found enough stuff 
in the files that was incriminating that he went back to the IG and said, “Hey something is 
wrong in Pretoria.” It was unfortunate because Ambassador Edmondson and his DCM 
both of whom were very good, had let John Graham extend a year. It turned out that John 
Graham had two sets of embassy furniture in his house. He had bought a house in South 
Africa. His housing allowance was paying off this place which had riding stables and 
other things, what have you. So shortly after I left the embassy for another assignment a 
team arrived from the inspector general’s office, threw everybody out of the admin and 
budget and fiscal sections, closed the whole thing down and went through it. They found 
an FSN who was intermediary for John Graham in selling all this stuff. John Graham and 
the budget and fiscal officer were both called back to Washington to explain all this and 
what have you for disciplinary procedures. 
 
Q: But this is a criminal matter is it not? 

 

HULL: Well yes, and they were going to be indicted and tried, but when they returned to 
Washington and they saw why they were being called back, what the handwriting was 
because there clearly were going to be criminal indictments, the State Department had not 
seized their passports. So John Graham simply went and got on an airplane, flew back 
and effectively got political asylum there in South Africa. In fact he may have been doing 
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intelligence work for the South African government and that lead was compromised. But 
meanwhile, Norm Barth who had been the admin counselor at the time but who was a 
political cone officer and knew absolutely nothing about admin work so the GSO could 
do whatever he wanted. But his career was basically finished. The budget and fiscal 
officer, they got him only on the fact that he had claimed an extra day of per diem on a 
travel voucher of his own. He was not complicit probably with John Graham. He was just 
signing the paper work and paying the bills, not asking the questions. So he was negligent 
but probably nothing more than that. But his career was finished. Then there was a junior 
budget and fiscal officer who they wanted to terminate because she was non tenured, but 
finally was shown that she was just following her boss’ order in signing this travel 
voucher. So they gave her a reprimand. She went to work for USIA for many years rather 
than the State Department. The FSN was fired. But John Graham to this day lives in 
South Africa very comfortably. I don’t know if we tried to get him extradited or not after 
the fall of apartheid because they did indict him They never got him. The other person 
who got caught up in this was an assistant first tour GSO junior officer working for John 
Graham who didn’t know what he was doing, but when he departed post for Moscow, 
John Graham said, “Oh you will never get car parts in Moscow. We don’t have car tools 
in Moscow Why don’t you just pack up some of the car maintenance tools and auto parts 
in your HHE which he did. And of course it coincided with the investigation so when he 
got to Moscow and they opened his HHE and found all this stuff. So he was the only one 
who was sent to jail in all of this, for like a year and a half. 
 
Q: Oh no, the least culpable. 

 

HULL: And he had just married a CIA officer, so that sort of finished her career as a CIA 
officer. He was probably the least culpable guy. He was not very bright and was told why 
don’t you take some of this stuff because you can use it in Moscow. 
 
Q: So that is 25 years or more of an American getting political asylum in South Africa 

because of having committed crimes against the U.S. government. That is quite amazing. 

 

HULL: Yeah, and I am not sure that he was formally given political asylum but he was 
allowed to stay. Never extradited. 
 
Q: Now you asked if I have questions. I do have one. We are getting to the end I guess of 

the tales of your first South African deployment. You are very selfless in telling about the 

changes, the social changes, the mission as given by the Carter administration to create 

dialog among the races. You give credit to the FSN’s for helping. You can see what I am 

about to ask which is about you. You went all over the country. You went to universities 

designated for black South Africans. You visited townships. You were helped and assisted 

by local employees. You were out there quite a bit. Could you be modest for a moment 

and tell us what you were able to do. 

 

HULL: Well maybe I should tell what I wasn’t able to do. I am citing a newspaper article 
that was written as I was leaving the country because I gave an interview. The journalist 
decided to title it, “Goodbye to Frustration.” So that probably reflects much of my 
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thinking at the time which after some decades was probably more accurate than what I 
might recall. He writes in here I was moving on to Upper Volta to Ouagadougou to be 
public affairs officer there from South Africa. He writes “though South Africa may be a 
more comfortable place in which to live, it has proven difficult for an American 
representing a government greatly concerned with human rights issues, to get any feeling 
of achievement.” Then it goes on about the differences I anticipate finding in Upper 
Volta and South Africa. Then he quotes me as having said, “Having served in Zaire and 
South Africa for the last few years, it is refreshing in a sense to be going to Ouagadougou 
in Upper Volta” where there was a genuinely democratic government at the time. He 
says, this is me being quoted, “In Zaire and South Africa it was frustrating dealing with 
human rights issues because the governments with which we tried to express these 
concerns have been resentful of our having raised them in the first place.” Then he talks 
about my work in South Africa and talks about how my responsibility has been mainly in 
administering the educational cultural exchange program through which South Africans 
visit the United States under U.S. government sponsorship. About 85% of South African 
recipients are blacks sent to America for additional professional training. The heavy 
emphasis on blacks in this program, “Mr. Hull says,” is to give substance to American 
rhetoric about concerns for the situations of black South Africans and the American 
belief that if peaceful change is to take place in South Africa it will probably begin in the 
economic sector. Mr. Hull says some South Africans consider America’s interfering in 
South Africa’s affairs, but he claimed America is contributing to an atmosphere 
conducive to social change. Commenting on what he found in South Africa, Mr. Hull 
said he had expected a pervasive police presence. Virtually all whites would be in favor 
of government policies. Although he had been surprised not to see police presence 
everywhere, he had learned that the police presence was pervasive. He had also been 
struck by the differences between South Africans of all races and politics. Then he quotes 
me as saying, “to me as an educator the greatest tragedy is South Africa’s great waste of 
human resources because people are generally unable to achieve their full potential as a 
result of insufficient educational opportunities and as a result of job reservation.” Then he 
goes on to say politically the position between black and white had already become 
polarized before Mr. Hull came in 1978. Then he quotes me in conclusion as saying, “I 
am by nature an optimist. I would like to believe peaceful social change is still possible in 
South Africa. Yet the degree of alienation that I find in the black community and the lack 
of appreciation of this frustration in the white community lead me to believe that peaceful 
change would be very difficult if not impossible to achieve.” So I did leave rather 
pessimistic. The Pretoria News, in a column written by John Patten, their diplomatic 
editor, and the date on there is April 15, 1980. 
 

Q: We are on I don’t know which session here but it is the evening of the eighth of 

January. Ambassador Hull before we allow you to leave South Africa there were a couple 

of significant family events, one very happy and one very sad. 

 

HULL: Actually just one very happy one in South Africa at that time, and that of course 
is my daughter’s birth in South Africa, which may not be terribly significant for this 
purpose but indicative of the kind of foreign service national that Gill Jacot-Guillarmod 
was. When my wife was there in the hospital with her new born baby and had no other 
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family around her except me, and was perhaps feeling a little lonely, the nurses 
announced that her sister had arrived to see the baby. That of course was our FSN Gill 
Jacot-Guillarmod who ever since has been known as Auntie Gill to my daughter. 
 
Q: Fantastic. There was a hospital rule that only direct family members, so Gill bluffed 

her way in. So Gill and her sister, Jill. 

 

HULL: Right. One with a G and one with a J. 
 
Q: Exactly. Sometimes it takes me a second or two to remember. Now because of the 

folder you are holding in your hand, I would like to ask you about a more sad event 

which was the loss of your parents. 

 

HULL: That happened in 1997 when I was the area director for AF. Very interestingly 
my parents died on the day when I had gone back to my Peace Corps village in Sierra 
Leone. Then I came back to town and I was staying at the ambassador’s residence with 
my good friend Ambassador Hirsch when the State Operations Center eventually tracked 
me down. They died in the UK so the consular section in London had to track somebody 
down, and lo and behold here this next of kin is in the Ambassador’s residence in Sierra 
Leone, where I eventually lived as Ambassador. But there were a lot of outpourings of 
condolences but the most fascinating one had to do with the next post where we are going 
to discuss which was Ouagadougou where I served as PAO from early ’80 to 1983. 
Fourteen years later, after my parents died within two weeks there were condolences in 
the newspaper, letters of condolence from the ministry of education and from the ministry 
of foreign affairs, which were very meaningful to be remembered after 14 years in the 
country. 
 
Q: Amazing. Well I screwed up the chronology here. We haven’t yet… 

 

HULL: Well that is a good entrée to Burkina Faso. Of course it was known as Upper 
Volta back then, but Ouagadougou is still Ouagadougou the capital city. By odd 
coincidence I got my first PAO-ship very early in my career by happenstance because our 
branch public affairs officer in Durban, Ashley Wills, who later became ambassador to 
Sri Lanka as well as many senior positions such as PAO in Delhi, he was assigned to be 
PAO in Ouagadougou but because of a medical problem his son had at the time had to be 
curtailed There was a very well known and demanding ambassador, Tom Boyatt in 
Ouagadougou who wanted a replacement as soon as possible, and since I had already had 
French qualifications they decided to send me there. It was one of those fascinating 
situations where the area personnel officer was calling me up saying, “We really want 
you to go to Ouagadougou if you can as soon as possible,” and my career counselor was 
saying, “You are over reaching. Don’t bid on it. You will never get the job.” The same 
little office was giving me opposite advice. However and rather ironically I can recall 
sitting at a dinner in Durban with BPAO Ashley Wills and all of us making jokes at his 
having to go to Ouagadougou as PAO, not knowing that in point of fact it was actually 
going to be me. 
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There was a hilarious song that was done by a labor attaché who did lots of songs about 
the foreign service. He did a wonderful one about a junior officer being assigned to 
Ouagadougou and how he had been sent to study French at FSI thinking he was going to 
Paris where he would be seeing the Champs Elysees and so forth. Instead he ends up on 
Ouagadougou and he is saying ouaga where? In any case Ouagadougou turned out to be a 
wonderful place. The people of Upper Volta were terrific wonderful people, probably the 
least corrupt country in Africa, including South Africa, that I had served in at the time 
While I was there, they had a couple of coup d’etats. They had coup d’etats before but 
they never had shed any blood. Then they had a coup d’état in which one or two people 
died. The whole country was horrified that anybody had died in a coup in their country. 
Subsequently there were more coups and executions and what have you. 
 
Q: Does this coincide with your, was this in 1980? 

 

HULL: This was in my tour of duty, 1980 to 1983. 
 
Q: During your tour. 

 

HULL: Right, I forget the exact date. There were actually a couple of coups there. The 
one that brought the famous Captain Sankara to the fore, Thomas Sankara who is revered 
in many parts of Africa as a great Pan-Africanist philosopher. I never saw him in that 
respect, but maybe we can get to that. In any case I went there as my first tour of duty as 
a PAO. I was there for a short period of time, two or three months and took a home leave 
during which I got very ill and actually had to be away from post for about four or five 
months. In that time Ambassador Boyatt left and we had a chargé d’affaires Larry Grahl 
and then we had a wonderful ambassador come, Julius Walker. Julius Walker had the 
appearance of Colonel Sanders of Kentucky Fried Chicken fame. A little goatee, a little 
white mustache that sort of extended out and a southern accent because he was from west 
Texas. He had grown up shooting squirrels for his grand daddy for dinner. But he was a 
wonderful, very professional ambassador who had previously served as chargé d’affaires 
in Liberia where he had to go out and watch Samuel Doe’s people execute all the 
ministers of government on the beach in Monrovia where they tied them all to stakes. It 
was a very horrifying experience. But he had been around Africa, so he was a true 
Africanist and we were glad to have him. 
 
We had a very large number of former Peace Corps volunteers in all parts of the 
embassy. We had people who had been Peace Corps Volunteers working in the admin 
section, the political section, AID and so forth. Just lots of people, so it had a real kind of 
Peace Corps spirit to it, plus we had a large Peace Corps program in the country at the 
time headed by John Hogan who was brother of Jim Hogan, a USIS officer. So it was a 
wonderful post. It was a lot of work but for a novice PAO it was a very well rounded 
program that we had. We had a very active library, a very active English teaching 
program, with lots of small scale exchanges, but we were successful in getting university 
linkage relationships. There was a very small independent media in the country at the 
time which we gave a lot of encouragement to, and a good staff of FSNs, who did quite 
well overall. 
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I had succeeded, although there was nearly a year gap, Jerry Huchel who had done a great 
job as PAO. I was replaced by Bill Weinhold who continued the tradition of strong PAOs 
in Ouagadougou. So it was a wonderful post, and on the whole very good FSNs. One or 
two exceptions. My right hand man it later turned out had been embezzling money that 
even our RPMAO (Regional Post Management and Administrative Officer) had not 
captured. He had to be terminated, Constant Kadiogo, which was a very sad and 
disillusioning. Then we had a cultural assistant named Robert Soe who was kind of 
useless but managed to have a 25 year career at the post. Then we had a press attaché 
who has just retired this past December, Isonore Ouedraogo, and I had a wonderful driver 
by the name of Bwensom there. On the whole we had a delightful program in a country 
where the size was very manageable for a one officer post, and a very excellent active 
program throughout. 
 
Working with Ambassador Boyatt was a revelation. At that stage I had worked with a lot 
of very good ambassadors, Ambassador Bowdler, Ambassador Edmonson and 
Ambassador Cutler and so forth. So I moved on to Ambassador Boyatt. He was a real 
pistol. He loved to play softball. There was actually a satellite imaging station there that 
had been funded by USAID. The Ambassador felt there should be irrigation there so the 
grass could grow for the baseball field. Which I believe AID took care of. Every weekend 
there was a big softball game and the teams would be different every week, but 
Ambassador Boyatt would always be the captain of one team. What was fascinating 
about these games was you never knew when they were going to end because they would 
only end when Ambassador Boyatt’s team was leading. Ambassador Boyatt’s team never 
lost. Ambassador Boyatt was also famous for poker games that he loved to participate in 
every week. He would bring his briefcase and as he sat down at the poker table he would 
open his briefcase in which there was a revolver in case there was any doubt about who 
would win the poker for the evening. Sort of tongue in cheek, but he was sort of a 
cowboy. He got his just desserts because after a few months of my being assigned to post, 
his tour of duty was curtailed and he was sent to Bogotá, Colombia as ambassador, which 
was in a very difficult period of the drug cartels and what went on there. 
 
Q: Certainly as a reward, not a punishment. 

 

HULL: Right. He was replaced by a chargé for a few months and then by Ambassador 
Walker, a wonderful person. Ambassador Walker died about three or four years ago, but 
we are still very much in contact with his widow who lives in Washington. So just 
wonderful people. I was fortunate in terms of mentoring to have a lot of interesting 
ambassadors, professionally very competent but all having different styles, to work for 
which I think is part of the education process. There is not just one style that succeeds. 
When we get to Somalia I will speak of another one, Bob Oakley who was my 
ambassador there. But in Ouagadougou those were my ambassadors, a very satisfying 
tour of duty and very excellent for professional development. I always had very fond 
memories of that tour of duty. 
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One of the activities we did there, that was particularly memorable to me was the annual 
English teaching conference. They used to have a wonderful PAO residence that had the 
only pine trees in all of the country in my yard and green grass. So we used to do a lot of 
outdoor programming there because we didn’t have a good programming facility at our 
cultural center. Our cultural center was a ramshackle building in the heart of town across 
from the Hotel Centrale. The Hotel Centrale was famous because it had a fascinating dish 
on its menu which was spaghetti flambé. It was wonderful. It was delicious. The waiters 
would come to your table and pour cognac over your spaghetti and light it. It was actually 
delicious. But this was the Hotel Centrale. Everybody went on TDY to Ouagadougou so 
they could go to the Hotel Centrale for a spaghetti flambé. We had odd sorts of offices 
above our ground floor cultural center. Some of them were NGO’s such as OXFAM. But 
also we had others. We had Comfort and Joy, prostitutes who worked the street in front 
of our building. They worked out of some upstairs offices as well, but it was very funny 
having Comfort and Joy there. It was like a Christmas Carol year around. 
 
But we did a lot of programming out of my house. We used to do the classic feature films 
out there at least once a month. Big audiences. People turned out for those. But every 
year we did an annual English teacher’s conference and brought in specialists from USIA 
to conduct those for us. At the conclusions I would give a large closing reception in my 
yard outside. I didn’t really appreciate the perils of that the first time I did it. Most of 
these people were from provincial areas. People in Ouagadougou did not drive cars. They 
drove Mobilettes, so there were a lot of these mini motor cycle bicycle sorts of things the 
people had. So a huge number of English teachers, probably about 150 arrived at my 
house for my reception on these Mobilettes, but I had forgotten they didn’t have the same 
sophistication as the urban population. So when it came to my open bar they had no 
hesitation whatsoever mixing vodka and gin and scotch and beer whatsoever. The next 
thing I knew there was not only a large number of people in my yard but people who 
could not get on their Mobilettes without losing their balance to go home. So finally I 
went to bed and when I woke up the next morning my yard was littered with bodies of 
English teachers all over the place who had simply passed out on the grass and called it a 
night and Mobilettes everywhere. 
 
Q: The report to Washington said a good time was had by all. 

 

HULL: Very effective reception. English was rolling off their tongues. 
 
Q: Brand names at least. 

 

HULL: Anyway that was just an example of what that post was like. 
 
Q: You said you didn’t understand the perils the first time. The second time you… 

 

HULL: Let me tell you about another peril. We had a wonderful cultural program that 
came by. Those turned out to be very labor intensive programs. I sometimes question the 
value of cultural programs given the labor and time and what you had to mess with and 
what you have to put into them. But they are high profile, and in Ouagadougou they very 
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much appreciated the arts. We always had to come up with American feature films for 
FESPACO, their film festival every two years. But we also had a blues singer Johnny 
Copeland who won a Grammy in the 80’s, a couple of years later, who came with his 
blues band to perform for us both the capital city of Ouagadougou and in Bobo-
Dioulasso. Well Bobo-Dioulasso was the first concert and we took them down there. 
They were very enthusiastic about doing their concert which was being done outdoors in 
a soccer stadium I believe during the month of November. It never rains in Bobo-
Dioulasso in November at least according to what my FSN assured me unanimously. We 
went down there to examine the site. Everybody in town assured us it never rains in 
November in Bobo-Dioulasso. Well I said I will go with your advice and not build a 
cover over the stage. So we got all these people in to the soccer stadium for this event. 
There were clouds over the town and I am saying to people, “Is it going to rain?” “No, 
Mr. Hull, it never rains in Bobo-Dioulasso in November.” Like you idiot, don’t you get 
it? It doesn’t rain here in November. So as we got closer to concert time and these clouds 
were very persistent and it was very humid, my trusty FSN came up to me and said, 
“Don’t worry, Mr. Hull, not only does it never rain in November in Bobo-Dioulasso, but 
I just sacrificed a chicken to make sure it wouldn’t happen.” But sure enough they got 
about 40% of the way through their concert and the clouds opened and it rained in Bobo-
Dioulasso in November, and it rained for about 10 minutes and it stopped. I told the 
musicians, “Don’t worry, that is a freak thing that happened. I’m told it is not going to 
happen again and you can play again.” They said, “No, we can get electrocuted up here 
with these electric guitars.” I said, “Don’t worry, you won’t get electrocuted.” So they 
started playing and they played for another ten or fifteen minutes when suddenly it rained 
again. They said, “You lied to us. Our lives were in danger. We refuse to play any more.” 
But at least we got in half of the concert, so people went away fairly happy. The 
musicians were able to drink enough and then go back to their guest house and have their 
way with the owner’s daughter, so felt they had a beneficial visit to Bobo-Dioulasso. So 
that was Johnny Copeland and his blues band in Bobo- Dioulasso. From Bobo-Dioulasso 
we went back to Ouagadougou to their large auditorium called the Maison de Peuple. 
These guys were rather enthused about what had happened to them in Bob-Dioulasso, 
probably not so much the concert but afterwards. However, they were very hung over on 
their trip back to Ouagadougou. By afternoon the following day they were still very hung 
over. So much so they decided to forego a sound check. So we were all set up in the 
Maison de Peuple. We had senior government officials and dignitaries and our target 
audience. We had the American ambassador and everybody else all set up. So Johnny 
Copeland and his crew sort of staggered on stage just about sunset when it gets a little 
cooler in Ouagadougou. And in November it is cooler than at other times. And they begin 
to play out of tune so that some of their guitars had very high pitches, so high that they 
attracted a very large flock of bats which came inside because the Maison de Peuple was 
not air conditioned and had an opening between the roof and the walls. And through the 
walls came these bats flying all over the concert. One guy’s guitar had a particularly high 
frequency, and I knew he was stoned when a bat came and actually sat on his shoulder 
while he was playing the guitar and he looks over and just keeps playing. So it was a very 
memorable. We greatly enjoyed them. They were fantastic musicians, but it was just so 
memorable having Johnny Copeland and his blues band there. We not only did good 
work but we definitely had a lot of fun. 
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Q: Did he change their name to Johnny Copeland and the Bats? 
 
HULL: So that is a memorable from the Ouagadougou days, and that is what makes the 
foreign service a lot of fun and public diplomacy in particular such fun. 
 
Q: Let’s see, you mentioned another performing group? 

 

HULL: Probably not, but it is kind of funny because USIS was one of the few offices to 
have a four wheel drive vehicle. How that was significant because at one time 
Ambassador Walker and his wife had his 90 year old mother visit post. He decided to 
take her to a game park in the south not only to see the game but also the re-forestation 
projects that AID had going on. Unfortunately Ambassador Walker’s vehicle got stuck in 
the soft dirt or the sand out there in the game park with the wild animals. He may have 
been driving himself in fact. They only had one vehicle. So having his wife and his 
mother with him, he really had no alternative but to go on foot and hope that one of the 
few lions in the country didn’t gobble him up. He made it to the main road. There was a 
curfew because there had been a coup état. And so consequently he was able to thumb his 
way back and get the military or somebody to pass word there was an emergency and 
they had to come get him back before curfew. Because we had a U.S. Marine Corps 
detachment, the Marines were scrambled. They had to borrow my USIS vehicle because 
it had four wheel drive to go out and rescue the ambassador’s mother and wife from the 
middle of a game preserve. 
 
Q: The U.S. ambassador thumbed a ride. 

 

HULL: Yes. But that does remind me that the last coup état brought to power a military 
junta. It was a fairly bloody event. They put into power a very benign person, a military 
pediatrician who oddly enough lived next door to one of our USIAD contractors who had 
a small child who was always talking over the wall and made good friends with is friend 
Dr. Ouédraogo next door. So they woke up one day only to find out this man was 
suddenly the president of the country because the military junta had staged a coup, but 
they couldn’t agree on who should be president, so they figured this benign pediatrician 
was somebody who would cause them no trouble, whichever faction they were with. 
Over time, after I left post, the leader eventually became Captain Sankara, Thomas 
Sankara who had been a paratrooper. I don’t know if they had any planes, but he had 
played a prominent role in their heroic war with Mali over phosphates, that probably 
nobody ever remembers. But Burkinabe Voltaiques, as they were then, really did 
remember this and thought he was wonderful. He was a person given to making great 
political profundities, so much so that later after he was assassinated he sort of became a 
revered African philosopher, certainly in Francophone Africa but even in parts of 
Anglophone Africa. One of the things that used to drive me crazy, even in Freetown 
where I was ambassador many years later, many African papers always had a quote from 
Captain Sankara on the front page of the newspaper The same thing also happened in 
Addis Ababa with one of the newspapers and somewhere else where I was. So he seemed 
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to be kind of a Pan-African hero, but he certainly shouldn’t be in the ranks of all these 
other, better Pan-African leaders. 
 
Q: Not a Desmond Tutu. 

 

HULL: But we were very worried, the U.S. government, about him as being an extreme 
leftist. When I was there he became known as what was Secretary of State for 
Information which is in fact Minister of Information. And in fact because I was the public 
affairs officer he was my counterpart in government, so we would meet each other 
occasionally. I did have some interaction with the famous Thomas Sankara and found 
there was less there than people tend to think. I don’t know if you wanted me to mention 
my first IV grantee that I had, the speaker of parliament who wanted first class travel. 
 
Q: Absolutely. 

 

HULL: The speaker of the Assemblee Nationale, the National Assembly before I arrived 
there, was invited by the ambassador to go on an international visitor program to the 
United States, without realizing that these programs were really not designed for VIP’s. 
The Ambassador felt this was a future leader of the country, therefore he wanted to get 
the man there so that as a potential leader he would have some exposure he would not 
otherwise have had to the Untied States. I arrived, and there was a glitch, which was this 
gentleman was rather rotund, certainly well fed. He wanted first class travel because he 
was sort of the equivalent of more or less head of state, certainly head of one of the 
branches of government, and was fairly wide for an economy seat. Unfortunately for us, I 
knew from my prior experience, we were not likely to get any more than economy travel 
for a grantee. So I nevertheless did my duty and went back to our agency and let them 
know that this man wanted first class travel. As expected USIA came back and said, 
“What are you , an idiot? You must be a first tour PAO in his first month at post to ask 
such a question.” Yes I am. I am indeed. I went back to my ambassador and had to let 
him know that I was totally ineffective in trying to persuade… 
 
Q: Was this Boyatt? 

 

HULL: Yes, Ambassador Boyatt. This was simply not possible. All right you come with 
me, and we will go up to National Assembly and you explain this to him. So we duly 
went up there and explained to him that this is simply not the type of program for VIP 
treatment and we regretted that we could not do this, whereupon he let me know that he 
was in fact a very modest man and did not need this type of treatment. In fact whenever 
we saw the cars going down the street with the motorcycles leading and whizzing behind, 
he was not in that limousine, but he was in a little bache, a little pickup truck that was 
following behind because he was a modest man. But his people expected him to be in that 
limousine, and the same thing in the airplane. They expected to see him the symbol of 
him going through a first class door on the airplane and not the rear door where people 
went for economy class. Whereupon to the Ambassador’s chagrin I suggested to him that 
perhaps we could arrange for him to go through the front door of the airplane and then 
simply walk through the plane to economy class. Something that was not very 
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appreciated by anybody. I don’t recall, he might have actually received his special 
treatment, but it wasn’t because I wanted it. In any case it was a lesson in the perils in 
working with ambassadors and giving them too much latitude in exchange programs that 
they didn’t really understand the administrative details of. 
 
Q: But I guess that was done by your predecessor right? 

 

HULL: Well more in the interregnum between the two PAOs. I don’t think it was really 
my predecessor, but everybody in Washington kind of knew about the problem. 
 
Q: I think maybe we should mention this is a generic problem. High ranking U.S. officials 

would naturally expect there is a program for VIPs. There really wasn’t under USIA. It 

made it very difficult on public diplomacy officers. I went through similar things. 

Expectations were high and the possibilities were just not there. This was kind of a gap in 

what the programs were. Let’s take a little pause. 

 

HULL: In terms of media developments in Ouagadougou it might be worth noting that 
we had the first television broadcast in the history of Upper Volta when I was there. I 
believe it was probably in 1982. What made it significant was that the World Cup was 
taking place. The government to curry favor with the people, because nobody had 
television sets, set up television sets in various places in order to have television for the 
people. 
 
Q: So they put them up in public places. 

 

HULL: Yes. 
 
Q: Temporarily, just for the world cup. 

 

HULL: But it was much like the fact that ESPN has announced that this year they are 
going to broadcast the World Cup in 3-D. So even for the developed world there is this 
kind of opiate for the masses when it comes to the World Cup time. 
 
Q: And another Ouagadougou story. 

 

HULL: Yes, another memorable occasion in Ouagadougou was when Ambassador 
Walker who again looked a bit like Colonel Sanders, … 
 
Q: That is a young Colonel Sanders. 

 

HULL: At the time when I was younger, so he looked older. We got an announcement 
that Barbara Bush, the wife of the Vice President of the United States at the time, was 
going to be refueling in Ouagadougou on her way to Ghana for the 20th anniversary of the 
Peace Corps program in Ghana. This was in November, and the first lady was going to 
arrive on a U.S. government aircraft. This was good news. We liked having the spouse of 
the vice president, the second lady if you will, but more important was the potential that 
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she could bring us turkeys for Thanksgiving. We arranged for the plane to load up the 
turkeys when it refueled in Germany to fly down to Ouagadougou. But of course the 
plane could not stop without some protocol. So the ambassador and embassy officers, 
since it was such a small embassy, all trouped out to the airport to welcome Mrs. Bush 
even though she was only spending 45 minutes on the ground. The President had learned 
of this and felt that since she was the wife of the American Vice President it was not 
appropriate for him to go to the airport but he would send the first lady. The trouble is he 
had multiple wives. He had his first wife who was the official first lady, but then he had 
his favorite wife among his three or four wives who felt she also should go to the airport. 
So the ambassador was confronted with the protocol problem of how do you introduce 
the first lady to the first ladies, which one, how do you work this with the first ladies of 
Upper Volta? This was also memorable for us because Mrs. Bush, to the horror of the 
Secret Service, invited the wives and children of the embassy to go onboard her aircraft. 
But these people had been in Ouagadougou for a long time. What the whole thing 
devolved into was the Americans getting on the plane and sort of going through the trash 
because they were so excited to see the remains of Sara Lee pies and American processed 
food all over the airplane. So it was a very memorable experience for one and all for 
various reasons, primarily for the turkeys, but also we were happy to see Mrs. Bush and 
have her meet the first ladies. 
 
Q: And she took everything in stride. 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. Mrs. Bush, is a very stern woman but also a very gracious woman 
who was of course the wife of an ambassador, who understood the foreign service and 
people living in remote circumstances. So she was a pleasure to have if briefly. 
 
Q: And the Secret Service recovered from the… 

 

HULL: They did. They did recover from the shock of American children going on board 
the first lady’s aircraft. 
 
Q: Was this in the daytime, or night time/ 

 

HULL: This was in the afternoon in November of ’81 or ’82. 
 
Q: Right, so just in time for turkeys. 

 

HULL: Just in time for the turkeys for thanksgiving. 
 
Q: But that was mostly protocol arranged by, was there a particular role for USIS? 

 

HULL: Simply to welcome and just to be part of the country team. It wasn’t a major 
media event. 
 
Q: Good story. Now you mentioned the advent of television coinciding with the World 

Cup. Beyond the World Cup, was there a national TV station? 
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HULL: Well that was it, and it was not significant during my time there. As in all of 
Africa virtually, radio was the primary medium of communication and that is what you 
wanted to work with. 
 
Q: So that did not change significantly. 

 

HULL: No, that did not change our media work significantly. But it was a new dimension 
if you will, for the future. 
 
Q: So Ouagadougou was a very positive experience. Your first PAOship, pretty hilarious 

things. You weathered them all. Your next assignment was Mogadishu? 
 
HULL: My next assignment was Mogadishu. I wasn’t sure where I was going in the end. 
It turned out that Mogadishu was available. I was always one for a challenge and I looked 
at the potential of Mogadishu as Ouagadougou by the sea, and having an added 
dimension, seafood, which we did not have in Ouagadougou. And it was a slightly larger 
post. We had an assistant public affairs officer in Mogadishu, and it was a critical, geo-
strategically it was an important part of the world. We had to deal with a very unpleasant 
dictator there, Siad Barre. But by the same token I had survived Mobutu and Apartheid so 
I figured I could manage working with the Somalis. The Somalis as you recall, had been 
very pro-Soviet until the communist Derg came to power in Ethiopia and expelled the 
Americans. Since the sworn enemies of the Somalis are the Ethiopians, the Somalis then 
expelled the Soviets from Somalia in the Cold War period politics of that era, and then 
embraced the Americans. And we came in to provide assistance and foreign aid. And also 
some military assistance although it was generally of a non-lethal nature except for 
stinger missiles to be used in defense against Ethiopian tanks. 
 
Q: This is very interesting because those of us who only read about that part of the world 

remember wherever the Soviets were, we had to be in the other place. I remember 

reading how there needed to be an American initiative to switch sides. It was actually the 

Somalis. 

 

HULL: Well we were expelled from Ethiopia so I am not sure. We were certainly 
available to the Somalis. I am not sure who initiated the invitation but Said Barre 
definitely needed a patron to help defend him from the Russians and the Cubans and the 
Ethiopians. 
 
Q: Interesting, so probably the overture was made by him initially. 

 

HULL: Probably, but I can’t swear to it. I really don’t know the origins of that. I think 
that as I contemplated this assignment I was probably less concerned about the Somalis 
than I was about the Ambassador Robert Oakley who had a reputation for firing his 
country team members and embassy officers and staff on the spur of the moment and 
sending them packing. Fortunately for me he had been ambassador in Zaire before he 
went to Somalia and we had a PAO conference in Kinshasa that the director of our 



 72 

agency went to. Charles Wick, who brought along his family. That was a memorable 
visit, if I may digress, because the new USIS offices opened in Kinshasa. The offices I 
had worked in during my tour there were notable for the plumbing which when flushed 
upstairs would quite often leak out and overflow a lot of feces and cockroaches from the 
pipes into the PAO secretary’s office. It was very unpleasant office that we had there, so 
it was good to have the new building. We all went with Director Wick to the dedication 
of the new USIS offices with a beautiful bronze plaque saying “Dedicated by Charles E. 
Wick” on the font of the building which I believe was owned by Mobil Oil. Lovely 
offices and lovely occasion at the end of which Director Wick insisted that they rip the 
plaque off the wall because he was so enamored of this brass plaque with his name on it 
that he wanted to take it home. So they had to take out the plaque and make a new one 
later on to attach to the building. 
 
Also memorable was the fact that Charles E. Wick loved to play the piano. Every year he 
would play the piano at Ronald Reagan’s birthday party as everybody sang Happy 
Birthday. He was very close to the Reagans. It meant that the PAO at the time, it slips my 
mind who it was in Kinshasa, had to find a piano and haul it up a very steep hill to the 
DCM’s residence where we had this reception for Charles Wick. Actually the reception 
proved very beneficial to me in my career because the country team was there, and I had 
friends at that post in the CIA who had served with me elsewhere. So I was able to ask 
them, “You have worked with Bob Oakley. How do you handle Bob Oakley?” The 
answer was, “Bob Oakley is a bully. He will fire people on the spur of the moment and 
especially people he can intimidate. So the trick to working with Bob Oakley is the first 
time he tries to intimidate you, you stand up to him and you hold your ground. He will 
never bully you again.” So I tried it when it happened in a country team meeting in 
Mogadishu. In point of fact I did not back down and he never bullied me again, although 
I sat in many embarrassing meetings, particularly when visitors from Washington were 
present, where he would just tear into people on his country team for performing poorly. 
He and I never had a problem. We worked very well together once we got over that first 
initial incident. I had a great deal of respect for him as a diplomat. He knew not only 
every Somali’s name but he knew their nickname. Somalis generally went by nicknames. 
He was very adept at diplomatic grace. Which was interesting because he sort of looked 
like an Ichabod Crane character, tall, lanky, didn’t quite fit together. But he was really 
very good with foreigners and a very professional officer. So he did have this one 
unfortunate characteristic where he would bully people, but on the other hand he was a 
fantastic ambassador to be working for if he respected you. 
 
Q: So you were hauling a piano up the hill. 

 

HULL: Yeah, we hauled the piano up the hill and Charlie Wick played the piano and that 
was that. Then the piano got hauled back down the hill I presume. But it was just 
characteristic of the sorts of things that Charlie Wick demanded that I became more 
familiar with during the period after my tour of duty in Mogadishu, but we will get to 
that. In Mogadishu, once again, we had a very active English teaching program and we 
worked very actively with schools of education there in terms of teaching English in the 
schools, of trying to have Fulbrighters despite the circumstances in the country. We got 
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some interesting private sector programs of one sort or another. One of the most 
fascinating ones was when we had the University of South Carolina with our assistance 
set up a Somali equivalent of the Foreign Service Institute to train Somali diplomats. This 
was a very active program with Mark Delancey, head of the political science department 
there or international affairs. Mark Delancey and his wife at the time, Virginia Delancey 
who is now at Northwestern University. The two of them did very well. They had a 
couple of graduate students who now are very prominent Africanists on Somalia. One is 
at Davidson College; the other is at, I believe, Loyola of Chicago. They dedicated their 
lives to the study of Somalia. So it really was a very profitable exchange program I think 
for the United States. 
 
Q: Was this funded by the USIS? 

 

HULL: Yes it was funded through our private sector program, where they would give out 
money to universities to undertake specific projects. This was unusual. 
 
Q: It wasn’t the direct linkage, but citizen’s exchange. 

 

HULL: Sort of. We got it linked up with the university and the ministry of foreign affairs 
in essence. It was a great program. We also were very active in terms of the media and 
our work with the Somali Ministry of information that controlled all the media outlets: 
the national news agency, the television station, their radio, newspapers, everything was 
government controlled. It was headed by Colonel Jess who was a senior Ogaden fighter 
and years later a prominent warlord. This meant that everything that came out of that 
ministry therefore pertained to his Somali clan and the Ogaden people, and to regaining 
the Ogaden. So they sort of kept alive that xenophobia about regaining the Ogaden even 
after the war with Ethiopia. This was a very repressive regime. The President’s son-in-
law, General Morgan was one of the problematic people who later became the butcher of 
Hargeysa, destroying the city of Hargeysa and killing large numbers of people there. A 
number of people turned out to be warlords in their re-incarnations. It was a fascinating 
place. But at the time we were aligned for better or worse with Somalia and the regime. 
The ambassador was the one who essentially dealt with Siad Barre who as a person slept 
by day and operated by night. So if you wanted to have an appointment with Siad Barre 
you would generally do it about midnight. He was a chain smoker who worked from 
midnight to dawn. An very unusual kind of way of operating. We also worked a lot with 
the legislature although it was of course kind of a Potemkin legislature in Somalia. We 
mostly worked with people in education some of whom now of course live in the United 
States as they had to escape the subsequent conflicts in Somalia. One of the funny parts 
to go back to the Cold War was I recall having there an AMPART, American Participant 
speaker who came to talk about American foreign policy in Africa, a very prominent 
person whose names slips me at the moment. We agreed beforehand that one of his 
programming venues would be the police academy where the audience would be 
primarily senior military officers and senior police officers. The idea was to bring in a 
specialist in American foreign policy so they would understand that Somalia was not the 
center of the universe and we had a lot of other concerns and priorities in Africa besides 
Somalia, so they should be grateful for what they got from us, that we were not totally 
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consumed by the Cold War, and that was not our only motivation for promoting 
democracy. We had lots of other priorities in Africa but as it happened, but because of the 
circumstances that we were aligned with them and the Soviets were aligned with 
Ethiopia. So we had agreed beforehand that he would speak to American foreign policy 
writ large with Africa, and to the extent there were questions from the audience specific 
to Somalia that I would tackle those as the public affairs officer so that he would not get 
trapped in talking about something he did not know a lot about because he was not a 
Somali specialist. Somewhere along the line there were questions and answers. There was 
a person in the audience, a senior colonel who raised his hand and said, “Now Mr. Hull, I 
would like you to tell me if tomorrow the Russians and the Cubans would come marching 
in from Ethiopia and march down to Mogadishu and capture our country, who would be 
the losers? Certainly it wouldn’t be we Somalis because we would just disappear into the 
bush with our camels. So who would be the real losers if the Russians and the Cubans 
were to take over Somalia?” So I said to him, “Well, this is your country, so of course 
you would be the true losers if the Soviets and the Cubans were to come in from Ethiopia 
and take over your country.” I went back and the following morning I related this 
question and the answer to Ambassador Oakley, so he could hear what was on their 
minds. He looked at me and said, “Tom, you got your answer all wrong. The real losers 
would be the Russians and the Cubans because they would be stuck with this place.” 
 
Q: That is a good one. 

 

HULL: And I think that sort of reflects the nature of our dilemma in Somalia. We 
certainly were not enamored of Siad Barre . We were heavily criticized for being in bed 
with Siad Barre, but because of the nature of the Cold War Somalia had some advantages 
to us. It had the longest air strip in all of Africa in Berbera so our P-3 Orions flying out of 
Diego Garcia could track Soviet submarines as well as the Soviet naval base on Socotra 
Island between Yemen and Somalia and what have you. But in general it had no 
resources. Its most valuable resources were camels and meerschaum which were not real 
big in terms of the world economy. So it was not a significant place except in a geo-
strategic sense as we have seen now with the piracy and proximity to Yemen and the 
Middle East. 
 
Q: I have been wanting to ask you, it is 2010 now. Somalia has fallen apart very badly 

multiple times since you were there. Looking back did this all seem like it played out the 

way you might have imagined? Were you surprised? Second question, was it functioning 

reasonably well compared to now. 

 

HULL: It was functioning badly but it had a functioning government, and Siad Barre of 
course, was very authoritarian. So much so that when there were dissident, more extreme, 
Moslem Imams, he simply hung them. That sent the message to everyone don’t be 
extreme. So he suppressed any inclination toward Islamic extremism. Somalia is an 
unusual country because it is one of only two countries in Africa where the people of the 
country are basically of one ethnic group, Somalis. The other being Swaziland where 
people were basically Swazis. But the Somalis like the Scottish are divided into clans and 
sub clans. They fail to see that their strength is in their unity and their weakness is in their 
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disunity because of ancient animosities among these clans and sub clans. The way Siad 
Barre ruled was to arm them all with AK-47s, buy their support by arming them all, 
which worked until he became so weak that he could no longer control the situation as he 
grew older. When I left, I served there from 1983 to 1986, three years, it was a very 
peaceful country. Somalis were a wonderful people to interact with. There were many 
issues that we dealt with, whether it was freedom of expression or female genital 
mutilation or what have you, where we had a lot of latitude in programming. We also did 
a wonderful publication that I will show you in Somali and English that USAID co-
funded. Even though they said they couldn’t pay for publicity they somehow managed to 
buy the paper and I paid for the printing, a wonderful glossy publication on our USAID 
program. We had good interagency cooperation with the embassy. Even our friends from 
another agency funded English programs for military officers and police. So we had all 
that. So it appeared when I lived there like this was a very manageable country. They 
were all Somalis. There were divisions between the north and the south where there was a 
difference between British colonial rule and Italian colonial rule. Nevertheless, the whole 
thing could function. But when I left, one of my least favorite FSNs said to me, “You 
know Mr. Hull, you are good to be going now because when Siad Barre leaves power, we 
are all gong to start killing each other.” I just didn’t see it. I was so blind to this that when 
he said it I was really shocked. I did have the good fortune when I was there in the first 
part of my tour to have a tremendous Assistant Public Affairs Officer in Jan Hartman 
who was at that time was married to a Spaniard and had a different surname. She 
mastered the Somali language like nobody else. She was fluent in Somali, which is a very 
difficult language. I spent two or three months studying it. It was kind of a fiasco for FSI 
because they had nobody to teach Somali, and they finally evaluated me with an Arabic 
Linguist, and there is no connection whatsoever between Arabic and Somali. So he kept 
asking my teacher who was the only person they had to test me, “How was I doing?” Of 
course the teacher wanted to be hired again so he said I was doing terrific. He wanted to 
give me a 3-3 after two months. They said, No that can’t work, so they gave me a 1-1 
which is probably at least half above where I was. It was a very difficult language. But 
she mastered it and eventually married a very famous Somali historian called Mooktar. 
Mooktar means history in Somali. I forget his full name. but in any case, she was so well 
connected it meant that by consequence I was also very well informed about what was 
going on at that time. She left after my first or second year in Somalia and that capacity 
greatly diminished within our office. But we had some very fine FSNs. You know, 
Somalis like many Arab countries have three names. Their own name, their father’s 
names and then the grandfather’s name which could lead to interesting names. For 
example my admin assistant Mohammed Mohammed Mohammed, and was known as 3-
M because they all had to have nicknames. They were on the whole something of a 
roguish but delightful group to work with. I had a good staff that I was very pleased with, 
and it was just wonderful to go out and sit under thorn trees in rural areas and eat goat 
that had been cooked over fires with Somalis who had used a kind of Saffron or Jasmine 
rice. It was really very pleasant. 
 
Q: It sounds very idyllic. So where did this cynicism come from, basically dealing with 

the head of state? 
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HULL: Well they had a little corruption, denial of human rights by and large. I mean it 
was a one party dictatorship under Siad Barre, so people were impoverished. There 
wasn’t much hope of advocating human rights in that situation. We could criticize them 
but it wasn’t going to change anything. It was an economic basket case. There wasn’t 
much prospect for progress or change. The Somalis all considered themselves to be not as 
Africans but as Arabs. They looked down their noses at Africans as nothing more than 
potential slaves. There was very much of a skin caste in the country, and if you had 
darker skin you were relegated to lower jobs. Anything that was technological like being 
a blacksmith was a lower job versus being a nomad with your camels which was the 
highest form of economic enterprise in the country. So they tried very much to be more 
Arab than the Arabs. They believed that they were direct descendants of the Prophet 
Mohammed. Whenever they voted in the Arab League, they were certainly in the lead in 
castigating Israel for example because they wanted to prove to the Arabs that they were 
very Arab themselves. So it was a very frustrating country to deal with because we very 
much knew that Siad Barre’s relationship with us was based not on ideology. He liked the 
Soviet ideology, the rhetoric, the autocratic rule and so forth, but because of 
circumstances his lot was cast with the United States of America. So there was not any 
sort of natural affinity between us and Siad Barre. At the same time at that time the 
Somalis themselves were delightful people to be doing things with. 
 
Q: The prophetic words of your FSN it turned out. You said earlier that Siad Barre, 

divide and conquer was his way of staying in power. Maybe he made a fatal mistake in 

arming everybody. Would you say that it is almost logical that as he got older and lost 

control the country would fall apart? 

 

HULL: Well in hindsight of course. It didn’t have to happen that way, if he had set up an 
appropriate succession with his strong man to follow. But like many African leaders he 
was never really prepared to be anything except to be a lifetime leader and never really 
prepared for what would happen after he died. So after he died his supporters simply 
formed their own factions and turned on each other. 
 
Q: Did that happen quite quickly? 

 

HULL: Yes, very quickly. Even before he left, things were starting to unravel as he was 
seen as being so weak, and he had to go into exile in Lagos where somewhat ironically I 
found that he was one of my neighbors down the street. When I was the PAO in Nigeria, 
he was a couple of streets away. I never saw him there. He always was behind his walls. 
He lived there for a few years until he died of natural causes in the early 90’s. 
 
Q: Fascinating, tantalizing note for our next episode. Any parting thoughts on Somalia 

because I think actually you went from Somalia to DC. 

 

HULL: Yes I did. I went from Somalia to Washington. That was because Ambassador 
Oakley eventually left post and was replaced by the Chargé John Hirsch. It was a real eye 
opener for John to be in Somalia as it was for all of us. John Hirsch did that for a few 
months, and then Ambassador Peter Bridges came. Peter had spent most of his career 
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doing tours of duty in Rome. I think he wanted to be an Ambassador and came to 
Somalia because I think some Italians must have told him that Somalia was still an 
extension of the Roman Empire. There were still arches that had been built in the 
Mussolini era, and there were lots of people who spoke Italian and the national dish of 
Somalia was pasta. However, the Somali alphabet did not have the letter P so they used 
the letter B, which made it Basta. The Somali alphabet in point of fact was never written 
until Siad Barre came to power I believe in 1968. There had been this debate about what 
kind of alphabet, Roman, Arabic, or the linguistic alphabet symbols, should be used. 
 
Q: The phonetic alphabet. 

 

HULL: The phonetic alphabet. So there was this debate and Siad Barre resolved it by 
simply declaring for the Roman Alphabet. But that really wasn’t very helpful to a 
foreigner because Somali is a very difficult language, related to very few languages in the 
world, akin to Finnish, Hungarian, Somali and something else. A very weird kind of 
relationship. I think that pretty much covers Somali. 
 
We certainly had some memorable cultural events there. One thing we could do was 
cultural programming. One of the most memorable was a music group from Appalachia 
that played the spoons and this sort of thing. Their music involved slapping their bodies, 
so they would slap their arms and chest and their knees and heads and rattle the spoons 
and so forth to make music. We took them out to the universities to perform. The next 
day all the spoons were missing from the cafeterias at the schools because all the students 
were trying to figure out how to play the spoons. So it was a wonderful thing giving 
exposure to a type of American music they had not had exposure to. That was good. 
 
We were in the old ramshackle embassy downtown that was always in danger of 
collapse, and our cultural center across the street. One of my few accomplishments I 
think in Mogadishu was re-opening the American library in the cultural center. It had 
been closed some years before, I think in 1968 when Siad Barre came to power and 
embraced the Soviets. I spent a lot of time trying to persuade Washington that it was time 
to re-open the library. That was very difficult particularly because I had a somewhat 
cynical desk officer Neal Walsh, my good friend, who kept calling it Dogpatch by the 
Sea. I had a big falling out with the deputy area director who was well known for not 
being too critical of Neal. When the area director at the time Ambassador Clingerman, 
who was a State Department officer, came out to post, I lined up every minister in 
government to hammer him on the need for an American cultural library there. So, 
Ambassador Clingerman went back and persuaded the agency to come up with money to 
re-establish the library in Mogadishu. Who knows where it is now, but at the time it was 
real progress. 
 
Q: Very hypothetical but could we have played our hand differently. We were involved 

with policy back at that time in a sense. You were doing cultural exchange. 

 

HULL: I don’t think we could because there was no real opposition to Siad Barre. There 
was no opposition party we could work with. We had our only alternative was to work 
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with the government. There were no civil society organizations. We just essentially found 
ourselves with one option and that was Siad Barre for better or worse. I think 
Ambassador Oakley and others realized this was not the best of all circumstances but it is 
the one we had, and it did have some geo strategic utility because of the location of the 
country and our military involvement. It was a problem for the Soviet having the 
Americans in Somalia even if all we gave them was uniforms and radios and some 
vehicles and some anti tank weapons. It was nevertheless sufficient for them to at least 
resist the Ethiopians should they think about wanting to invade again. 
 
Q: And ironically the Ethiopians were in the back a year and a half ago. 

 

HULL: That is true. This animosity has continued for a long time, and of course for 
Ethiopia one of the regions of the country is the Somali region where lots of Somalis live. 
A benighted area of the country where nothing grows and nothing really to fight over 
except for good land for camels to walk through. But really nothing. Somalia one of the 
things that struck me about Somalia is how inhospitable it was to human life. When you 
look at it you wonder why did these people stay in Somalia when it could barely support 
human life. Were these simply the dregs of the Earth that could not go elsewhere. Many 
Somalis left the country. They were very eager to leave the country. They would go to 
Yemen. Somalis went in very large numbers. They would take boats and go to Yemen. 
They would export cattle and sheep to Egypt from Yemen, although that was cut off 
when they had some livestock diseases, rinderpest and that sort of thing that made it 
impossible to even export those animals. Of course one of their major exports were 
camels, but they would only export male camels because if they exported female camels 
it meant that some other country could get the corner on the camel market. But really, 
there was not very much of any significance. They did grow some things like the best 
watermelon I have ever eaten, and all we had to eat most of the time there were lobsters 
from the ocean. Jill and I remember many occasions when we would come home and our 
kitchen floor, which was very large, would be crawling with lobsters that our cook was 
getting ready to throw into the pot and then freeze. 
 
Another interesting program we did at the time, you may recall it, was we started getting 
the ABC Nightly News on video tape. We used to show that every week at my residence 
for senior officials in foreign affairs who wanted to know something more about how the 
other side of the world was being viewed. So that was very useful as were feature films 
which I had mentioned I had shown outdoors in Ouagadougou. I did the same thing in 
Mogadishu. Every month we would have a different film and a huge turnout of our target 
audience coming to those, which was fascinating because it was a country where the 
people were 99% Moslem. The people who would come to my reception first of all if I 
didn’t serve pork which they referred to as white beef, they would be very upset because 
they liked to have white beef at an American residence. And in great quantities they 
consumed my hard liquor as well. I had a little exposure there of going to the homes of 
Saudi diplomats and being astonished by how much liquor they were serving in their 
homes as well. So a lot of hypocrisy was there, but as I said, Siad Barre had cracked 
down on Muslim extremists. The other thing he did was combat terrorism. A Lufthansa 
plane was hijacked by some terrorists to Berbera. He allowed the Germans to come in 
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and storm the plane and free the passengers and kill the hijackers. As a reward Lufthansa 
started allowing Somali airlines to fly to Germany and maintained the aircraft, and they 
would train the pilots, so we could actually fly with some confidence. More so than any 
other African airline except South African Airlines that we had flown on, which was an 
interesting element at that time. 
 
In many ways Mogadishu was not an easy post, but in many ways it was an enjoyable 
post because the people of the country at the time were a pleasure to work with. If I was 
in Somalia at some other time, perhaps not. But we always had the problem, like in Zaire, 
that we were working with a very distasteful regime, or South Africa’s apartheid regime, 
although we scarcely worked with them. More often we were encouraging the opposition 
or at least dialogue. 
 
Q: Is this a career pattern? 

 

HULL: A career pattern, yes. Well we will get to my time in Nigeria with Sani Abacha, 
but in any case I have known some of the great dictators of Africa. 
 
Q: One of them as a neighbor in exile in Lagos. 

 

HULL: Yes as it happened while Sani Abacha was in power in Lagos. 
 
Q: So that is probably the bookend of this conversation. 

 

HULL: Perhaps so unless you would like to go on to my Washington tour. 
 
Q: So let’s go on to another segment. 

 

HULL: Well, after Somalia it was very evident that I needed to go back to Washington 
because I had been overseas for nine years. I went over in 1977 and it was coming up to 
1986 when I was leaving Somalia. It was very clear that my career path dictated that I 
had to serve in Washington which I really did not want to do . I joined the foreign service 
with the idea that you serve in foreign countries, not in Washington. Certainly that was a 
philosophy in USIA where your career was enhanced by serving overseas more so than 
serving in Washington, unlike the State Department which was pretty much the opposite 
and people were expected to spend more time in Washington, especially in policy 
positions if they could. But we had the freedom to implement out policies overseas if we 
were in USIA, particularly if you were in some place like Mogadishu where it was 
extremely difficult to phone Washington or have Washington phone you, or if 
Washington got through to hang up and tell them we got cut off. You had a lot of latitude. 
 
Q: I wouldn’t imagine that you would ever do such a thing. 

 

HULL: So, as my tour was winding down, my ambassador, Peter Bridges, was a 
delightful person but had not the foggiest idea what Somalia was all about, because he 
had never served in Africa, but he had served in Rome. He asked me what I wanted to do. 
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I said that I wanted to serve in personnel and I had been told I could have a career 
counselor position in USIA, which in USIA was a good Washington assignment to have, 
because you could spend your two years in Washington arranging your own onward 
assignment. But my ambassador had other ideas because he was good friends with Stan 
Burnett the counselor of USIA which was the senior foreign service position in the 
agency. Stan had been the public affairs officer in Rome when Peter was political 
counselor, so they were good friends. He decided on his own to send a telegram to 
Washington to say, “Stan if you ever have an opening in your office you cannot do better 
than to have Tom Hull come work for you.” He wanted to send this, and I couldn’t say to 
my ambassador I don’t want to do this. Don’t send this cable. I figured the idea was 
remote because there weren’t any vacancies announced in the counselor’s office, so it 
really didn’t matter. So he sends off this cable and then a month or two later there is 
suddenly an announcement that there is an opening in the counselor’s office for the 
executive assistant, the number one person to the counselor of the agency. Because of my 
ambassador’s cable I felt obliged to submit a bid but let it be known to HR that I realized 
that I have been paneled for a career counselor position and therefore it didn’t make 
sense, but the politics of the situation demanded that I put in a bid. Well I put in the bid, 
and back then you had to do it by cable. We didn’t have E-mail or whatever, so the 
ambassador would see the cable. So the ambassador sends another cable back to Stan 
Burnett to say my PAO has bid on your executive assistant person. This is the best guy 
going. You have to take him to be your executive assistant. But since I already had 
another job I assumed everybody would disregard it, particularly since a large number of 
people, Washington weenies especially, wanted to be executive assistant to the counselor. 
So I breathe kind of easy until one day I get this phone call out of the blue in Mogadishu 
from Stan Burnett. I said to myself this is one I better not hang up on. He said, “Well I 
have talked to a lot of people about you in the agency and your ambassador thinks highly 
of you, and I think highly of your ambassador. So I would really like you to come to 
Washington to be my executive assistant. This has been a very competitive position. 
About 35 people have applied for the job. But I have decided I don’t want somebody who 
has served in Europe as I have, because I know a lot about Europe. I want somebody who 
has served outside of Europe to show the people in places like Africa they can be 
rewarded for their service.” I said, “Well Mr. Burnett, that is very nice of you. But I have 
already have been assigned to another job as career counselor.” He responded, “Well of 
course I can break any assignment.” So I said, “Well Mr. Burnett let me think about this. 
I have been working 24/7/365 days a year for a very long time now at some very difficult 
posts. When in Washington I really would like to have a nine to five position so I could 
see something of my family,” what have you. Whereupon he assured me that they always 
left the office at 5:00 because they all had to catch their transportation home, and not to 
worry about it. So I was de facto stuck because he took away my only excuse, which was 
my family, so ultimately I had to concede and take this position in Washington. 
 
Actually it turned out to be a godsend for my career because nobody in Washington 
outside of AF knew who I was, and working as number two to Stan Burnett in a kind of 
style that I think Stan Burnett wanted, which was a style where we did not impose 
vocally on people but we imposed quietly on people, and got them to do what we wanted 
was very much appreciated. It was a fascinating insight for me to be on the top of the 
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agency in that I hand to attend Director Wick’s staff meetings, his weekly staff meetings. 
It was all the assistant directors of USIA and the head of the VOA (Voice of America). If 
there was a problem with the VOA I was the person who was sent over to deal with the 
head of the VOA whatever it was that was wanted on our side of the street, that sort of 
thing. It was just fascinating watching Wick as I sat on the wall and watched the people 
around the table. At some point, I guess his doctor told him he had to have more fiber. So 
when he would hold these meetings after the Secretary of State’s meetings over at the 
Department he would come back and tell us what had happened, he would go around the 
room hearing from people what they had to say. And he didn’t want to hear very much 
from people. Director Wick wanted them to take about one or two minutes to tell him 
something they thought he should know. As an area director you better damn well know 
what the director’s priorities were and what sort of subject he wanted to hear about and 
not some obscure subject that was of no interest to him. He would sit at the head of the 
table with his big bowl of popcorn to get his fiber. He would sit there and eat his popcorn 
as all the senior people of USIA, the head of the Bureau of Educational and Cultural 
Affairs, the head of IIP, the head of Asia, NEA, Africa and so forth would report to him. 
He would have no tolerance for anybody who would talk about anything that seemed 
irrelevant to him or who was going on too long. He would cut them off and go on to the 
next person. All the way around the table until he would get to the Inspector General of 
USIA who was of course an independent authority. That guy was an idiot who sat there 
and would always talk about taking his grandchildren to Disneyland or some other 
absolutely inane irrelevant topic. You could see that Wick sort of steaming with the pop 
corn going in and the steam coming out the ears, knowing that he had to sit through this 
crap because this was the Inspector General who could nail him for some of the things 
that he did that people would get very upset about, such as insisting that he be authorized 
to carry a weapon and this sort of stuff, and have his bullet proof raincoat in case they 
wanted to assassinate him, the Soviets, and what have you. But a lot of our work did deal 
with initiatives concerning Glasnost, working with the Russians. So it was fascinating 
and I worked very closely with John Kordek who at that time the head of the office of 
European Affairs, but also with all of the directors of the bureaus and areas in USIA and 
their key people, like Rick Ruth for example. We worked very closely together at that 
point. Rick eventually because he was so good, the expert on Soviet affairs and the Soviet 
desk officer in the agency, I guess when Kordek became the counselor of the agency after 
Burnett, and I stayed on as his assistant, Rick Ruth went over and became the executive 
assistant to Marvin Stone, the deputy director of the agency. 
 
Being there gave me some interesting insights, very interesting stories. Charles Wick 
being a close friend of the president did get USIA a seat at the National Security Council. 
I would hear tales because when Wick and Stone were out of the office. Burnett would go 
over to NSC meetings, or Burnett would be asked to go along to the White House along 
with Charlie Wick for whatever they needed to talk about at the White House. I 
remember for example, one time he came back and Burnett would confide I me that these 
things because I was his confidante and his aide, and I was discrete. He’d say I just 
couldn’t’ believe it. There is Charlie Wick, an intimate of the president for years and 
years, and his wife, Mary Beth I think it was, so close to Mrs. Reagan and part of their 
children’s car pool in California. Charlie Wick says to me coming back in the car to the 
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agency, “I don’t know how Ronnie puts up with that bitch,” referring to the first lady of 
the Untied States. Or on another occasion they had a G-8 or G-7, whatever it was in those 
days, meeting in Venice. There were many stories of Charlie Wick at that meeting. That 
meeting coincided with a major event in the Persian Gulf with Iran. I forget whether it 
was the Iranian missile hit our ship or the accidental shooting down of an Iranian airliner. 
 
Q: Libyan. 

 

HULL: No, it was an Iranian airliner in the Persian Gulf. But one of those two incidents, I 
would have to go back and look at a chronology to see what it was, but what it required 
was a National Security Council meeting with the President of the Untied States chairing 
this meeting immediately on return from Italy, which meant of course Ronald Reagan 
was jet lagging when they had to have the National Security Council meeting. The 
National Security Council meeting is one where you go very crisply around the room, 
and the Secretary of Defense gets three or four minutes, and the Secretary of State gets 
three or four minutes, and so forth as people go around the table and give their opinions 
on the crisis and what should be done. At the time, because of Charlie Wick, USIA had a 
seat at the table. Because Charlie Wick out of town and so was Marvin Stone, Stan 
Burnett went to this meeting. He came back and said, “You wouldn’t believe what 
happened.” I said, “well try me.” He said, “Well we started going around the table in the 
room with everybody giving their advice to the president, and the president fell asleep.” 
 
Q: I knew it. No one knew what to do. 

 

HULL: Nobody knew what to do, so they decided to continue going around the table 
giving their bits of advice to the president. At some point while they were going around 
the table the president suddenly woke up, looked around the room. The room went silent. 
Then he proceeded to tell one of his Irish jokes. Then he went back to sleep. They 
continued around the room. Then I went home that night after Burnett told me this and 
turned on the news to see what it had to say about the crisis. Well, the National Security 
Council met today on the crisis of the Persian Gulf, but they were unable to come to a 
conclusion, so they are going to meet again tomorrow. That is how our government 
works. So Wick was back in town and went the following day, so Burnett didn’t get to go 
to the follow up. That is a little insight into Reagan as President. 
 
Another fascinating story was Charlie Wick came back from the White House in the 
depths of the Iran-Contra controversy, which I had only taken marginal interest in. I 
know the whole country was occupied by it, but my interest was Africa, and at the time 
Russia and the relations with Russia, what have you. I just wasn’t that into Iran-Contra. It 
was sort of an outrageous deal that took place with Ollie North and all of these people at 
the time. But Wick came back to the Agency because the president had received a copy 
of a draft of his speech to the American people explaining the Iran-Contra and how 
terrible it was. The President looked at Charlie and said, “Charlie I am not very happy 
about this speech. Would you see if somebody in your agency could write me a better 
speech. So Charlie Wick naturally turns to Stan Burnett and said, “Stan, we have got to 
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have somebody write a speech on Iran-Contra that the President can deliver to the 
American people.” First of all Stan Burnett then turned to me. 
 
My whole career primarily focused on cultural affairs or doing press releases, but 
certainly I never had an ambassador who needed me to write speeches for him at that 
stage of my career. So I knew nothing about writing speeches much less a speech for the 
President except to say, “My fellow Americans,” at the beginning. Secondly I thought 
how does this deal with the idea that our agency is not supposed to be propagandizing to 
the American people. But on the other hand I couldn’t very easily say to Charlie Wick, 
“Please go tell the President that we are not allowed to deliver a message to the American 
people.” So I took the speech the White House had prepared for the president. I didn’t 
know what to write but damn it I had to write something. So I just sort of rephrased 
everything that was in there and gave it back to them. Charlie Wick was glad to have a 
piece of paper that said something, and sent it back to the White House. The White House 
passed it back to the speech writers who were offended that anybody else was tinkering 
with their word smithing. So in the end I listened to the speech, and the only parts of 
mine that were left in were my fellow Americans and I think there was one sentence that 
I added that remained in the final draft of the President’s speech on the Iran contra affair. 
But I never told anybody about having to do this because I was very uncomfortable with 
the whole idea of anybody at USIA writing a speech to the American people on foreign 
policy. 
 
Q: Good point. This is a hotly debated subject right now. The Pentagon is looking at 

reversing the Smith-Mundt Act. 

 

HULL: Exactly. So that is a problem. So that was a sensitivity, but nobody else seemed 
to be sensitive to that, not Stan Burnett and certainly not Charlie Wick. So I had a terrific 
tour of duty in Washington as executive assistant to the counselor. One of the highlights 
was actually running the foreign press operation in Washington for a White House 
summit between Gorbachev and Reagan and getting to see Gorbachev and Reagan at that 
time. We did that at a Marriott Hotel down there near the White House and had a big 
operation going. It didn’t require too much work for me because I delegated a lot of it to 
the Foreign Press Center and drew bodies from throughout the agency to come and staff 
the whole thing, but it was a very interesting and exciting thing to do. 
 
Q: This would have been ’87 or ’88? 

 

HULL: December, 1987. 
 
I worked in this office from ’86 to ’88. While I was in the office one of the things that 
happened was that Stan Burnett left. He had switched positions. He was assigned to be 
PAO Paris but wanted to go to London and somebody else was assigned to London. They 
decided to switch assignments. The more Stan Burnett thought about it, he was offered a 
great job with CSIS with Ambassador Abshire who handled the Iran-Contra mess for the 
president. Abshire went off to head CSIS and asked Stan to come along. Stan looked at it 
and decided it would be more lucrative to retire at that point and go to CSIS, which was a 
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great loss for USIA, because Stan was a very adept at moderating extreme ideas and 
decisions of Director Wick who was always prepared to fire people, not understanding he 
couldn’t fire people in the Foreign Service and things like that. We spent a lot of our time 
simply protecting area directors and PAOs who had offended Director Wick, at the same 
time fighting back against Worldnet which was making all sorts of exorbitant claims as to 
its effectiveness, basing that largely on percentage of potential viewers in hotel rooms 
throughout Europe, that sort of thing, when in fact most people in those hotel rooms, if 
they were watching TV at all were unlikely to be watching Worldnet. So that was some 
of the dynamics that we had there at the time. I guess they liked the job that I did because 
after Burnett I stayed on briefly for the following… 
 
Q: Kordek. 

 

HULL: After Kordek. He became PAO in London, Michael Pistor. He later became 
Ambassador to Malawi. It was a job that Gosende thought he was going to get, and he 
had unfortunately let the counselor of the agency know that he was going to get this 
ambassadorship. The counselor went to the director of the agency and said, “This is 
unfair. Gosende should not be getting an ambassadorship. He is only the African Area 
director. I as counselor of the agency should have this ambassadorship. So the director of 
the agency at the time and I am not sure which one it was, then went to the White House. 
It was before Cato I think. Went to the White House and they undercut the State 
Department and Gosende did not get the ambassadorship and it was paneled for this 
particular counselor of USIA. It was a very ugly sort of thing. So Gosende did not get this 
ambassadorship. In any case I served for varying lengths of time for three counselors 
during my two years. Kordek was also an unfortunate situation. His experience was in 
Europe and Latin America. He repeatedly tried to get ambassadorships in Latin America 
and come very close but then got shot down. Finally an Ambassadorship opened up in 
Botswana and one in Niger. So he said, “Which one should I take.?” I said, “Well the 
better one is going to be Botswana for a variety of reasons, political and also life style 
and everything else.” But unfortunately all Kordek wanted was the ambassadorial title 
and then go back to the Polish American community in Chicago and use his title as 
Ambassador. So it was a real disservice and embarrassment to the State Department and 
USIA that we had an ambassador who went out and lasted only one year. USIA got very 
few ambassadorships. I liked John Kordek but that was a disappointment. 
 
At the time they not only wanted me to stay on after Burnett left, but to stay after this 
other counselor came in. I only worked for him for two or three months. But at the time 
of Kordek they wanted me to go over and be executive assistant to Marvin Stone the 
Deputy Director of the agency, at which time Rick Ruth was still in EU working Soviet 
affairs. I had decided I did not want to stay in Washington. I wanted to go overseas. I was 
a class one officer and was told I would never get promoted to the Senior Foreign Service 
unless I served someplace out of Africa. So I looked around and said, what would be a 
really fascinating post outside of Africa at this particular time? A PAO-ship was opening 
up in Czechoslovakia. I also needed the hard language to get into the Senior Foreign 
Service. I though well I could study Czech. The counselor and everybody said, “Well, we 
would really like to give you Czechoslovakia, but there is one person who is more 
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deserving than you, who had done great work on the Soviet Union, and that is Rick Ruth. 
So they gave the job to Rick Ruth. They said we want you to become executive assistant 
to the deputy director, which I would have gladly done, but I wanted to go back overseas 
and not be in that Washington environment. So I talked to Rick. It turned out Rick did not 
want to go to Czechoslovakia because his wife was studying at a university or something, 
in any case his wife did not want to go overseas. Rick wanted to stay in the U.S. Rick was 
a foreign service officer. So Rick and I cut a deal. The executive assistant to Marvin 
Stone was a good friend of both of us. I forget who that was. It may have been Steve 
Chaplin at the time. We persuaded him that the best thing to do because Marvin Stone 
loved Rick Ruth, was for him to become executive assistant to Marvin Stone and that 
opened the way for me to go to Czechoslovakia. So that is what we did and that is how 
Rick ended up first in the deputy director’s office and then became executive assistant to 
the director and switched to civil service because his wife did not want to go overseas. 
 
Q: Been there ever since to this day. 

 

HULL: Oh is he still there? He is in ECA or something isn’t he? 
 
Q: Right but he moved as that office moved over to… 

 

HULL: R. 
 

Q: Yes, R. 

 

HULL: Jeremy Curtain went in there at some time. Oh in any case that reminds me, I was 
trying to remember the name of our PAO in Addis, it was Jeremy Carper. 
 
Q: Of course. 

 

HULL: We won’t digress there, but Jeremy Curtain was in R. I could in any case have 
stayed on and become the Rick Ruth in the executive office, but I decided I would much 
rather be the PAO in Czechoslovakia. At the time some very exciting things were going 
on in central Europe. So I went off with my good wife to spend eleven months studying 
the Czech language seven hours a day. Just the two of us with a tutor. I had not drunk 
coffee in my life until that point. Then I took up drinking coffee because that is the only 
way I could get through seven hours a day of Czech language study. But it was really 
worthwhile for what turned out to be a very significant tour of duty. 
 
Q: Which I guess began in 1989. 

 

HULL: In August of 1989, so maybe we can leave that until tomorrow morning. 
 
Q: The fall game of communism in November. 

 

HULL: Well I didn’t have much time to do it but I did it. PAOs have worked for years to 
bring down communism. 
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Q: You succeeded. 

 

HULL: Well it took me two or three months, but I was able to do it. So anyway I can tell 
you how I did it when we continue our session. 
 
Q: Excellent, we will in a few hours. 

 

We have now made it to the following day, January, 9, 2010, Dan Whitman and 

Ambassador Tom Hull. Yesterday we left in our last episode you had arranged with Rick 

Ruth a job slot basically, and the outcome of it was that you were assigned to Prague in a 

very fortuitous time. August of ’89 an incredible time to be there. Then what? 

 

HULL: Well in professional terms it was a real growth opportunity as had been the 
position of executive assistant to the counselor of the agency, which gave me wonderful 
insight into how the agency worked and interacted with the rest of the U.S. government. 
Going to Prague was also a wonderful career opportunity. It turned out to be not only a 
career opportunity, but also a personal and professional experience to be there at a very 
historic time and to participate in the fall of communism. I had no idea I would be so 
effective so quickly in bringing down communism that people had been trying to do since 
1948. 
 
Q: Well they just didn’t give it the effort that you did I think. 

 

HULL: I suppose, but I did succeed a very fine PAO, Mary Gawronski, and she had 
many other predecessors. It was an extremely difficult post just simply to live at in those 
days. The compensation was that Prague was a wonderful city; Czechoslovakia was a 
wonderful country, and the people of the country were absolutely delightful even in the 
dark days of communism. They could always joke cynically about their situation. The 
famous joke that they always told was the way communism works is we pretend to work 
and they pretend to pay us. So it was not a terribly productive society, but it had a 
wonderful culture of delicious beer and good humor and very nice people. 
 
Q: Didn’t they do a lot of the manufacturing for the Soviet Union? 

 

HULL: Yes they did. They had been part of the Austro-Hungarian empire, a key part of 
it. Royalty from Vienna built smaller versions of their palaces in Prague which were 
beautiful and delightful. Also the city had been spared destruction in both the first and 
second world wars. Unlike other cities throughout Europe there were a couple of stray 
bombs that hit Prague, but otherwise it was all intact going back hundreds of years. So it 
was a delightful. 
 
I arrived in Prague in August of 1989. Probably about the 17th or so because I think the 
18th was my first day in the office. I think of that because I have before me a copy of the 
communist newspaper, “Rude Pravo” which meant Red Truth. It was an oxymoron I 
guess. It tells the story in the communist newspaper of my arrival in Prague. It goes to 
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show you how sensitive the regime was to USIS. USIS was not really allowed in those 
communist countries, so we were always known as the Press and Culture Section of the 
embassy. What happened on my very first day in the office, I was invited to the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs. I thought that was very nice. It would be a challenge for my newly 
learned Czech, but I was so delighted that they wanted to welcome me to my tour of duty 
in Prague, in Czechoslovakia. But what really happened is they wanted to protest the 
activities of Radio Free Europe and the Voice of America and the way in which they 
were trying to subvert the government of Czechoslovakia. So there is this article here 
about how they berated the new officer of the American Embassy Mr. Thomas N. Hull. 
 
Q: Undermined the subject. 

 

HULL: I was sort of insulted. I know they were trying to feel me out, and see who this 
new kid was and perhaps intimidate me. But we were at a point in history where it was 
evident that they, the communists, were very weakened. And so every time they tried to 
engage me on Radio Free Europe especially, but to a lesser extent the Voice of America, 
I would simply tell them that wasn’t my responsibility, but how happy I was to be in 
Czechoslovakia. I am sure it was very frustrating for them. We were talking past each 
other. They were trying to deliver a demarche; I was trying to tell them how wonderful it 
was to be in their country. That was the way it started. Not long after I arrived we got a 
new American Ambassador. The previous American ambassador departed post not long 
before I arrived. I was pretty excited to find that my new ambassador was going to be 
Shirley Temple Black the former child star who was well known for films like, “Stand up 
and Cheer”, “Little Miss Marker”, and “Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm”, and who sang, 
“On the good Ship Lollypop.” I announced this to my daughter that Shirley Temple was 
going to be our ambassador. I remember her response, “But Daddy, isn’t she a little girl?” 
Because everybody was used to watching her films, children just didn’t relate to the fact 
that this was ancient history from the early days of Hollywood. It was kind of funny. 
There were a few articles in the newspapers. Some of us were reminded that Ambassador 
Black had previously been Ambassador to Ghana under President Ford in the mid 1970’s. 
Also during the 1980’s she ran the Ambassadorial training course for FSI, so she was no 
stranger to the world of embassies. Some people looked upon her as a bit superficial 
because of her, “Good Ship Lollypop.” In fact this article in front of me says, “Shirley 
Temple Black, the child movie star eternalized in American’s memory on the Good Ship 
Lollypop shortly will be named ambassador to Czechoslovakia.” So that was a cross she 
had to bear. Although she was very proud of her acting career, she was more irritated that 
everybody drank Shirley Temples for which she received no royalties. While I was in 
Czech language training she came to the State Department to get ready for her 
confirmation hearings and that is where I first met her. We hit it off pretty quickly, 
although I was a little taken aback by her very first question to me which was, “Tom, do 
you have a good joke book?” I said, “No, I don’t.” She said, “Well you better get one 
because I like to begin and end my speeches with jokes.” I thought, “Oh dear, here we 
go.” Plus my only experience with writing a speech was something of a fiasco with Iran-
Contra business that we discussed before. 
 
Q: I don’t think the speech was a fiasco. 
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HULL: Anyway so she was nominated and she was confirmed. By and large we had a 
delightful three years together. I arrived in late August, and she arrived just a few weeks 
later in Prague. There was another interesting aspect of this. She had a brother who had 
cerebral palsy, so she spent much of his life looking after him. So that was a cause she 
strongly supported, finding a cure for cerebral palsy. So she happened to be in Prague in 
1968 at a conference on the subject when the Soviets invaded. So she was actually there 
and had that connection which gave her some credibility to the Czechs. They learned that 
she was actually there. She was among the foreigners the American embassy had to 
evacuate from the country at that time. 
 
Q: So that is before being ambassador. She was there in August of ’68. 

 

HULL: So this was a very long time before. 
 
Q: As a private citizen. 

 

HULL: As a private citizen. So that was a very long time, much earlier in her life. But 
she had that little connection to Prague, and she was the kind of a person who knew how 
to maximize that kind of incident and get some diplomatic value out of it. She was 
immediately thrust into her work as I was into mine. There were people who wanted to 
interview her. I made one mistake early in her tour, the first week, for which she took me 
to the woodshed. That was in an interview with the New York Times in which because 
she was new she had me there sitting with her in this lovely palace that was the 
ambassador’s residence in Prague. She had me there as the New York Times 
correspondent was interviewing her. I would from time to time interject information to 
him amplifying what she was saying. Afterward she let me know that she never ever 
wanted to be interrupted during an interview because there was only one star on the stage. 
She very firmly told me this. I said, “Fine that is the way it is.” We worked very well. 
That is not to say I didn’t whisper in her ear from time to time. We would do lots of 
interviews. In fact we made a mistake one day when we did the very first live satellite 
interview from Prague to the United States for Good Morning America. Later in the day I 
believe it was for the CBS Evening News. In fact the anchor of the CBS Evening News 
whose name is slipping me, wrote about this interview in his memoirs, a book called, The 
Camera Never Blinks Twice. He was in Prague. He wanted a briefing. There was a 
description here of his visit to Prague. This was before Communism fell as I recollect. So 
it was within her first couple of months on post. Apparently there was a person who 
arranged interviews for this anchor person. 
 
He called him and he said, “There is good news and bad news. The good news is that the 

political officer will talk to you,” (meaning he was a little confused). He meant the public 

affairs officer. “The good news is the political officer will talk to you; the bad news is 

there is a price. You have to interview the ambassador and put her on the air.” “I 

muttered an expletive deleted,” says this anchor. “The Ambassador was Shirley Temple 

Black. I loved her in Bright Eyes and Curly Top when I was in grade school, but was not 

enthralled by her diplomatic credentials despite her previous appointments to Ghana and 
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White House Chief of Protocol under Gerald Ford. I said if we do the interview it is a 

deal?” Her handler said, “It is a deal.” 

 

We drove to the embassy where we had our pictures taken with some very squared away 

Marine Guards. I was a little embarrassed when one of them said, “Mr. Rather, [Dan 

Rather]. You are a marine aren’t you?” In truth my Marine Corps duty was cut short by 

a medical discharge, and I have too much respect for the corps to go around bragging 

about the service that didn’t amount to much. Just to go on. We had our briefing with the 

Political officer, a very good State Department product who did his job. He did not tell us 

one damn thing. 

 
Q: Is that you? 

 

HULL: Yes. 
 
Then we had our interview with the ambassador recently appointed to this extremely 

sensitive post in Prague. Shirley Temple Black could not have been nicer. She is a 

gracious woman, but I was impatient to get her interview out of the way. She settled 

herself on a grand antique chair from which her feet didn’t touch the floor. She was 

looking for what correspondents call face time, and we all understood it. In answer to the 

first few questions Mrs. Black proceeded to tell me that it was all very interesting what 

was happening in Berlin, but in Prague everything was tranquil. I, myself, in recent hours 

talked to the archbishop and foreign minister and very important people in the party. 

They all assured me that nothing like that was happening in East Germany could occur 

here and so forth and so on. 

 

Now inside the embassy I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. In the back of the room 

the political officer wore the look of a man whose underwear was too tight. At one point 

Mrs. Black said there were only 5000 Soviet troops in the country. At one point while we 

were changing tapes the officer coughed and said, Mr. Rather, Madame Ambassador the 

number is actually 55000. We finished the interview in time for CBS This Morning. I 

received the message later that the ambassador was not pleased with the results. But 

even as we were speaking the communist government was collapsing within a number of 

days, and within a matter of days it had fallen. 

 
I mention that because I was in on all of her interviews, very close with her. We did 
dozens of interviews throughout her career as ambassador because as she pointed out 
correctly, she had been doing media interviews since she was about three years old. She 
was so adept. And when people would take her picture, whether it was a journalist or just 
a visitor, she would know if her eye blinked, and she would say, “I blinked,” and she 
would have them take the photograph again. I mean she was that sensitive to how this 
worked. She was known because her films had been shown before the Second World War 
in Czechoslovakia, and her books were translated into Czech as well as other languages 
around the world. They did books basically summarizing her moves with pictures of her 
and so forth. There were Shirley Temple dolls and so forth, in the depression and early 
40’s. That wasn’t true only in the United States but around the world. Remarkably she 
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was an international figure. She herself saved MGM from collapse through her popularity 
in the 1930’s. 
 
Q: So ironically the ambassador said to CBS days before the fall of the government that 

she saw no signs of this happening. 

 

HULL: Well I don’t think that was entirely true, but let me come back to that in a little 
while. Because the streets in front of the embassy, we could not drive to work in October 
of 1989. We had to walk through the crowds of East German refugees. Our embassy’s 
property shared a wall with the West German embassy. All these East Germans had come 
after Hungary had opened its borders. Thousands and thousands of East Germans came to 
Prague. They abandoned their little cars, Trabants, all over the streets of Prague and left 
notes on them saying, “Take this car.” They took their few possessions mainly blankets 
and clothes to keep them warm because there was a chill at night, and they all went to the 
West German embassy to seek asylum. With the help of the Red Cross and the large yard 
behind the West German embassy they set up soup kitchens and tents for all of these East 
Germans. 
 
Q: Now this is one month before the wall. 

 

HULL: Yes. The period this is before the wall fell. But it continued and continued. We 
had this cul-de-sac that the British embassies and the American embassies were on. The 
entire cul-de-sac was wall to wall people, men women and children. Even the Czechs 
who did not want this to be happening. The Czechs put in porta-potties and soup kitchens 
were set up because the West German embassy could not absorb all these people. The 
street was just full of people who had abandoned their lives and possessions and were just 
living in the street in front of our embassy. 
 
Q: Why did they leave East Germany at that particular time? 

 

HULL: Because they wanted to go to the west. They were looking for a way out. 
 
Q: They couldn’t imagine the wall coming down. 

 

HULL: They were looking for asylum or something from the West Germans to get out. 
They really didn’t imagine the Wall getting out, but they believed it was going to be 
possible to get out of East Europe because the Hungarians had let people out. What 
happened, this gets the whole dynamic of the collapse of communism. What happened 
was that people in the west expected that if communism were to collapse it would first 
collapse in Hungary. They thought it would collapse last in East Germany where 
Honecker had been an absolute communist dictator for a very long time. They thought he 
would never fall. Therefore the next country that was likely to have a collapse of 
communism was Czechoslovakia. So I think a lot of East Germans came there thinking 
that this was the next weak link in communism. In point of fact the Czechs, for all their 
good values, one of them is that they do not take great risks, and they accommodate 
themselves to situations, The Good Soldier Švejk by Jaroslav Hašek sort of captures this. 
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So they were living on streets. They had all the international news media there. There 
was scaffolding on these old buildings being repaired in Prague. There is a wonderful 
picture that a Time Magazine photographer took from the scaffolding. It was on the cover 
of Time. All these people, this mass of people living in the streets. It was a bit of a 
problem for us in the embassy because East Germans would try to get there any way they 
can, and quite often they came through a large park behind our embassy, behind the West 
German Embassy. They would scale the wall. Sometimes they would scale the wall and 
end up on or our property. You had U.S. Marines who did not appreciate not official 
Americans being on the property. So we had to make a policy that was very clear to the 
Marines that if East Germans came over our wall, we would not stop them. We would 
direct them to the West German Embassy wall. They could climb over our wall. We did 
not want to be in a position of taking these people who were fleeing to freedom and 
turning them over to the communists. 
 
Q: And how were the West Germans at dealing with them? 

 

HULL: Well as I said, they were coping. They had the Red Cross setting up tents and 
food kitchens. 
 
Q: In fact the welcomed these people. 

 

HULL: Well they didn’t have much of a choice. It was a fait accompli. The 
Czechoslovak government didn’t welcome them either, but it was a fait accompli. Finally 
the Czechoslovak government needed a safety valve or an outlet, so finally they 
pressured the East Germans to allow these people to go to West Germany. But the deal 
was they all had to go by train. The train had to pass through East Germany, and then into 
West Germany. So trainload after trainload went into East Germany. That was the crack 
that led to the fall of the wall and the collapse of communism in East Germany. The 
pressure on the system was simply too great. The collapse of Communism came in 
Prague a few days weeks later. We will get to that after commenting on the period 
leading up to that in Czechoslovakia. The Ambassador and I were new, but we were 
fortunate. We had an excellent staff. I had a newly created position of Cultural Affairs 
Officer. Mark Wentworth was the first officer to occupy that position. He was a very 
good conscientious officer, but I had an Information Officer who was absolutely superb. 
A first tour former lawyer by the name of Jim Crissinger, who had been there with Mary 
Gawronski for a year or more, and so he really knew everybody and was wonderful 
support for us. We had some terrific FSNs but it was a very small staff because there was 
a limit as to what you could do. The people who had contact with us in those dark 
communist days had to have a couple of screws loose, because nobody in their right mind 
would willingly go to the American library under a communist regime. This was inviting 
trouble. So we had a good staff but a small staff. But we were thoroughly trained before 
we went to Prague not to trust our staff. 
 
As in Sough Africa in the late 70’s under apartheid, when I was constantly followed by 
the secret police in South Africa, in Czechoslovakia they had the STB, which was the 
Statni Bezpecnost, which was state security. They were the people who played the role 
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that our FBI plays in monitoring foreign diplomats. We were so closely monitored that 
across the exit from the embassy as we drove in and out there was a mirrored door where 
they constantly photographed everybody coming to and from the embassy. The CIA 
would keep its eye on them. So they would tell me when I went out someplace how many 
secret police were following me on that day. In fact I arrived in Prague just ahead of Jill, 
and she and our daughter came later. But I went with our small dog, a West Highland 
terrier that we had. My first night in my apartment, on Namesti Miru, lovely square with 
beautiful buildings and a beautiful apartment. I got there and my dog needed to go out for 
a walk. It was night and it was dark. The way the buildings worked in Prague there was a 
switch in the hallway where you would push the button and the lights would go on for 30 
seconds or a minute to give you enough time to get down the stairs and out of the 
building and then it would automatically go out. Well I didn’t know about the switch, nor 
did I have a flashlight, so I felt my way down the stairs and out of the building in the dark 
to walk the dog, and in doing so I caught my handlers and followers by surprise. I went 
out the door and turned left. It was a one way square and the traffic turned to the right. I 
walked out and started walking my dog, and I realized at that point I had caused some 
consternation to a group of horrified men on the street. Suddenly there were cars going in 
reverse up the street as I was walking my dog. All I did was go around the block, partly 
because I was aware that I was being watched. One thing you learned from our security 
people before you went to Prague was do not anger these people; they will make life 
miserable for you. They will slash your tires. They did that to our chief of station. They 
would go into his house, steal all his underwear and just let them know that they had 
access to things and they can control. Well the same thing for us. We were considered 
very dangerous because the Cold War was really a war of ideas, and so they felt very 
threatened by all the work that was done by the Press and Cultural Section. We were 
watched so closely. We had a funny situation. Our maid was someone who was known to 
have read the PAO’s mail and would report regularly to the STB. But when we arrived 
she was on vacation. We got another person who was not part of the secret police system. 
She resented them and hated them. Very soon afterwards we got rid of the one we 
couldn’t trust and got this Jewish lady who later emigrated to Israel as somebody who 
you could sort of trust. 
 
Q: I met the previous one. 

 

HULL: And they were usually pretty so they could try to seduce the American officers. 
Directly above our apartment was a whole secret police operation that watched us with 
cameras, sound devices, and everything else. I read an article recently on how well that 
was established at one point. It sometimes turned out useful. When Communism fell I 
was having to work at the office until midnight or later every night. We had a dog who 
was very sick and needed to be walked frequently because he was having some bowel 
issues. One week my wife was very sick and she was so sick that she could not get out of 
bed. So she called the embassy. AT that time of night it was about a ten minute drive 
from our place. She said, “Will you please come home and walk the dog.” I said, “Well 
of course.” So I hopped in the car and drove home. I am a person who never carries keys. 
The door to our building was never locked. Well that night the door to our building was 
locked. So I couldn’t get in and that was before the era of cell phones. So I get back in 
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my car. I drive back to the embassy and called my wife. She said, “Where are you?” I 
explained that I was locked out of the building. Would you please come down with the 
keys. She said, “No I am too sick. Wait a minute I will tell you what I will do. I will call 
up through the chandelier.” So she said, “Please for you who are up there, would 
somebody please go down and open the front door.” So I got in my car and came back to 
the building and the front door was open. So it could be helpful to have people around 
watching, but there was no privacy in your life. That is something you had to accept if 
you were going to a communist country in East Europe. 
 
Q: The scenes in the lives of others, is there any accuracy to that scene of the fellow in 

the attic just listening to…. 

 

HULL: Oh yes absolutely. That is what they did, and that was their lives, and you had to 
wonder about your lives. But they were human too. Now when we got there, when the 
ambassador first came, it happened to be a season when we did wreath laying in 
Czechoslovakia. Wreath laying is a long tradition for ambassadors to go out and lay 
wreaths on the monuments and graves of American soldiers who had died fighting the 
Nazis in Czechoslovakia, mainly in the western part of Czechoslovakia near the border 
where Patton’s army had come in. Large numbers of Americans were killed in the final 
days of the war fighting there. One of the historic controversial parts of the war for the 
United States, Patton was ordered to withdraw so the Russians could have the whole 
country. But for us this was extremely important to go out and remind people that we had 
helped to liberate the country in the Second World War. So every American ambassador 
for decades had gone out and traveled around to these various monuments and laid 
wreaths. It was not easy. In one place they built a gas station in front of the monuments 
so that nobody would see it. In another place they planted a circle of 30 foot trees so that 
nobody could see the monument because it was surrounded by trees. In other places they 
simply ripped down plaques. We thought maybe they had thrown them away but they had 
just shoved them into the basements of buildings. So it was something that they did not 
want to give much attention to. And wherever we went when we did those things in the 
early days, we would be followed. And in being followed the secret police would be 
photographing everybody who was crazy enough to want to come out to meet the 
American Ambassador. 
 
There was one group that was interesting which was the Pony Express group. There was 
a fascination in Europe as you may know, with the Wild West of the United States. That 
applied to East Europe as well as Germany for example. So they had this club where they 
re-enacted the American West, they created a little town. Once a year they could come 
and dress up in cowboy gear and American West gear, and they would have a Pony 
Express ride from one end of Czechoslovakia to the other as if they were delivering the 
mail. That was just sort of it. So people like that would come out and see us. Otherwise 
when we would go to these things, they would come out and there would be a few 
loonies, very small numbers or people who would hang a flag out of a window or a group 
of five or ten people in the cemetery who would hold a flag. The defense attaché would 
go. But then you would have these security people who would be standing observing and 
reporting on what went on in these situations. This did not last long, but these were 
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memorable trips in which we went out and everybody wanted the American 
Ambassador’s autograph, wanted to shake her hand, wanted to touch her. Even in those 
days when there were very small numbers of people it was very hard to do. 
 
Another funny aspect was I always rode with the ambassador or in the car behind her, 
partly because the ambassador was allergic to flowers, to roses. Everywhere she went 
people wanted to give her flowers. She would always turn to the Public Affairs Officer, 
and I was the flower guy. If I couldn’t pass them off to my Information Officer or 
whatever, and we would quickly get them in to the trunk of the car, so the ambassador 
would not be sneezing all the way. She was also a smoker and her car was a secure 
vehicle and the air circulated within the car. She didn’t want people to know she smoked 
so we would always do an event and then go to the outskirts of town and the cavalcade of 
cars would stop and she would get out so she could have her cigarette. 
 
One of the things I found was just when communism fell all sorts of material surfaced. 
One of the things somebody brought to us were color photographs of WWII. What was 
the likelihood of finding color photographs of anywhere? Color film was very rare during 
the Second World War. This person brought color photographs. Here is one of American 
troops marching through the streets of Pilsen, liberating Pilsen. You will see what we did 
with that. If you turn the old card over we had a facsimile of the Ambassador’s autograph 
on the back of it. So as we went around and people wanted something from the 
ambassador we produced hundreds of these cards. In those first weeks again it was very 
active. 
 
We went down to Bratislava where we had a consulate building, but no longer a 
consulate. There we did a long planned exhibit, it was planned before she was named 
ambassador, on American film. I had to get some Oscars for this exhibit. It just so 
happened we had a Czech in town who had won an Oscar for “Amadeus,” so I went over 
to his house and he lent me his Oscar. Then the ambassador lent me her Oscar, so it was 
really quite a neat exhibit by way of introducing her to the country that we happened to 
have this American film exhibit, and we had an Oscar winning ambassador. But the other 
thing were the wreath layings. But then there were other things. The film director who 
did Amadeus and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, a Czech Émigré. Anyway it is a 
very famous film director. The name will come to us. In any case he came to Prague in 
those early days. 
 
Q: Milos Forman. 

 

HULL: Milos Forman, yes. He came to Prague. Even though he was a Czech émigré he 
was well connected to the Czech art community and theater community. 
 
Q: I think he left in ’68. 

 

HULL: Right, he did. But he could come back. And he came back and Vaclav Havel’s 
birthday was I believe in November. Havel was the famous Czech theatrical dissident 
who eventually became president. It was really critical for the ambassador to know 
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somebody like Havel. Fortuitously he had his birthday just before communism fell which 
meant that what happened was the ambassador decided to give a little birthday party for 
Havel. It was actually something she did very quietly and very secretly. I was not even 
invited myself. And Milos Forman brought Vaclav Havel in the trunk of his car to the 
American ambassador’s residence so they could have this birthday party. They had to 
sneak him in and sneak him out lest he be arrested for trying to get in or prevented from 
getting in. 
 
Q: He had been in jail. Where was he at that time? 

 

HULL: Oh he was out of jail obviously. But he was a dissident, an active dissident. But 
you endangered these dissidents if you had too much active contact with the Americans. 
We will get to the fall of communism next. That is well documented in terms of what 
happened in Prague. But essentially it was the students who led the movement against 
communism. They were the ones who called for the protest in Wenceslas Square. They 
were the ones who took flowers and stuck them in the barrels of guns, giving flowers to 
the police, barrels of guns and what have you. The police beat up the students, a number 
of them rather badly. Consequently the next day there was an even larger demonstration 
because the students in effect embarrassed their parents. The parents were opposed to 
communism extensively, but they didn’t have the courage to go out and demonstrate. But 
once they saw their children were going out again, they decided to go with them. So it 
turned into these mass demonstrations for days on end in Wenceslas Square. It was all an 
extremely moving event. We in the embassy, many of us, witnessed very little of it 
because we were so busy in the embassy reporting back to Washington which wanted to 
know what was going on every ten minutes. So we had to turn on CNN to see what was 
happening a few miles from us, so we could let Washington know what was happening. 
Very exciting. Even in the subways people set up shrines to the people who had died 
under communism. Banners were everywhere. This photo is down in Bratislava. Studenti 
Proti Nasili means students against violence. But this whole thing was run by Občanské 
Forum, meaning Civic Forum. This is Havel and his people around a table in the 
basement of a theater in Wenceslas Square where we would meet with him. We would 
bring people. Here I am in this photo with a group of U.S. senators, Claiborne Pell, John 
Warner, Sarbanes I think that is. These people would come in numbers. One of my 
highlights of that time was Congressman Gephardt here whom I took to Charles 
University to a classroom along with Congressman Lantos who is sitting here in the 
photo to talk about democracy and why Czechoslovakia needed democracy. The United 
States was engaged at a very early time in this. 
 
Suddenly our wreath laying changed. We would go out wreath laying. This photo is just 
in a rural town, not a major city, and here are thousands of people, and if you could see 
the whole square it would go all the way around. People, American flags would 
materialize from nowhere. Suddenly the plaques that had been on buildings were restored 
in memory of the Americans who had given their lives. The whole thing was just a 
phenomenal development that would be very hard to visualize. Very quickly we had 
some very prominent American visitors who came so suddenly that our embassy had to 
switch gears and go from one who was doing wreath laying and cultural exhibits and 
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giving encouragement to dissidents and voicing our opposition to communism and our 
support for human rights to an embassy that was facilitating huge numbers of visitors 
from Washington, a whole new relationship. 
 
This led to me almost immediately sending a very long telegram to Washington in which 
I said here is what USIS has to do to change. Suddenly window box exhibits are no 
longer important. Suddenly our large political presence exhibits are no longer important. 
There were a number of activities we had that were suddenly less important because we 
had direct access to people. The whole situation was changing and what we needed to do 
was support the transformation to a democratic market oriented society. Fortuitously, 
because of the good work of many USIS officers over the years, we had the contacts with 
the people who were coming to power. So very quickly we were inundated with people 
from Washington all wanting to meet Vaclav Havel, the new president of 
Czechoslovakia. 
 
Events happened very quickly. It is almost hard to put them into sequence now because it 
happened so quickly. One was truly memorable for me. In early December as the new 
government was forming, they decided to have in a stadium a big celebration to introduce 
the new leadership, if you will, of Czechoslovakia. This thing was nationally televised 
with probably 30,000 or 40,000 people in the stadium. They wanted a spokesman from 
the American embassy to speak. The ambassador was not comfortable because she didn’t 
have much Czech. I had enough, so I courageously went out. I didn’t know what the 
sequence of presentations was going to be, but I was preceded by a famous 
Czechoslovakian singer, Marta Kubisova, whose music had been banned for decades. 
Suddenly she could sing again. People were so excited. Then they had to have this 
American Public Affairs Officer up there on this freezing night, a December night, out 
there saying how the American people had always supported you and the American 
people will continue to support you. Then I discovered that I was simply the warm up act 
because the person that followed me was none other than Vaclav Havel on stage, to come 
out and give his remarks. So that was a very memorable evening because I did it with 
some trepidation. I had been at the post speaking Czech for about four months and then 
having to do this. So that was a real test. 
 
Q: At least there were no Qs and As I guess. 

 

HULL: I had real problems with language training because I had a private tutor provided 
by USIA. Jill and I had studied Czech for 11 months five days a week seven hours a day. 
But whenever I got tested it was, you know, you didn’t study here at FSI. So I had to go 
to post with a 2+-3. So I didn’t quite have the language level. I was so angry with them 
that I never tested again even though I could have had another 10% on my salary for 
having a 3-3. I said I am never going back to those people if they are going to be so 
parochial at FSI. But anyway we quickly had lots of visitors. Important senators came; 
lots of important congressmen came. Our first really big visit from the administration was 
by Secretary of State Baker. The new regime, the democratic regime if you will, had 
taken over in December of ’89. In the first week of February we had Secretary of State 
Baker coming to visit us. They decided they wanted Secretary of State Baker to give a 
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speech at their venerable centuries old Charles University. Because Secretary Baker was 
tall, they decided to replace the venerable old podium and built a new one for him, which 
the university strenuously objected to but you know how heavy handed the Americans 
can be. So we ended up having to actually extend the podium of this old university. But 
they had a wonderful procession for this honorary degree and speech by the Secretary of 
State. That was quiet a challenge, but a very important visit. Of course we had all the 
important people for him like Vaclav Havel and Alexander Dubcek came out. I had 
gotten to know Dubcek, which for me was a thrill because I am a 1968 type of person. So 
this was very exciting to know him. These were the leaders of the Občanské Forum. 
Havel’s brother was actually there with all these people. 
 
Wreath laying went on. For context wherever we went, you can see the masses of people 
who come out to show their support for the United States. Every place we went they even 
had special things, people rappelling down towers for the Americans. Everywhere we 
went we had the ambassador. This photo is Jiri Dienstbier, the foreign minister. Czechs 
and Slovaks everywhere would show up for these things where in the past only a few 
people would. But it was a really amazing outpouring. One of the things that was really 
amazing was that Czechs had kept WWII vintage vehicles in their garages since the 
Second World War. Suddenly, when we went to these things, in Pilsen they had a million 
people turn out for the American ambassador and President Havel came with her that 
spring on the anniversary of the fall of Hitler’s regime which I presume was in April or 
May of 1945. It was April or May, just six months after the fall of Communism. There 
was a huge parade of American jeeps, ambulances, troop carriers, all sorts of vehicles. 
There were museums set up in some towns, people had kept K-rations that the Americans 
had during the war. Radio equipment, uniforms, all sorts of things the Americans had left 
behind. It was kind of like the Pony Express organization, but now everybody was 
captivated by the role American had played during World War II. 
 
I think this is an interesting little story. As I said I lived in a beautiful apartment across 
from a lovely park on the square, and I had this little dog, a West Highland terrier. I was 
told by my Czech teacher that Czechs hated dogs and that I shouldn’t take my dog, 
nobody liked dogs. Nobody wants to see your dog pooping in the city and what have you. 
I get to Prague and everybody has dogs and they love dogs. The only person who ever 
didn’t like dogs was my language teacher. So my very first week, I am out there walking 
my dog in the park. In the park there was this beautiful old church. Of course there were 
no longer services there because the communists would not allow religious services. But 
the steeple was very useful because it was the same level as my apartment. So it was 
always staffed with secret police watching my apartment through binoculars and 
watching me in the park. So when I would walk my dog in the park it was well known to 
people this was the new American and you really didn’t want to talk to him lest you got 
into trouble. But one man approaches me with his dog and we got into this conversation. 
He gave me his card. It said, Cestmir Suchy, a business card, and underneath, window 
washer. We got talking. He said, “Actually I am a window washer because in 1968 I was 
a broadcaster for Czechoslovak radio. When the Soviets came in with their tanks, the last 
bastion of resistance was Czechoslovak radio which continued to broadcast about the 
Soviet invasion. So all of these people were penalized. He was made a window washer. 
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So for decades after ’68 his job was to wash windows. He and I became friends because 
we were the only people that would talk to each other in the streets or in the park with my 
dog. Communism fell. The next thing I knew he was the Dean of Journalism at Charles 
University. He and I were good friends, and I would invite him to my receptions. He 
came to a reception that I had for Abe Rosenthal of the New York Times. He went back 
to the United States and wrote a column about this guy who gave out the window washer 
card even though he was now a Dean, and sort of the history and how this person 
symbolized the transformation in central Europe. 
 
Q: His name again? 

 

HULL: Cestmir Suchy. So Abe Rosenthal wrote this front page article about this guy. 
Abe Rosenthal was also a friend of President Bush, and within a few weeks the President 
gave a speech on East Europe in which he dedicated a whole paragraph to Cestmir Suchy 
and what had happened to him and picked up on the whole thing. So anyway that was the 
kind of thing that happened there. You just can’t imagine. It is very phenomenal. A 
similar story was with Jiri Dienstbier, who was also a journalist in 1968 on Czechoslovak 
radio. He was turned into one of these guys whose main responsibility at an apartment 
building was to shovel coal into the furnace to keep it heated. So Jiri did that for years. 
But when communism fell Vaclav Havel made him the Foreign Minister. So what 
happened on the day Havel was sworn in and the cabinet was sworn in, Jiri Dienstbier 
went that morning, got the coal, shoveled it into the furnace, and then told his boss he 
was sorry he had to quit because he was becoming the foreign minister. His communist 
mentality boss told him he couldn’t do that. He hadn’t given enough notice. Therefore he 
was going to have to continue. That is what all of these people were doing, all these 
menial jobs that nobody ever wanted. Then they suddenly emerged and were doing all 
these prominent things. So there was this total transformation. We had certainly 75% of 
the U.S. Senate come to post while I was there, and probably half of the House of 
Representatives come. The poor Ambassador was giving receptions night after night for 
prominent Americans of one sort or another, where before the fall of communism there 
was very little to do except for some of our programming. I got classic feature films. 
There was one film that had Bette Davis and Lillian Hellman. It was about two women 
who lived on an island called Whales of Anguish. These two women, all they did was 
bicker, even though they were family, and contradict each other. I got that film and we 
showed it. There were two things related to that. About the same time the Ambassador 
had over the two grand daughters of Thomas Masaryk who was the first president of 
Czechoslovakia. They were rather elderly now, their father had committed suicide when 
he was Minister of Defense in the years immediately after The Second World War or 
something. The Communists defenestrated him but in the Czech tradition he went out the 
window. We maintained contact with his two elderly daughters. The luncheon was the 
Ambassador, her husband, myself and Masaryk’s two grand daughters. All the grand 
daughters did was bicker about relatives and contradict each other, so the Ambassador 
decided this was very much like the movie we had just shown to the Czechs. But the 
Ambassador was generally dissatisfied with the quality of our classic feature films that 
USIS had to offer. She called this the Whales of August lunch, this Masaryk lunch. When 
we showed the Whales of August, we rented out a movie theater to an invited audience. It 
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was so incredibly dull to anybody except an American intellectual that the Ambassador 
decided that was it. So we went back to her office the next day and she called the head of 
the Motion Picture Association of America, this former advisor to Presidents Kennedy 
and Johnson. 
 
Q: A guy with an Italian name, Valenti. 

 

HULL: Yes, Jack Valenti. She picks up the phone as only my Ambassador could do and 
calls Jack Valenti, and says, “Jack, I need some good films out here, some current films, 
not The Whales of August.” So at that time in the fall of 1989 one of the current films 
was one about the Soviet submarine that was being defecting to the United States, a John 
Clancy novel turned into film. 
 
Q: Yeah Red something. [Transcribers note: The Hunt for Red October.] 

 
HULL: So instead of showing the Whales of August with some elderly Americans 
bickering we now could rent a movie theater and invite an audience to show a Soviet 
submarine defecting to the United States. But that was the kind of programming we did. 
Suddenly that all changed with the fall of communism. We could now substantively get 
into programs that would help transform the universities. All of our programming 
exploded exponentially. We set up a Fulbright commission. That was an important 
initiative. We re-opened USIS Bratislava as a branch post. We reopened the consulate. 
The reopening of the branch post in Bratislava also has an important aspect to it. 
 
While this was happening all sorts of people were emerging from the woodwork who 
might not have approached the American Ambassador. For example I mentioned the 
Shirley Temple films and the Shirley Temple dolls. What I wanted to append to that was 
one of the more moving stories that sometimes moves me to tears when I think about it 
because it was so moving. A woman came to me and she said she wanted to meet the 
Ambassador and she explained to me why. I went to the ambassador and said, “You must 
meet with this woman, because she really did not meet with many people. She did not 
send out autographs unless you sent her a stamped self addressed envelope. She wanted 
to always downplay her actress background, not because she was ashamed of it or 
anything, but it interfered with her image as the American Ambassador. But this lady 
came. I took her to see the Ambassador. She explained to the Ambassador that when she 
was a little girl, she had seen Shirley Temple films and she loved them. She loved the 
little Shirley Temple books about the films and her Shirley Temple doll. She and her 
entire family were rounded up because they were Jews and they were sent to 
concentration camps and separated. At the end of the war every other member of her 
family was gassed and dead. But this woman had one connection to her former life, her 
Shirley Temple books. Even today I find it just a very moving moment. But that was the 
sort of things we had. 
 
Q: So the Ambassador did receive her. 
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HULL: Oh absolutely. I remember another man she received. I told her she should 
receive a very elderly man who was just a fanatic Shirley Temple fan and wanted to meet 
her. He was so happy having met her. He got on the train to go back to Germany and died 
on the train. 
 
Q: He completed his mission on earth. 

 

HULL: Yes. There were a lot of these very moving moments. To the depression 
generation of America and the world she was just a very important person, but to meet 
somebody whose only continuity in life was her Shirley Temple book was pretty 
amazing. So people would come out of the woodwork now and were able to interact with 
us who had not interacted before. There were all sorts of new activities, new 
opportunities. One of these was a guy who came to my office one day. Whenever 
somebody came to the embassy and they didn’t know what to do with him, they sent him 
to me because I was the Public Affairs Officer. Lubomir Elgner comes to the office. He 
explained to me that he was unable to have contact with Americans for many years, but 
he was an FSN at our USIS operation in Bratislava until about 1952 when he was 
convicted of spying, when he was arrested and sent to work in uranium mines because he 
was alleged to be a spy for America. So he spent about 10 years working in the mines. 
Then he was released and he had been working in some sort of menial jobs. He had 
survived all this, but he wasn’t able to have any contact with Americans. But he 
remembered very fondly his boss in Bratislava, a young foreign service officer named 
Claiborne Pell. So I then said, “We need to give you some justice.” I began a long 
struggle to get him financial compensation because he had never been terminated from 
his employment from the U.S. government. He was simply picked up and sent to jail. In 
the end I did succeed in getting him his back pay for all the years he was in prison and in 
the mines. Then when we re-opened the consulate in Bratislava we brought over 
Claiborne Pell, and we put him together with this FSN. Again a very moving moment. 
There were often moments like that which made Prague an especially memorable and 
indeed very moving post. But otherwise we were also doing God’s good work in 
restoring and building up exchanges. It was just phenomenal. 
 
I was able to persuade Washington fairly easily to have a massive increase in the size of 
our USIS operation. Suddenly it was no longer just the American secretary, the PAO, the 
CAO the IO. We added an executive officer. We added a regional librarian. We added an 
AIO and an ACAO and became a very large operation. Even though the country was 
breaking apart we got the operation going in Bratislava again I hired about eleven or 
twelve new FSNs in addition to the ones I had. This was a very time consuming process. 
I also had to hire all the FSNs before a BPAO was even sent for Bratislava. So I had to 
interview, I had to weed through tons of applications. I then had to interview dozens of 
people. In an interesting way almost everybody except for a driver I hired was a woman. 
The way it turned out some of them I became quite good friends with. There was a 
secretary, Susanna Kucerova. Susanna’s story was she had fled to the United States with 
her parents in 1968 as a girl. They left her grandparents behind. She went to high school 
in California, graduated from high school. Went to work at Loehmann’s and other 
American department stores and was in her early 20’s when her grandfather died and they 
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needed somebody to look after her grandmother. So she drew the short straw. The family 
sent her back to live in Prague and look after the grandmother. She married a Czech. Now 
she was damaged goods because she had lived in America. Nobody really wanted to 
marry her. So she married this ordinary workman and had a couple of kids. Then 
communism fell and she could appear on our door, and we needed a secretary. Here we 
had one who was educated in the United States, whose father is now an American citizen, 
and everything else, but she is an FSN. Then we had another one, Ellen Belovska who 
became our admin person in USIS. I interviewed many people for that job. I would have 
the heads of communist parastatals come and everything else. But what I found out from 
Czech men is they were damaged goods from communism, because they had gotten into 
a lifestyle where they did no work. The came home from work and they sat around 
drinking beer and then went back to work. Whereas the women had raised the children, 
stood in the food lines, fetched the beer for the husbands, done all the work in these 
highly efficient lives and they were the competent ones. But I was very reluctant to hire 
this woman even though she was very good because her husband had worked for a Czech 
trade agency in Zambia. It seemed to me that sounded like secret police or spying. As it 
turned out I interviewed her about three times, and finally she said, “ I am divorcing my 
husband. I found out he worked for the secret police.” I said, “You have got the job.” She 
was a wonderful employee. But it was fascinating because you never knew who you 
could trust anywhere in that situation and people were desperate for work. I can 
remember taking a hotel room in Bratislava to interview people There were these women, 
beautiful women one after another who would come in for these interviews saying, “I 
would do anything to work for you,” sort of thing. Throwing themselves at me. It was 
getting embarrassing, but that was the way it was. We got superb employees. 
 
The other initiative at the time was to open an American library. Ours was too small at 
the embassy for the need and for our growing staff. There was very limited space in the 
embassy, so we had to have an American cultural center. Consequently we needed to find 
a place where we could have an American cultural center. I spent an enormous amount of 
time searching building after building, being offered buildings to become the American 
Cultural Center. We were actually offered this beautiful Lenin museum, which was 
historically significant. Every communist country had a Lenin Museum. But this 
particular museum was the museum at which, I forget what they called the communist 
party in Russia in the early 1900s. Were they Social Democrats? In any case, what 
happened was they had their meeting in exile in Prague and this building. It was in this 
building that they decided to divide themselves. They broke apart into Bolsheviks and 
Mensheviks with Lenin himself present. So this had some real historic meaning for the 
Soviet communists. We had the chance to take it over because it belonged to the Social 
Democratic party in Czechoslovakia, which existed on paper as part of the façade that 
they were a multi party democracy when in fact they were a Soviet state. So these 
political parties technically existed. There was an American who had headed the party 
way back when, whether it was ’68 or before. Anyway he came back to take over the 
party. He wanted to give us the building. Washington didn’t think they could accept the 
building for nothing. So the legal people got into it. But then he got pressure from within 
his party. Then they wanted something token, maybe $1000 a year. So Washington said, 
“Keep looking Tom to try to find other places.” By the time they were through dithering 
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around it was $100,000 a year. So it came down to two possible buildings. the former 
East German Cultural Center which was shutting down and which in the 1930s had been 
an automobile showroom, and this Lenin Museum which was a very old Baroque 
building in the heart of Prague. It was actually on a street that was founded by, called 
Hibernska which means Irish in Czech. Hibernska Ulitza, Irish Street, because Irish 
missionaries were the ones who came and Christianized Czechoslovakia because they 
were Celts as were the Czechs. It came down to this choice, so what happens but the 
Director of USIA decides to divert because the President of the United States is now 
coming to Prague and they need to decide on a building so the president can announce the 
building in a speech. It is on such mundane sorts of things that the world turns. So Vic 
Olson who was head of EU at the time and the director of USIA, a gentleman whose 
name is slipping me. Not Catto. 
 
Q: Not Catto, the guy after Catto. 

 

HULL: Or was he before Catto? I think he was before. I think Catto was Bush’s second 
one. In any case the director [Bruce Gelb] of USIA diverts. He had already come to post 
during my first month in Prague. We had hit it off. He, his wife and myself. We had a 
lovely luncheon in the gardens of the embassy with all the FSN and American staff, but 
he really hit it off very well. So from the beginning of my tour of duty he took an interest 
in Prague because Prague is such a seductive, wonderful place. He and Vic Olson 
diverted from a trip to Moscow to come to Prague because the Director himself was 
going to decide which building was going to be my cultural center. First we went to the 
East German Cultural Center where they were packing up the goods to take them back to 
Germany and dispose of them. There was a hand carved symbol of the East German state. 
So he wanted to know if he could have it. They said, “Sure, this country doesn’t exist 
anymore. We don’t need it; take it.” He was very excited, and this made him very excited 
about the building. Then we went over to the Lenin museum where they were also 
packing up. So there was this portrait of Lenin, and he wanted to know could he have that 
portrait of Lenin which we would then have to ship back to the States for the Director of 
USIA. They gave him the portrait of Lenin and that sealed the deal. The Social 
Democrats had no need for a Portrait of Lenin. But all this Lenin memorabilia was there, 
and he got this portrait of Lenin. Then they assigned to my post an agency architect, Ted 
Bork, who came and worked on my staff to transform this historic building which was 
really a group of Baroque buildings that were tied together into one. Actually they were 
older than Baroque but they tied them together in this baroque style. We had many 
challenges constructing it. The most memorable one was, under American law, we had to 
have handicapped access. Therefore we had to have an elevator for anybody in a wheel 
chair. But the historic commission quite rightly would not let us put an elevator in the 
building, so we got one of these platform elevators that can go up a stairway that you put 
down for somebody on a wheel chair. However this was an oval Baroque staircase. It 
wasn’t a straight shot, nor was it a circle, and nobody made an oval one of these things, 
so it had to be custom made at enormous expense for the U.S. government to have this. 
Because the building was so huge and we couldn’t touch the beautiful Czech ceilings, 
hand painted, stuff that the communists had not disturbed, neither could we. Fortunately 
Ted Bork was there to make sure that the designers back at USIA would respect the 
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integrity of the building which the historic commission expected us to do. But it was 
larger than our needs, so we actually co-located. The Department of Commerce wanted to 
open a trade office, so we had both a trade office and a USIS office. Unfortunately over 
time because the rent had gone up because Washington dithered, by the late 90’s or early 
2000’s it was no longer affordable and we gave up the building after investing enormous 
amounts of money into it. 
 
It was quite an experience having a high profile very active ambassador, a transforming 
country with huge numbers of Americans coming. I think I told you informally the story 
of how we had to do the speech of Secretary of State Baker, but the rest of the story was 
after the speech I had to rush back to the embassy to interview a Smithsonian tour group 
that included the sister of the President of the United States. Then I had to go on to give a 
briefing to Freedom Forum on no sleep. It was just a totally exhausting tour of duty, and 
it was a seven day a week job, late hours. My only regret of that particular tour of duty 
was everybody had to sacrifice so much family time. I think to this day my Cultural 
Affairs Officer Mark Wentworth’s children remember me rather hostilely as the man that 
kept them from ever seeing their daddy, because we had to sacrifice so much family time 
although we had some great family moments. 
 
One of the people we were good friends with was a musician who had a band. I have his 
CD here. I should take it out and get his name. but his father, he inherited the band from 
his father. His father wrote “The Beer Barrel Polka.” It was a wonderful Czech brass 
group. Long before it was the Beer Barrel Polka to the American troops in WWII, it had 
another Czech name. Anyway it was fun to go to their concerts with them and those sorts 
of things. So there were delightful moments and gosh heaven knows all the great 
Americans we worked with, but it was four years. Ambassador Black left after three 
years. We got in a new ambassador, Adrian Basora. Adrian Basora was a very dour, very 
serious economic officer who I think benefited in his career because of his father-in-law, 
he had married the daughter of Ambassador Harry Barnes who was Director General of 
the Foreign Service. I think that helped Adrian’s career quite a bit. Nice guy, but he was 
very dour, very serious, rarely cracked a smile, in contrast to his wife who was a graduate 
of Bennington College, a real live wire. She wrote children’s books and finally got one 
published because she was the wife of the Ambassador. She was a lot of fun. So they 
were night and day when it came to their personalities. There was one exception that I 
recall. The Ambassador had a driver inherited from the communist era, who probably 
reported on Ambassadors to the secret police, what have you. Who was also serious, very 
proper in a very traditional protocol type of way. Knew how to do his job. One night my 
wife and I took the subway to hear a concert. I think one of the Prague Spring concerts in 
one of the many concert halls in the city. We ran into the Ambassador and his wife there 
and they had a friend who was visiting from the United States. Afterwards they said, “Let 
us give you a lift home.” I said, “That is very nice Ambassador but there are three of you 
and the driver and there is just no room for us in the car.” He said, “No, come with us. 
We will make room.” So we go out to get in the car and the Ambassador’s driver was 
there. His jaw did drop and I thought he was going to faint when the Ambassador insisted 
that his friend and Jill and I sit in the back seat of the car and the Ambassador got in the 
font seat and put his wife on his lap. Off we drove. This was just so out of character for 
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this guy. I actually encountered Adrian Basora in an odd way when I was in graduate 
school and beginning to despair if I would ever get into the Foreign Service. I cast around 
for work at a few businesses. My father had worked for General Electric, so I talked to 
them. They said, “You know we had a really great guy on loan here from the State 
Department working with General Electric, a guy by the name of Adrian Basora. You 
should call him up and find out some more about getting into the Foreign Service.” So I 
gave Adrian Basora a ring and we chatted. It was just this phone call that probably he 
didn’t remember, but I remembered. I didn’t know anything else about him. But he was 
not a successful Ambassador really because he had few people skills. 
 
Q: And he had a tough act to follow. 

 

HULL: A tough act to follow and few people skills. I should mention too that one of the 
other things that we did was we had a wonderful cultural program there because suddenly 
everybody in the world wanted to perform in Prague, whether it was Yo Yo Ma or 
whoever. One of the problems in those early days after communism was there was no 
hard currency, and they needed hard currency often to subsidize these concerts for the 
hard currency aspects. I had a large enough budget that I could throw a couple of 
thousand dollars here or $5000 there to help support concerts and performances. We had 
jazz musicians like the Brecker brothers. We had Paul Simon. I was on leave 
unfortunately so Mark Wentworth did that one. But we had very prominent type people. 
The most memorable one was the Bill T. Jones Dance Company. We partially paid for 
that one, and as a result we got the Ambassador and his wife a front row seat right up 
close to the stage and Jill and I and some of my other people sat behind. We were very 
excited about this modern dance company. Bill T. Jones, this was probably in the early 
90’s, 1993, ’92-’93. Bill T. Jones had a partner in his dance company. It was the Bill T. 
Jones-Arnie Zane Dance Company. But Arnie Zane died of HIV/Aids. In any case a very 
avant garde American dance company. When they came on stage, they all came dancing 
out, dancers of all ages of all shapes and sizes, some very fat, some very thin, some very 
short, some very tall. Males, females and so forth. In the course of this dance they took 
off all their clothes and were totally naked dancing around the stage with all their 
appendages flapping in front of our very dour, serious ambassador. It probably fit in very 
good with his wife, the avant garde person from Bennington College. But then there is 
the Ambassador. As the dance progressed they put their clothes back on and danced off 
the stage. Then they did other very avant garde types of dances. So, I was sort of 
mortified that I had put the ambassador in this position. 
 
Q: And the audience? 

 

HULL: Oh they loved it. The Czechs just loved it. This is a very Bohemian sort of thing. 
They just absolutely loved it. At the end of the performance, because we were funding 
this thing we invited members of the audience to come down and talk to Bill T. Jones and 
the dance company. The ambassador was sort of trapped by all these people around 
asking questions. So the first question was like how do you keep from getting an erection 
during these totally naked performances? And the ambassador is sitting there. I am glad 
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my tour of duty is drawing to a close. We had another memorable performance which 
was the famous blind pianist. 
 
Q: African-American. 

 

HULL: African-American yeah. 
 
Q: I can’t think of any names up here in New Hampshire, but we know who you are 

talking about. Ray Charles. 

 

HULL: Ray Charles. We partially funded Ray Charles. That was a nice one because 
Ambassador Black came with me and she brought along Vaclav Havel so Jill and I and 
President Vaclav Havel and Ambassador Black shared a box to see Ray Charles 
performing. I mean that was the kind of tour it was and it was terrific. I also should have 
mentioned that when we finished our American Cultural Center transformation, there is a 
photo downstairs, the ribbon was cut by Vaclav Havel to open it. I have a wonderful 
picture of the other key person, Vaclav Klaus who was then the Prime Minister, now the 
president of the Czech Republic. There is a wonderful picture, photograph of me 
speaking to introduce Vaclav Havel, Vaclav Klaus and my Ambassador. But Vaclav 
Klaus was one of those who was a particularly good friend, because before communism 
fell, I had to give, something PAOs did every year, give a reception for a program that we 
subsidized which was the Salzburg Seminar in Austria. Both Klaus and his wife were 
economists. So I invited them, he was working on a research institute, so I invited them 
as former grantees to a reception at my house for Salzburg Seminar alumni. One thing I 
did, and I didn’t know if I did this because I was smart or because I was dumb, I sent 
separate invitations to Mr. Klaus and Pani Klausova. His wife came and there was this 
immediate bonding between her and Jill and me because we had recognized her in her 
own right as an individual. We were about the only people who had sent separate 
invitations to her and her husband. So we were always friends with Pani Klausova but 
also with Vaclav Klaus. We could get Vaclav Klaus to do things with us because we had 
the Salzburg Seminar connection. In fact the Salzburg Seminar, I presume you have been 
to Salzburg. 
 
Q: Not to the Schloss no. 

 

HULL: To the Schloss. The Schloss is where they filmed the Sound of Music. There is a 
little gazebo they built just for the movie for a gazebo theme. But the head of the 
Salzburg Seminar had been a DCM in Prague and he became a good friend. He is now 
deceased. One Christmas he invited us and my parents to spend Christmas at the Schloss 
because they had no students there. In fact he and his wife went off for Christmas, and 
Jill and I largely had the Schloss to ourselves and the staff in such a beautiful location 
with the lake by the Schloss, so my daughter could be out ice skating on the Schloss. This 
photo is the view from our room across the lake at the Alps. Then this is the gate which, 
if you watch the Sound of Music, you will see that gate down to the water. But that was 
one of those benefits. 
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Incidentally of course all these wreath layings resumed. This is a photograph at Pilsen. I 
have in fact two photographs side by side so we can capture the whole square. Huge 
numbers of people with orchestras, everything. There is Vaclav Klaus. We had a 
wonderful American woman married to a Czech who served there in the communist years 
who served as the Ambassador’s translator. There is Vaclav Klaus with the Ambassador 
doing one of these things. By the time with the Ambassador, we had American veterans 
who would come out to these things. By the time we got to the end, the last year of the 
Ambassador’s tour of duty as Ambassador, we actually got her to the point in Pilsen for 
this large crowd to sing “On the Good Ship Lollipop.” She could finally let her hair 
down. Another thing we did, we still had a few political presence exhibits. This photo is 
one with the Ambassador walking in the crowd and myself and Alexander Dubcek next 
to me sort of coming along. He was a very nice man, but of course he died in an 
automobile accident unfortunately. Every visitor came and even Dan Quayle our vice 
president showed up and spoke at the residence and what have you. 
 
The other thing that was terrific was that I was very close to the people in the president’s 
office, especially the press people. Prague castle is just a marvelous place. I got to go to 
all the rooms that people never see. Then I was able to take my parents through them 
because I had these close relationships with Havel’s people. One of the highlights was 
toward the end of my tour under Ambassador Basora one winter day. I can’t think if it 
were December, or January or February. I get a phone call in my office. “Hello, my name 
is Mr. Pritzger, I am skiing here in Austria and it is kind of a foggy day and the skiing is 
lousy so I would like to come up and have lunch with you and the Ambassador today if I 
could.” So I said, “Ok, well let me ask the Ambassador.” Fortunately the phones did 
work from the new cultural center over to the embassy, so I called the Ambassador and 
said, “Here is this guy and he controls this huge hotel chain (Hyatt) in America. He wants 
us to go out to lunch today. Well what it turned out to be. He flew up and we went out to 
lunch, just hopped on his jet and came up. He was responsible for the Pritzger Prize in 
architecture, this big prize that is given annually to the best architect in the world. He 
decided he would like to have it in Prague. So I had to arrange for it to be in the Prague 
Castle. They had a room there much larger than a basketball court, it could even be a 
gymnasium basketball place. It is called the Spanish Hall. It is full of mirrors and Czech 
chandeliers. It is one of the most beautiful rooms in all of Europe. We ultimately set up 
this huge banquet there to give this prize. It was just a very memorable occasion. 
 
Q: Now Rupert Murdoch can _____ 

 

HULL: I am sorry, there are so many of these events, I am sorry I didn’t mention Rupert 
Murdoch and Katherine Graham. One day in late 1989 at the same time the whole world 
is collapsing around us and we are creating a new government. We have senators and we 
have congressmen and what have you, the Ambassador hears that Rupert Murdoch, the 
media magnate who controls so many publications around the world, was coming to 
Prague. The Ambassador who always had ideas said to me, “Tom, I think I would like to 
have him at a luncheon at my house. Please arrange it.” I knew that Rupert Murdoch was 
based in London and I was able I think with the help of USIS London to track down the 
phone number of his office. And I phoned the office and said, “Hello, I work for the 
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American embassy in Prague. I hear Rupert Murdoch is coming to Prague, and my 
ambassador, Shirley Temple Black, would like to invite him to lunch.” The secretary 
said, “Oh just a minute, let me give you Mr. Murdoch.” So the next thing I know instead 
of talking to some aide I am talking to Rupert Murdoch himself and explained to Rupert 
Murdoch that we would very much like to have him to lunch, and he graciously accepts 
and says that he will bring along his wife and so forth. That was all well and good. But 
then the ambassador hears that Katherine Graham, the owner of the Washington Post and 
Newsweek is going to be in town coincidentally at the same time. She said, ‘You know 
we should include her in the lunch,” I said, “Well Ambassador, how do we even know if 
they like each other. They may hate each other.” She said, “Well, why don’t you call up 
Rupert and ask him.” So the next thing I know I am on the phone again to Rupert 
Murdoch, and I say to Rupert, would you mind if we invited Katherine Graham. “No, 
no,” he says, “We are great pals. I would love to have Katherine Graham come.” So my 
next task was to track down Katherine Graham whose office I phoned in Washington. 
Once again rather than having to deal with some aide, her office immediately puts me 
through to Mrs. Graham at her house. She picks it up and says, “Hi, I am Kate, who are 
you?” I said, “I am Tom.” She says, “Well just call me Kate.” I explained that the 
Ambassador heard she was coming to Prague and would really like to have her to lunch, 
particularly to a lunch she is having for Rupert Murdoch if that would be okay with her. 
She said, “That would be fine.” Just like Rupert Murdoch she said, “We are great pals.” I 
think that was something of a code word, because when Katherine Graham died and I 
was watching the news reports and they were interviewing people, they would say 
Katherine and myself we were great pals. But it turned out she had a little more of an 
entourage. She had to bring along Meg Greenfield a columnist for the Washington Post, 
and Jim Hoagland who was another columnist for the Washington Post, and Richard 
Smith who was Editor-in-Chief of Newsweek and so forth. We also had Michael Meyer 
of the Washington Post. So we had this large entourage on her side. Then we had the 
Deputy Prime Minister and the Minister of Justice and the Health Minister and people 
from Civil Forum, this was a period in which the government was a blend of the 
Communists who were leaving and the open forum who were coming in, so it was very 
interesting. We also had Michael Zantovsky the president’s press attaché who became 
Ambassador to the United States subsequently. We had a delightful meal talking about 
the new Czechoslovakia. 
 
At the end of the meal I was handed a note. Katherine Graham’s publications had been 
doing a deep investigation of the Mayor of Washington DC, Marion Barry, because of a 
lot of corruption issues, so there was a lot of investigation, investigative journalism going 
on, but he in a lot of ways was a Teflon mayor. These accusations would simply roll off 
him until he was caught in a police sting with a lot of cocaine. So I received a note at the 
end of this luncheon that Marion Barry had just been arrested in this police sting. I then 
pulled Mrs. Graham aside because it was after we had left the table. I scooped in and 
said, “Marion Barry has just been arrested.” She immediately broke in this hearty laugh 
of hers and started squealing and was so excited as I recall it. I would not have been 
surprised if she had been doing back flips because she was so excited. Finally she was 
vindicated because she and her publications were being accused of a racial vendetta 
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against Marion Barry but now all of that was vindicated by this arrest. That was another 
very exciting event we had. 
 
Q: Well huge numbers of enormous historic events and events that you staged and 

created while you were in Prague, Ambassador Hull. Any parting glances at that 

assignment before we move on to the next? 

 

HULL: Sure, I think it was a very gratifying because quite often in our work we come 
and we work to try to transform countries, and here was a case where there were visible 
results from our public diplomacy work, from decades of public diplomacy work that 
preceded my coming to Prague and later the satisfaction of now looking back and seeing 
the success the Czech Republic has had. It has had a lot of its own problems as have so 
many of the Central European, and East European countries. But I think we can say that 
democracy has genuinely taken hold and the Czech Republic is a solidly transformed 
country. 
 
We were less encouraged by Slovakia. Let me tell you a tale or two of Slovakia before 
we leave. When communism fell, immediately people started coming from Washington 
including a senior person from USIA whose name escapes me, but who was responsible 
for democratization. He said, well let’s go down to Slovakia. Nobody from the embassy 
had had a chance to go to Slovakia because in that first week when communism was 
collapsing we were all glued to Prague and what was happening as the whole world 
watched what was happening in Prague. But Ed Kaska, a political officer, and myself and 
this guy went down to Bratislava. In Prague the revolutionary group was called Občanské 
Forum, the citizen’s forum, which was working on the transformation from communism 
to something else. In Bratislava it was called VPN, Public Committee against Violence. 
So we decided the first place to go was to go visit these people who were just kind of in a 
formative state. They didn’t know what they were doing. They were just kind of a group 
of dissidents getting together, and their lead dissident was a guy by the name of Ian 
Carnogursky who had spent a lot of time in prison, and to the best of our knowledge was 
still in prison. We didn’t really have an appointment. We just sort of told them we were 
coming. We got there and they were glad to see people from the American government. 
They told us to sit on this bench here and we will got to you when we can. We were 
sitting on this bench chatting, and I turned to this guy who is sitting next to me waiting 
for his turn. We started chatting and I said, “Who are you?’ He said, “I am Ian 
Carnogursky.” So we were immediately in. He immediately became the leader; in due 
course he became the Prime Minister once they held elections. He became the Prime 
Minister of Slovakia. 
 

Q: OK, Ian Carnogursky the future president of Slovakia. 

 

HULL: Right. It was an interesting time. Everything was happening very quickly in the 
country, and there were a lot of strains and a lot of rumors that Czechoslovakia would 
break up into two countries. But initially there was this idea that the name of the country 
should simply be changed to the Czech and Slovak Republic because there were always 
historic strains. Woodrow Wilson had basically created Czechoslovakia. It was a country 
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that brought the Czechs and Slovaks together as part of, they had been part of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. But Slovaks were always part of the peasants of the empire, not 
terribly well educated. In the communist years they were the part of the country where 
the heavy industry particularly the manufacture of armaments was located. The Czech 
Republic always saw itself as the more intellectual part of the country. Even in the early 
days of Czechoslovakia the administrators of Slovakia, the teachers in Slovakia were all 
Czechs and not Slovaks. So the Slovaks had long resentment against the Czechs that was 
suppressed under the communism but came to the surface post communism. In those 
initial days where there were thoughts of having it be a Czech and Slovak republic, 
Slovakia was governed by a coalition. Really the country was as well because even 
though Havel was president the first prime minister was Prime Minister Calfa who was a 
progressive Communist from Slovakia, because basically the communists knew how the 
government functioned so you didn’t have total anarchy. So you did have this transition 
period where you had a blend of progressive communists and dissidents running the 
country. This was also true to some extent in Slovakia. So after we had met Carnogursky 
and had gotten established with the revolutionary element in the country, the Ambassador 
decided to make a trip to Slovakia. I don’t recall the exact date, but it was a few months 
after communism had collapsed and transitional arrangements were in place. We went 
down there and had lunch at the State house with three people who were basically 
running Slovakia at the time. They were Milan Cic, George Shuster and the 1968 Prague 
Spring prime minister, Alexander Dubcek. So the three of these people were basically 
running the government in Slovakia. We sat down and had lunch with them. The press 
came in and they took their photos and left. The political counselor, myself and the 
Ambassador got down to a working lunch with this leadership of Slovakia. I don’t know 
if we made a mistake or not, but we asked them about this whole debate as to whether or 
not the country should remain as Czechoslovakia or become called the Czech and Slovak 
Federal Republic. Suddenly all the suppressed emotion of this issue emerged, Dubcek, all 
of them, were adamant. So much so that I believe it was Cic who was Prime Minister of 
Slovakia at the time hopped up from the lunch table and ran out of the room When he 
reappeared he had a framed document in his hand. He said, “This is the Pittsburgh 
Agreement. In Pittsburgh is where Czechoslovakia was created. There was a negotiation 
during the First World War on what this new Czechoslovakia would look like, and it was 
referred to as the federation of Czech and Slovak republics in this document.” So their 
position was the name never was supposed to be Czechoslovakia. It was supposed to be 
the Federation of Check and Slovak Republics so they were going to call it the Czech and 
Slovak Federated Republic. So this was clearly an emotional issue, but it was very 
memorable. The prime minister goes hopping up from his table and running out, and 
Alexander Dubcek the prime minister of the whole country from ’68 being also of one 
mind because Schuster and Cic were former communists, of one mind on this important 
issue. So the country eventually split apart. I had a lot of good contacts in the country. 
They repeatedly told me, because I used to go down there quite a bit trying to get the 
branch post established and also getting the Fulbright Commission established, the 
country was indeed going to break a part and become two countries. I learned from a very 
big mistake I made at that time because the chief of station told me that definitely was not 
going to happen. His contacts in Slovakia assured him that it would remain one country. 
So I deferred to the chief of station assuming that someone in American intelligence had 
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more intelligence than I had. Of course in hindsight it taught me a lesson to trust my own 
contacts and sources more than the CIA’s. 
 
Q: No comment. I would just refer the reader to Legacy of Ashes by Tim Weiner on that 

subject. I do want to ask a more general question comparing the two parts of the world 

but anything else? 

 

HULL: Just one other thing I would mention. I did mention that the heavy work load that 
all of us faced and Mark Wentworth’s family not being very happy with the fact that we 
had to work so long. That was also true of my information officer, Jim Chrisinger, who as 
I said was a superb officer with some little children. But Jim, after he left Prague was 
assigned to be PAO at the Vatican assuming that would be a fairly non revolutionary 
country, non-controversial post. But he never got there. He was a lawyer and had also 
been a press secretary to Congressman Jim Leach. He decided to leave the Foreign 
Service and become a political consultant working for Governor Vilsack in Iowa, where 
he was from, for many years. He now works as a consultant in Minnesota. We were all 
pretty much burned out from that experience. By the end of it, as exciting and as 
emotionally attached as I was to the whole situation in Prague, I was grateful for an 
opportunity to move on. 
 
I thought I was moving on to another democratic transformation because I was assigned 
as Public Affairs Officer to Nigeria where democratic elections were going to take place 
before I arrived. It would be the end of military rule in Nigeria and the start of a 
Democratic era there. Unfortunately it didn’t happen quite that way. The election was 
annulled when it was clear that the winner was going to be somebody, Chief Abiola, who 
was not welcome by the military regime. My predecessor as PAO, Mike O’Brien, 
denounced the regime and declared that this decision was “unacceptable.” In Nigerian 
English “unacceptable” is a very threatening type of word, so he was PNG’d from the 
country. I thought I was going from one country going from totalitarianism to democracy 
to another that I would help take from totalitarianism to democracy, but it didn’t quite 
work out that way. But you referred to South Africa where I served later on, which was a 
country that did move from the totalitarian Apartheid to the democratic regime at about 
the same time that all of this was taking place in Czechoslovakia. There are indeed a lot 
of parallels. As PAO in both cases I was working in situations where clearly there was 
supposed to be a transition from wrong to right. So, it makes it much easier to function as 
a PAO where you have clearly delineated issues of right and wrong, good and bad, and so 
forth. So certainly communist East Europe was that type of situation, and South Africa 
was absolutely that type of situation. 
 
Q: Do you have any guess as to why this happened at the same time. Is it a coincidence? 

 

HULL: No, I think it is well documented that at the end of the Cold War, suddenly a lot 
of groups lost their patrons, and therefore with the collapse of the Soviet Union suddenly 
we went from a bipolar world, at least for a brief period, to a uni-polar world where the 
United States was perceived as the sole super power. American support was critical. The 
ANC certainly was no longer going to be having Soviet support, for example, but the 
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United States was no longer going to fall on its sword for the government of South Africa 
at any time, either. There were certainly the sanctions, the disinvestment and so forth. I 
have always felt that with respect to South Africa and other countries that economic 
sanctions are usually ineffective and counter-productive because they force countries, if 
they have a capacity, to become more self reliant or they go out in to the black market 
and obtain weapons. In South Africa I was always in favor of sanctions, not because they 
could be effective, but because they were the morally right thing to do. But there was one 
aspect that I always felt would be effective in South Africa, and that was sports boycotts 
and sanctions on international participation in sports, because the South African 
Afrikaners and British alike were fanatics about sports. That was the one thing that would 
really affect the population negatively in terms of their support for the government and 
their support for apartheid. They really felt the burden of exclusion that came from a 
sports boycott, whereas they could maintain their lifestyles pretty much with other types 
of sanctions simply by adapting. There were also the pariahs of the world who interacted 
with each other, those who were largely excluded at that time in the world when I served 
my first time in South Africa. Argentina under the generals. You had Paraguay with its 
dictators. You had Iran with its revolution You had the Israelis that most of the world 
didn’t like, and you had the North Koreans. What was astounding to me at least when I 
served in South Africa, certainly by the time I had left was that although the Shah had 
been overthrown in Iran, the South Africans were still exporting chickens to Iran and the 
Iranians were exporting oil to South Africa. South Africa was buying, I think it was 
asphalt from North Korea, and they were shipping something else to North Korea. South 
Africa at that time was inundated with tourists from Paraguay and Argentina, but they 
were very disliked because wherever they stayed they stripped the hotel rooms bare by 
stealing the televisions and the sheets and the towels and anything that wasn’t nailed 
down because they were so poor, so they were sort of kleptocrats. There was an 
intelligence relationship between Israel and South Africa and military relationship. So all 
these disparate strange bedfellows came together in South Africa through mutual self 
interests as pariah states. So again another reason why I had no great confidence in 
economic sanctions working because the pariahs would always work things out among 
themselves. Despite apparent extreme differences. South Africa being ostensibly strongly 
anti communist, North Korea being the extreme of communism, yet they were able to do 
deals because they were being excluded by other parts of the world. 
 
Q: I think you have said a lot for one session. 

 

HULL: Well we need a little break. 
 
Q: Ok, we are now in our 14

th
 segment, Dan Whitman interviewing Ambassador Tom 

Hull. We have reached the year 1993 which is the year I believe you moved from Prague 

to Lagos. 

 

HULL: Yes, I was pleased to go back to Africa. Africa was my area of expertise. I felt 
very grateful and fortunate to be selected as Public Affairs Officer in Nigeria replacing 
Mike O’Brien, another great Public Affairs Officer. His predecessor was another great 
PAO was Bob LaGamma. Of course by that point I had been promoted into the Senior 
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Foreign Service as a Counselor. This was a minister counselor position, so it was a step 
up career-wise. It was a post that had three branch offices in Kaduna, Ibaden, and Abuja. 
So it was a very substantial USIS operation. I think we had about 15 officers in country 
We had program development officer, executive officer, PAO, deputy PAO, secretary, 
three branch officers, ACAO, CAO, IO, and junior officers and so forth. So it was a very 
substantial operation with a large number of Nigerian employees. I went there with a 
great amount of excitement because I had just been through this remarkable 
transformation from authoritarian communist rule to the democratic civilian rule in 
Prague, and here I was going to Nigeria, where after a couple of decades at least, Nigeria 
at the promise of President Babangida was about to transform from authoritarian military 
rule to democratic civilian rule. I saw a certain parallel in the work I would be doing. 
USIA had amply funded a number of democratization programs that I would inherit in 
the country. So it was with some optimism and enthusiasm that I was going, and as I was 
preparing to go to post an election was held that was supposed to bring civilian 
government to Nigeria. But, when it was seen that a southern Yoruba by the name of 
Chief Abiola would be elected, and that even though he was a Muslim he was a 
southerner, this was unacceptable to the northern Muslims that were running the country. 
Consequently they annulled the election citing election irregularities, which is never 
difficult to do in Nigeria since every election is irregular. Nevertheless, we had gotten the 
promise of civilian rule. The election was annulled. Mike O’Brien, the PAO, went public 
and made a statement, a statement that Ambassador Swing didn’t clear ahead of time. He 
simply said to make a statement, but the statement wasn’t quite what he wanted. Mike 
O’Brien denounced the annulment of the election as unacceptable. Which was the 
credible thing to do, and made the Americans very popular in Nigeria, but it wasn’t the 
politic thing to do. Therefore, Mike O’Brien in his last month at post was PNG’d. I 
emphasize his last month at post because that meant his wife had to stay at post and pack 
out while he got to go onto his next assignment. 
 
Q: London I think. 

 

HULL: Yes it was London. That sudden situation where my predecessor was PNG’d 
which meant that I was also sort of persona non gratia. This delayed my arrival at post. 
We had to have a little bit of a cooling off period until the Nigerians would be willing to 
issue me a visa. So I went to post, and there was actually a civilian government because 
Babangida had promised to step down, and he did step down, and they had through some 
convoluted method appointed Ernest Shonekan to be an interim president, Shonekan had 
been the General Motors representative in Nigeria so he had an American connection and 
he was a civilian. That was seen as a bit of progress. When I arrived it was also a kind of 
a transition period. I thought I would be serving for Ambassador Bill Swing, a well-
known ambassador with a lot of experience in Africa. But Washington decided because 
Haiti was in crisis, he should go to Haiti. So we met at the airport. He was leaving; I was 
arriving. We had a period of a chargé affaires under DCM Tibor Nagy. Eventually 
Ambassador Walter Carrington was appointed and he came to post, but that took several 
months to happen. In the meantime Chargé Nagy was in charge. Being a Senior Foreign 
Service officer, he and I worked very closely together, which is kind of a precursor 
because when he became ambassador to Ethiopia he wanted me as his DCM, which in 
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turn led to my becoming an ambassador. So it was an important personal and professional 
relationship with Tibor Nagy. An interesting name because he was a Hungarian refugee 
in 1956 from the Hungarian uprising. His father was a senior military officer in Hungary. 
 
Q: You went to Abuja for Carrington’s presentation of credentials. 

 

HULL: That is correct. This was a period of transition because it was inevitable that the 
American embassy would have to move to Abuja as would other embassies because 
Abuja was the capital and all the government ministries and the head of state were in 
Abuja. So it was during this time that we opened a branch post in Abuja. 
 
Q: Was it Babangida or Abacha who decided to move everything up there? 

 

HULL: Oh it had been decided long before, because they had to build the whole city, so I 
think it was even before Babangida. It was quite some time before. We had another 
branch post close by that was easy to drive to from Abuja which was in Kaduna, but the 
consulate general had already been closed in Kaduna so we were really in a period in 
which that post was going to be closed. Another closure in time, after I departed was our 
branch post in Ibadan. In fact these were decisions that I ultimately had to make as the 
Area Director because of severe budget cuts that took place in the mid 1990’s in USIA. 
 
But for the time being we did have those branch posts which were very useful. We didn’t 
have any in the east of the country. It would have been very useful to have one in Port 
Harcourt or something more east, but nevertheless we did have good reach around the 
country although we had the failure to get civilian rule of the country, we nevertheless 
carried on active programming despite the difficulties posed by the Nigerian military 
government, and we worked very closely with civil society organizations and the very 
vibrant mass media in the south of Nigeria. 
 
Q: When you say vibrant, what was the degree of freedom of expression? 

 

HULL: Tremendous, although some journalists were arrested and put in jail when they 
exercised their freedom a little too extensively. Otherwise, some self censorship took 
place. Some people had to go into exile. The editor-in-chief of the Guardian was a good 
friend of mine, Olatunji Dare. We won for him the Nieman Prize at Harvard for 
journalistic courage one year, and then he ended up teaching at Bradley University in 
Peoria, Illinois, where he still is. 
 
Q: The Name of the paper was… 

 

HULL: The Guardian. So that was one person for example, but there were many 
journalists that we worked with closely. We worked very closely with Claude Ake who 
was in Port Harcourt, a brilliant political scientist who unfortunately was killed in a 
Nigerian Air Lines plane crash going from Port Harcourt to Lagos. There was always 
some suspicion as to whether or not that was an actual crash or a planned death. So I 
worked very closely with Mrs. Awolowo-Dosunmu, the daughter of Chief Obafemi 
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Awolowo who was one of the people who led Nigeria to independence and was a major 
leader. The stature of her family was such that she was somewhat immune to persecution. 
She undertook a lot of pro-democracy activities. We had a range of people. We had 
lawyers, jurists and so forth, business people whom we could work with and we also 
could work in the arts quite a bit. If you know anything about Nigerian culture, it is a 
very vibrant artistic society. So we worked with the theater in particular in getting rights 
for American plays to be performed, particularly Langston Hughes plays to be performed, 
such as Fences. So this certainly kept us very busy. Instead of transforming the country 
into and supporting democratic rule, at the time I was PAO our task was to keep hope 
alive which we did very actively. We had an active Fulbright program, worked closely 
with the Universities. We could do a lot but it wasn’t what we had expected to do when I 
was first assigned there. We had a number of prominent visitors such as the Reverend 
Jesse Jackson coming to extol the need for transformation in Nigeria. We had 
Congressman Watt from Oklahoma, a prominent African American Republican for 
example. So we had some important people coming, but it was nothing like my tour in 
Czechoslovakia, thank goodness, where we were constantly being inundated by visits 
from Members of Congress and the United States Senate. 
 
Q: Now are we into the Abacha regime by now? 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. I mean they were as I mentioned Shonekan lasted just a few 
months and then there was a coup d’état. Even under Abacha we were doing all this with 
the media and with culture and so forth. One of the terrible traditions of Nigeria are book 
launchings. When anybody writes a book they want to have a book launch. If you go to a 
book launch you are lucky if it starts within an hour or two of the scheduled time. These 
would go on for hours and they would have lively discussions. I do remember one in 
particular that was attended by the dissident from the Niger delta, Ken Saro-Wiwa, who 
was then executed by Abacha. 
 
Q: A terrible thing, international outcry against it. It took several weeks. 

 

HULL: It was actually a bit loony. Like in Czechoslovakia when we worked with the 
different dissidents, you sometimes had to have a screw loose to challenge authority. He 
was arrested and executed. That was certainly a complication at the time, and it showed 
the true colors of the regime. 
 
Q: Was (Nobel Literature Laureate) Wole Soyinka out of the country at that time? 

 

HULL: No, he was in the country, in fact he came to my house on a couple of occasions 
to representational events, but I wasn’t the first PAO by any means. He was a strong 
critic of the United States feeling that we could do much more for transformation in 
Nigeria, but nevertheless he was a friend of America and certainly was a contact of CAOs 
and PAOs over a period of years. We had a Cultural Affairs Officer at the time, Margaret 
Westmoreland who was extremely active with the arts community, particularly artists, 
but also theater. So we had extensive outreach in the educational and cultural areas. We 
had extensive outreach with the media because we had Arlene Jacquette, a very good 
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information officer, for most of my tour. So we were well situated; we were active and 
we did a lot. We helped to keep hope alive for the mass media, the educational and 
cultural world, and the civil society. We would also take speakers to the military academy 
and tell them what we thought of military rule, which was pretty negative. So we were 
not shy about being critical in a diplomatic way of the regime. By being critical trying to 
show them that civilian rule was superior to military rule. 
 
Q: So the regime was pressing down very hard on Nigerians, but apparently did not limit 

what you were doing. 

 

HULL: Not really, There may have been one or two instances of Nigerians not being able 
to travel on grants because their passports didn’t come though or something like that. It is 
hard for me to be specific because I don’t recall what all of our programs were with 
various universities. Many of them were disrupted. The Americans had difficulty getting 
visas, coming to Nigeria. It was difficult to get the audiences we would have had if we 
had a civilian rule in the country. 
 
Q: If I remember correctly you had quite a bit of AID money that was available to you. 

 

HULL: Yes, a lot of this program was funded by USAID. That was all put in place before 
I got there because there were no initiatives after the annulment of the election. So what I 
was working with was what I inherited from my predecessors, Bob LaGamma and Mike 
O’Brien. 
 
Q: So, so many things to look into. First of all the move to Abuja. Tell us about that. 

 

HULL: Well the embassy did not move to Abuja while I was there but we did have a 
consulate general open up there. We opened up a branch USIS post. We got a small 
building there that we operated out of up there. So for some of the time we were co-
located in the very little consulate, but we rented another villa next door that we were 
able to use as a USIS post, interestingly very closely located near the national security 
headquarters. 
 
Q: Just like South Africa. 

 

HULL: But that said, we did have an operation up there, so we were in place a few years 
later when we built a new embassy. One of the problems was that we could never get the 
Overseas Building Office in the State Department to approve a piece of land that we 
should have or a building that we should rent or buy. We actually had a piece of land 
assigned to us by the government, but we didn’t feel it was appropriate, also a piece of 
land for an Ambassador’s residence. The only government that had moved up there at the 
time the election was annulled was the British government. They were well positioned 
should the election be successful, but the election failed, so their equivalent of our 
inspector general tore apart the British ambassador and the British government for re-
locating to Abuja when everybody else stayed behind. So it was fortuitous that we did 



 116 

stay behind. It was a symbolic message but we also had to prepare for our eventual move 
to Abuja which of course has now happened. 
 
Q: Now travel I take it was relatively difficult in Nigeria. 

 

HULL: Less difficult than dangerous. I mean the airlines were very unreliable, a number 
of private ones poorly maintained, airplane crashes. I remember sponsoring a country 
conference of all my officers in Abuja and our officer in Ibadan, who has been PAO in 
Dakar, whose uncle was Mayor of Detroit, Claude Young. Claude Young got on the 
plane and they are taxiing to take off and he finally has to yell to the stewardess that the 
door is open back here sort of thing. So they had to abort the take off and close the door. 
So, that sort of negligence you would find. Traveling on the roads was a grueling process. 
Once I got to Kaduna or Abuja, I would then travel by road up north in general, but the 
roads were in terrible condition and there was a lot of banditry, so you had to really be 
careful on where you traveled on the roads. One of my truly memorable experiences was 
meeting a very pleasant fellow when I flew to Jos I believe it was. A university was there 
and it was sort of a gateway to the far northeast of the country. I was delayed by fog and 
was sitting in the airport. I started talking to this fellow who turned out to be the manager 
of the airport. It turned out that he had actually studied air traffic control in Minnesota. So 
I asked him what his name was, and he said to me, “God knows.” I said, “You don’t 
know your own name?” He said, “No, that is my name.” Godknows Obiozor. That was 
very typical of Nigeria; you would get all of these names that people would have. 
 
Q: Like the current vice president and acting president Goodwill Jonathan. A nice kind of 

Anglo Saxon fanciful. 

 

HULL: He is in line to replace the president should he die, President Yar’Adua. But this 
was also not an easy post family wise. My wife is a teacher at most posts. She taught in 
Prague. She taught at the school in Lagos. She kept busy, but the school only went up 
through the ninth grade, so rather than have our daughter do one year of school in Lagos, 
we sent her to boarding school in the United States. That was kind of sad that we didn’t 
have our daughter with us at post. But otherwise the Nigerians were delightful. We had 
wonderful friends. We also had great cultural performances that came in. We had a 
wonderful group that was just drummers. They did a drumming workshop. Drummers 
came from all over They had done the theme music for an American TV series, the one 
that took place up in Alaska. 
 
Q: Northern Exposure? 

 

HULL: Yes. Anyway they did the music and it was all drumming. They came out and did 
a concert that was wonderful, it was all drumming and they did workshops. They wanted 
to cut it short because they weren’t feeling well. I said, “No you can’t cut this short. 
People have traveled from every corner of Nigeria to come drum with you. It is fantastic 
to hear these Nigerian drummers and traditional drummers. Another good friend was 
Fran Kuboya and her husband. She had a most fantastic voice. She was the sister of the 
famous musician, Fela, whose life has been featured in a Broadway musical. They were 
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jazz musicians. Not long after I left post she had a heart attack and died. She was a dentist 
by day and a Jazz singer by night. She had a wonderful voice. Fortunately I still have it 
on CD so I can listen to her from time to time. 
 
Q: Analytically you were mentioning yesterday I think about the labor intensive nature of 

cultural performances. Do you have any comments. I guess it is different in each country 

and in each circumstance. Here you are keeping hope alive as you say, instead of 

working on a transition. In a period like that I am guessing it would be more important? 

 

HULL: It depends on what you are able to do in a country. Certainly theater 
performances such as Langston Hughes plays sent messages. The music did not send a 
message but it showed American interest in African arts as well as our own arts and 
sharing cross cultural experiences, which I think is very important. I think the situation 
depends on how much exposure you have in a country already to American culture. We 
don’t have to send American performers to Japan probably because you have American 
orchestras going to Japan anyway. It really depends on the country, and when I became 
Area Director and this is getting ahead of our story, this was one of the big battles as to 
whether cultural programs could survive. Only two people supported them. I supported 
them for Africa and Kenton Keith, who was the head of Near East Asia, supported them 
for his regions. But the rest of the regions in the world felt they had ample exposure 
through the private sector to American performances and did not need to be impresarios 
for American cultural performances, because being an impresario is very time 
consuming. It depends on the size of your post, the resources of your post, what other 
program priorities you might have. We tried to make the argument unsuccessfully at the 
time that you have to have diverse programming options for different parts of the world. 
In Africa or the Middle East you simply did not have private American performers going 
without American assistance. 
 
Q: Was Nigeria not a special case in the sense that maybe they did not have frequent 

venues and frequent performers, but they were extremely aware of things happening in 

the United States, no? 

 

HULL: Yes, but more popular culture, popular music, but not so much classical music or 
even jazz. So we tried to give them more exposure to that. They certainly did not have 
much exposure to American theater or something like a group that simply played drums. 
 
Q: So how quickly did you feel you were able to reorient. You came in thinking you were 

going to be there during a transition. That didn’t happen. That required adjustments in 

your country plan I assume. 

 

HULL: Some, but not a lot because one, we didn’t pay a hell of a lot of attention to the 
country plan. Secondly once I was in place, we were able to continue on but cautiously. 
The main challenge was in those democratization programs. But certainly the papers 
could give me the interviews. We placed an enormous amount of material from the 
wireless file into the local media. We could place World Net on TV and what have you. 
Innately Nigeria is a difficult country to work in just because of the infrastructure 
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challenges, corruption and inefficiency, what have you. But beyond that, Nigeria was a 
country where we could continue as planned but we had to continue cautiously with some 
bumps in the road along the way. We still had Fulbrighters coming and going. We might 
have tried to put a Fulbright commission there, but certainly any thought of that was 
killed by the changing political circumstances, so it was simply a different priority but 
with similar types of programs. Obviously we weren’t doing a whole lot with the 
parliament anymore or with democratic institutions that existed but were not fully 
functioning as democratic institutions. 
 
Q: You said you were giving a lot of statements to the press after your predecessor was 

PNG’d how did this affect the type of dialog that you maintained? 

 

HULL: Well that was not a problem because I think I have been around Africa enough to 
understand that there were certain words that were very inflammatory in an African 
context that might not be inflammatory in an American context. So we were very careful 
to communicate diplomatically while getting our point across, emphasizing our priority is 
human rights. Our priority is freedom of the press. One can infer from that we are 
concerned about your human rights; we are concerned about your pressure on the 
independent media, this sort of thing. 
 
Q: So you could talk about a principle without personalizing it, and you felt that was the 

most effective way to transmit. 

 

HULL: By and large I think the U.S. Government, if something was being condemned 
we were taking our guidance from Washington. So if there was an arrest of a prominent 
person, for example if Obasanjo was arrested while we were there. I had lunch with him 
and a couple of weeks later he was under arrest. The U.S. Government spoke out in 
strong criticism. But it was not the embassy, it was the U.S. Government doing it. 
 
Q: Now Obasanjo at the beginning was military. 

 

HULL: He was, when he was a military leader he stepped down and there was a brief 
period of civilian rule that was overthrown as I recall after he was ruler. He was always 
respected because he was a military leader who voluntarily abdicated power. So he had 
credibility, although he was known as being corrupt. The western world had sort of 
romanticized him a bit. He was on UN commissions and that sort of thing when he was 
out of power. He came back in as President as a civilian, so he returned eventually, but 
that was after my tenure. 
 
Q: Do you remember what the pretext was for his arrest? 

 

HULL: Well he was allegedly conspiring to overthrow the government, but he was too 
important to execute, although some prominent people died in prison. I am trying to 
remember who, but there were prominent people, opponents of the regime. The condition 
of Nigerian prisons as you could imagine are abysmal. People died in prison. 
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Q: Tell us about Lagos. There was a big article in the New Yorker two years ago I think 

about it was sort of apocalyptic. What was it like living in that place? 

 

HULL: Well it was always a challenge, but Americans, of course, have a support network 
that the embassy creates for official Americans. It was no worse than living in Mogadishu 
where we lived on generators 24-7 or we had water trucks coming to our house to deliver 
water. It was the same sort of difficulty. It was very hard for Nigerians. I mean the city 
itself is overpopulated which is one of the reasons for moving the capital to Abuja to take 
some of the pressure off the city. But it was always challenging because it was built on an 
island. Maintaining our USIS office was always a challenge. It had been at one time the 
American Embassy. The embassy built a new building in Lagos back, I guess, in the late 
70’s early 80’s. USIS inherited the building. So we had a building that was once an 
Embassy. Compared to other places where I had worked for USIS we had no deficit of 
space. 
 
Q: You compared it to Mogadishu but wasn’t the security much worse? 

 

HULL: Security was always a challenge because there was always a lot of robbery on the 
roads and so forth. What we had in essence was our embassy police force which worked 
closely with the police patrol that came around and checked out homes. Crime, of course, 
was rampant and has always been so in Lagos, so you always had to be alert. But 
likewise I don’t recall any home invasions such as we had when I was in Kinshasa for 
example. We were pretty well protected by and large. I think the real danger came out in 
the rural areas when you were on the open roads and might be ambushed by bandits. I 
think we had at least one or two incidents where USAID vehicles were hijacked out in 
rural areas and that kind of thing. Car hijackings were a problem, but certainly crime was 
worse in South Africa than in Lagos at that particular time for foreigners. 
 
Q: Now as with a number of your previous assignments, I think you were having much 

more fun than the ambassador was. You were interacting with a receptive public; you 

were bringing culture to them, and they appreciated it. Meanwhile your ambassador must 

have had a very difficult time dealing with Sani Abacha. 

 

HULL: Ambassador Carrington was a great guy, very personable, and had a lot of 
experience in life as an African American graduate of Law from Harvard in the 50’s. He 
was one of the first members of the Massachusetts Anti Discrimination Commission. He 
was one of the original Peace Corps directors. There were seven original Peace Corps 
countries. Sierra Leone was one of them. He was the first director there. He was Vice 
President of the African American institute for many years, and Ambassador to Senegal 
very briefly. So he had a lot of varied experience in his life and a lot of experience in 
Africa. In fact he was sent to Africa as a Peace Corps director because he had an 
experience in 1959 where he led an Experiment in Living group to Nigeria. He actually 
had a pre-independence exposure to Nigeria and was seen as an old friend of Nigeria. He 
wanted his ambassadorship to be fairly successful and did not want to make unnecessary 
waves and to communicate through quiet diplomacy more than anything else. So he did 
not engage the press nearly as much as I did for example, whereas in Czechoslovakia 



 120 

Ambassador Black was very active with both the domestic and the international press. So 
Walter Carrington also had a wide range of friendships. If we faulted him in the embassy 
we felt he was a bit too generous in his visa referrals for too many people in the 
government. We would occasionally remind him, myself and the political officer and 
others, that perhaps some of these people should not be getting visas and we should be a 
bit stricter because of their associations with the regime. He departed after I departed. 
And his popularity was reflected in the fact that they renamed the street by the American 
Embassy in Lagos Walter Carrington Circle. Before it had been named after some Soviet, 
something like that, because the Russian Embassy was on the same street as us. 
 
Walter Carrington Circle because it was a sort of a circle. It wasn’t a main thoroughfare. 
So Walter was not seen as being as aggressive as perhaps, he was a political appointee, 
and he simply was not seen as being as aggressive as some would have liked him to have 
been. Interestingly I had not served for a non-career ambassador until I served for 
Ambassador Black. Suddenly I had a succession of them in Czechoslovakia, in Nigeria 
and my next post in South Africa. So suddenly it was a complete reversal. I enjoyed 
working with political appointees as well, as long as they were being professional. I felt 
Ambassador Carrington was very professional, but there was a feeling that he was a little 
too lenient and were not using visas enough to restrict travel by the regime. 
 
Q: You described a sort of division of labor. He did the discrete below the radar 

diplomacy whereas you dealt with the press. Is this something you discussed with him at 

length or did it just evolve? 

 

HULL: It just evolved. I probably discussed it with him and he expressed his preference. 
He wasn’t shy about the press, but likewise he didn’t go out of his way looking for 
interviews. One time with Ambassador Basora, who shied away from the press and from 
public appearances, I asked why, and he said, “Well overexposure cheapens the currency. 
Hold back the Ambassador until you really want to roll out the Ambassador.” I don’t 
subscribe to that myself but that was his approach. I think Ambassador Carrington was in 
between. He certainly would go to public events and be filmed attending things, but he 
was not a person who would go out and subject himself to a media interview which had a 
lot of professional issues including distortion of what he had to say, which was not 
uncommon in Nigeria. 
 
Q: Do you think he purposely said less so as to minimize the distortion? 

 

HULL: I think that was part of it, because that was a very real danger in Nigeria. Some of 
these papers were mere scandal sheets, and certainly they took a lot of liberties with what 
you had to say, and it was easy to be misquoted in the press. Myself I was very selective 
where I gave interviews. The better newspapers were where I focused when I gave 
interviews. 
 
Q: And did they respect the rules pretty much with you? 

 

HULL: More or less. I am not sure what to emphasize, the more or the less. 
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Q: Note to transcriber, facial expression showing some skepticism. 

 

HULL: Well no, I was just very cautious when I spoke to the press, so when you saw me 
speaking about how we support human rights and so forth it was to speak in some sort of 
generalities so that it would be very difficult to distort what you were saying. You did not 
want to give the journalists a very sophisticated argument that could then be twisted 
around. 
 
Q: Did they push you towards coming out with flagrant or inflammatory statements? 

 

HULL: No. 
 
Q: Did they want you to say more? 

 

HULL: Well they probably would have been delighted if I said something that was very 
inflammatory for the headlines. Being cognizant of my predecessor, it was very important 
not to fall on one’s sword with outrageous comments with the end result being PNG’d, 
but rather to speak very clearly about what we were for. It did not take any intelligence to 
put that into stark contrast with what Sani Abacha and his brutal government stood for. 
 
Q: You did not have to connect the dots; the public did it then. 

 

HULL: I would assume they were intelligent enough. The Nigerians are very bright 
people. The Nigerians are very impressive that way like other countries I have served in. 
The great tragedy of Nigeria is there was so much brain drain from the country of very 
talented Nigerians, the brain drain exacerbated by many years of misrule and corruption 
by both civilian and military regimes. 
 
Q: You mentioned some of the performing groups that came. You had a lively Fulbright 

program, a very robust IV program I think. 

 

HULL: Yes. 
 
Q: Which you inherited, but that you kept going. This is one of the largest staffs in Africa. 

 

HULL: At the time I think it was even larger than South Africa. I know Nigeria styled 
itself as the giant of Africa, the lion of Africa. It saw itself as the most important country 
in Africa. There is a certain ego that went with that for Nigerians where they were very 
proud people, proud of the fact that their country was the most populous country in 
Africa and in many the ways the most dynamic country in Africa even though it had a 
number of failings. The greatest failing was the day that Mandela was released from 
prison and the elections were held and Nelson Mandela was sworn in as president in 
South Africa. I remember being in Nigeria at the time Nelson Mandela was sworn in and 
Nigerians telling me how embarrassed and ashamed they were that they were supposed to 
be the giants of Africa, the people with democratic rule, with the transition from 
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oppression to democracy, and instead their transition had been short circuited and they 
still had a military dictator, whereas they never expected during their lifetimes to see the 
peaceful end of apartheid and a rainbow nation in South Africa with this new democratic 
government. 
 
Q: Did they articulate this? 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. This was something that troubled them very much, that they had 
come up short. They had been very much opposed to the Apartheid of course, but South 
Africa had emerged as the success story and not them. 
 
Q: Well the current Assistant Secretary, Johnnie Carson had said he considers Nigeria 

the most important country in his portfolio. I guess you could argue this thing had gone 

back and forth between Nigeria and its population, its culture and dynamism, and South 

Africa with its greater GNP I believe. 

 

HULL: Well I think one could argue if you wanted to look at it negatively, the failure of 
Nigeria would be more catastrophic for Africa perhaps than the failure of South Africa. 
Because Nigeria is the most populous country in Africa. When Nigeria sneezes all the 
rest of the neighboring countries kind of shiver. It has a great regional influence and 
impact because its economy certainly does truly dominate that region. Of course South 
Africa dominates southern Africa and many of those countries can stand quite well on 
their own like Angola with its oil and so forth. I think in that sense he is right. We do not 
want Nigeria to become another Congo which has been catastrophic for Central Africa, 
and I think it would really be catastrophic for West Africa and also for regional 
organizations like the AU where Nigeria has been active, to have something catastrophic 
there. We all know it is a fairly fragile country because of the problems in the delta, the 
strains between Muslims and Christians, the strains between north and south, strains over 
distribution of economic resources, public funds and what have you. 
 
Q: Now you were there before 9-11 of course. Nigeria is roughly half Muslim, the 

northern half. 

 

HULL: Probably more than half, although people won’t say. The northern half is Muslim 
by and large and the southern half is by and large Christian. One of the great problems of 
Nigeria is in the north where you do have Islamic extremism, and in the south you have 
some very fundamentalist home grown Christian groups that can be quite extreme in their 
attitudes, but not as militant. 
 
Q: But they collide in Kano every year. It seems the one group goes after the other. 

 

HULL: That is not unusual, and in Kaduna we have had also some very bloody clashes 
between Christians and Muslims. 
 
Q: Now where did this stand when you were there? 
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HULL: Oh there were tensions, there were always tensions. I would travel around but this 
was before 9-11. Certainly there were issues over the imposition of Sharia law for 
example, so some concerns about that. Certainly there were some strains in the country 
over that. The strains have not gotten any easier over time. 
 
Q: So a backwards glance If you would in light of what has happened in Nigeria since 

you were there. You were there at a very difficult period. The Abacha dictatorship. I am 

sure you have noticed what has happened there since. 

 

HULL: Well I have always been an interested observer. I have never studied Nigeria 
extensively but I would say that I certainly watched the leadership issues because so 
many African countries are studies in failed leadership, and that is certainly true in 
Nigeria. I think the best that can be said for Nigerian leaders is the country hung together, 
but we now do have civilian rule. Some of the problems they have such as corruption, 
such as religious tensions, such as equitable distribution of the country’s wealth are so 
deep and complex that it is hard for any one president to make any progress. We have to 
have a long period of sustained change in the country. That is going to be very difficult 
given the day to day issues. There seems to have been the reform in the banking sector 
for example. So you can find progress in different areas. The real question is are we 
going to have sustained progress or are we going to have a reversion to military rule 
again if the civilians cannot succeed. We have to wait and see. 
 
Q: There is a press release this weekend that the president is conscious which is making 

a bad thing look good. There has been a lot of criticism from Nigerians about having a 

vacuum at the top. 

 

HULL: Not the first country to have that, but a very important. I mean we had that when 
Woodrow Wilson was president for example. Those things do happen. I can understand 
their nervousness in Nigeria. There is not a lot of confidence I think in his potential 
successor. And there are the generals and former generals who are now civilians who 
have a lot of money to influence politics if not actually engage in politics. 
 
Q: So between the time you were there and now, maybe structurally you are saying not a 

whole lot of visible change. 

 

HULL: A bit in terms of civilian rule and parliament, but Nigeria is Nigeria. It is a 
country of enormous potential, but a country of enormous problems. And to achieve that 
potential they have to address the problems which is very difficult to do particularly 
given the fact that like other African countries, this is a very artificial country. This is one 
that Lord Lugard put together. It’s a country that has never been comfortable as one 
country. Perhaps the best thing for Nigeria would be to divide into smaller countries. 
 
Q: That is an inflammatory statement, or would have been. 

 

HULL: But the problem is that comes with its own repercussions. So you know, what 
might look easy from a distance looks far more difficult up close. 
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Q: The Biafrans tried that a few decades ago and it was a disaster. 

 

HULL: Of course it was. That was partly because of the oil quite naturally. But this is a 
country of people who are very uncomfortable living with each other. 
 
Q: Ok, are we at the bookend here? 

 

HULL: I think we are at the bookend on Nigeria. 
 
Q: OK, we are signing out. It is January 9, 2010, Dan Whitman interviewing Tom Hull. 

We have just reached the year 1995, and we are going to look ahead in future interviews 

to the following subjects. 

 

HULL: Well my period as Director of Africa for USIA, and during that period the 
negotiations for its merger into the State Department. My tour as Public Affairs Officer 
for South Africa in the period from 1997 to 2001, and then as DCM and Chargé in 
Ethiopia from 2001 to 2004, and finally my period as Ambassador to Sierra Leone from 
2004 to 2007. 
 
Q: And the story will continue after that, But we will leave the suspense with that. Thank 

you Ambassador. 

 

We are now on our 17
th
 segment. It is still January 9. Ambassador Tom Hull, we have 

just gotten you out of Nigeria and into a very significant job in Washington. Tell us more. 

 

HULL: Well actually I have not quite reached Washington yet in the sense that I needed 
to get the job. So I bid on the job as Area Director for Africa, which was coming open, 
but there was no guarantee that I would get it. Fortunately I was on the list to be 
promoted to minister counselor. I think some people in Washington had other people in 
mind, but I had the strong support of the incumbent Area Director, Bob LaGamma. That 
was very important. Bob arranged for me to go to an Eastern and Southern African PAO 
conference in Zimbabwe, even though I was in Lagos because Director Duffy was 
coming to the conference as head of the agency. Bob arranged for me to have breakfast 
with Director Duffy. It was a kind of a personal interview, but a bit of an odd one in that 
the director wanted to know a little bit about me, and I happened to mention in the course 
of it, because I knew in his own background, my close friendship with my former 
professor who was murdered, Dr. Charles Frankel. Well it turned out Duffy was also a 
great fan and friend of Charles Frankel. So I think he felt that I had a little more 
substance than he thought. I think that helped get Director Duffy on board to support my 
assignment. I was just very grateful to Bob LaGamma for that assistance. 
 
Q: How much competition was there for that? 

 

HULL: I don’t really know how much there was at the time, because as a minister 
counselor position, there were not a lot of minister counselors, and I was on the 
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promotion list, so I would come into the job as a minister counselor. So I transferred out 
of Lagos to Washington and took up my responsibilities as the Area Director. I believe it 
was probably around August or September, 1995. 
 
Q: Yes, this is when LaGamma left. 

 

HULL: This was a period of great budgetary austerity. I must say Bob LaGamma had 
done a great job of fighting back using what we would call a Statue of Liberty strategy 
when he was asked to take significant budget cuts to help USIA meet its budget targets 
because the President wanted everybody, you know the great concerns about the deficit. 
There were real questions about the need for USIA in the wake of the Cold War. So the 
agency was under a lot of pressure to cut, cut, cut. Of course in Africa we felt we were 
pretty close to the bone anyway. It has always been a lean operation. Bob successfully 
resisted as I said. You may recall the National Park Service was asked to take budget cuts 
so they said, “Fine, we will close the Statue of Liberty,” whereupon everybody gave them 
their money back. Bob tried the same thing successfully by saying, “Well I guess we will 
have to close Soweto,” and some other things that would be unacceptable. So at least in 
the first round of budget cuts, AF, Africa was exempted. When I got there I tried the 
same strategy, because if it works once let’s try it twice. But by then they had caught on 
and said, “No, that won’t work. You are going to have to cut here and there.” I was a 
great believer in universality, because from my own experience elsewhere it is much 
easier to close a post than to ever open a post again. Therefore I felt that we should retain 
as much universality and to be relevant to have a presence in as many embassies as 
possible. So once they came back to me and said, ‘No, it doesn’t work twice, find 
something other than closing Soweto,” I had to look at where the money was being spent. 
So I had to look at branch posts. I felt that closing branch posts in South Africa was not 
acceptable. I had just been PAO in Nigeria. I felt badly about it, but I felt we had to close 
the Kaduna operation which was standing alone, and the Ibadan operation. I did not want 
to close any country capital post. I also felt that ARS Paris was extremely expensive 
because of the very high salaries, higher than the Americans were receiving. Therefore 
we had to streamline that operation more, even though it was already very lean. I always 
took it upon myself to deliver the bad news in person, so I went out to Paris and told the 
FSNs what was in store for them once the decision was made. 
 
The most difficult part was when the budget managers said, “Well you know you are 
going to have to close a post.” Over time, over the two years as the cuts got deeper, 
indeed it was necessary not only to eliminate a few positions here and there where we had 
two officer posts, cut back to one officer and that sort of thing. Where we had an ACAO, 
we would no longer have an ACAO and what have you. We trimmed as much as we 
could but we ultimately could not meet the required budget cuts. And so with a great deal 
of pain I found some combinations of posts that would allow us to meet our budget 
requirements but not have a huge impact continent wide. So on the list were the closure 
of Swaziland, the closure of Lesotho, possibly the closure of Mauritius, and the closure of 
Gabon possibly because that country was so Francofied. So many French were living in 
Libreville it seemed that certainly we were not going to supplant the French, and the 
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French would serve our purposes in many respects there. So there were a number of 
possibilities. 
 
I put together some budget combinations of posts that might close. I went over to the 
State Department and said, “What do you guys think?” I must confess that was a mistake 
because they weren’t terribly interested. They handed it to the Principal Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of State, Bill Twaddell and looking at the two or three options or combinations 
that I suggested, they decided on the combination that would close Swaziland, Lesotho 
and Gabon. But then what happened was the King of Swaziland came to America. I think 
he came to a UN General Assembly meeting in September of probably 1996. The king 
came to my office, so that goes to show you how important that was in USIA, and we sat 
down and he pleaded with me not to close his post. I said, “Well I really have got to meet 
my budget requirements and you will do just fine without us.” This was a post where a 
long succession of PAOs had an opportunity to influence the king as he was growing up. 
The influence did not seem to last in many respects, and it certainly did not democratize 
as we might have hoped. But I told the king I would ponder it. Then the king asked me, 
he was staying at one of the clubs, the Cosmos Club or something, he asked me to come 
over and see him at his hotel suite. We talked about it some more. I said, I would ponder 
it. Then I had to go up to New York as did the King to the annual African-American 
Institute dinner and I shared the table with the King and other dignitaries at the head 
table, and we got into this discussion again. Finally in a moment of a little too much 
wine, I gave him back his post, which meant that we had to close another post in Africa. 
It may have been Chad. I am not sure, but there was a third very small post in Africa. So 
we ended up closing two of the branch posts in Nigeria and three small country posts. Of 
course I had to go out to Lesotho and personally tell the foreign minister that we were 
going to close this post, and the foreign minister told me how when he was a high school 
student how much he had used the USIS library. How important it was to him and so 
forth. In Gabon they didn’t really seem to care very much. They had the French Cultural 
Center, and that is all they really needed. But anyway, that is what happened, and it was a 
very devastating period. In hindsight it would have been probably unnecessary if the 
Director of the Agency had fought harder for the budget. A few years later the United 
States had a budget surplus, but forward vision is very hard especially when it comes to 
budgets. 
 
So my time in Washington in that sense was a difficult time because so much time was 
spent first of all trying to preserve what I could of our operation in Africa in the face of 
deep budget cuts. The second trying aspect of that period was the decision for USIA to 
merge into the State Department. Personally I was not as fearful of this as some people. I 
felt that Foreign Service Officers would land on their feet and that public diplomacy 
would continue, but rather than resist going into the State Department we should be 
trying to negotiate our entry on our own terms. I think we resisted a little too long. I wish 
we could have resisted successfully because Brian Atwood did resist the demise of 
USAID successfully. In fact the White House cut a deal with Senator Jesse Helms who 
was behind the push to get rid of USIA. The President sent Vice President Gore to 
negotiate with him and they came out with a deal whereby USIA and the Arms Control 
and Disarmament Agency would be merged into the State Department and USAID would 
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continue to stand alone. I don’t think the merger has been good for public diplomacy, but 
likewise the years have not treated USAID very well either. USIA belatedly did try to 
negotiate its entry into the State Department with some successes and some failures. I 
was very pleased that Kenton Keith was the person designated by the Director to lead that 
negotiation. He was a former Ambassador. He was a highly respected officer, and he was 
a person who could handle the situation very professionally in terms of negotiations. 
Another development in that period was the change of Counselors in the agency. 
 
Q: Harriet Elam. 

 

HULL: Well I am trying to remember. It wasn’t Harriet Elam. The first Counselor was a 
woman. Her name is slipping me unfortunately. If I looked at my EER’s. 
 
Q: Donna Oglesby. 

 

HULL: Donna Oglesby was the Counselor. Donna and I got on okay, but she was a Latin 
Americanist and didn’t quite know why we had to have USIA in Africa at times. Then 
when the time came for Donna to retire, we had to find a new agency Counselor. The 
Area Directors fairly unanimously, myself included, wanted Kenton Keith to have that 
job. Each of us individually went to Director Duffy and tried to persuade him that he 
should take Kenton Keith, but in point of fact he took Anne Sigmund. 
 
Q: Oh. 

 

HULL: This was a real problem. She really did not have the background or the 
experience, but I think a lot of us used up a lot of chips to try to meet with the Director 
and persuade him otherwise. I probably would have stayed a third year, but it was clear 
the Director didn’t want to support me for a third year. Seeing that the merger was going 
to be very messy, I thought it would be great to go overseas again. In any case Kenton 
Keith was trying to get me to be PAO either in Egypt or Israel. But when I looked at it 
and looked at my age and the challenge of learning Arabic or Hebrew and also the 
resources of those two very important posts, the reality was that South Africa had more 
resources, more people, and a more active program. Bob LaGamma was being forced to 
leave because Director Duffy would not give him a limited career extension to stay at 
post. So I decided once that was clear, I could pretty much write my own ticket to go to 
South Africa, which is how I became the Public Affairs Officer for South Africa. 
 
Q: We are about to move you to Pretoria but again a backwards look at a difficult 

period. 

 

HULL: Well before I go on to South Africa we should also note that this was also the 
period of the bi-national commission headed by Vice President Gore. So in Washington 
along with our desk officer for South Africa Larry Schwartz, I was very engaged on the 
Washington end of the Vice President’s trips and pretty much handled the education 
portfolio of the Bi-National Commission (BNC) on that side of the Atlantic. I went to a 



 128 

number of meetings in Gore’s office in the Old Executive Office Building. It was always 
very interesting. 
 
Q: I believe Gore had three of these, South Africa, Russia and maybe Colombia perhaps. 

 

HULL: I think maybe Egypt. 
 
Q: So these were very special relationships between Gore and his counterpart, 

Chernomyrdin in Russia, Mbeki in South Africa and… 

 

HULL: And whomever in Egypt. I am pretty sure it was Egypt. 
 
Q: These were very exceptional and very high profile. 

 

HULL: Right, and resulted in every member of the U.S. cabinet except possibly one 
visiting South Africa, and I think she eventually came. I think that was Donna Shalala 
who I think had a back problem or something. Even she eventually came, so every 
member of the President’s cabinet came to South Africa at one time or another, if not 
with Gore to meet with their counterparts in the South African government. That was 
extremely important, and I was in South Africa for one of those events. I didn’t travel on 
the official plane but I recall I came out to visit the post, and participated with the 
Minister of Education because I had that education portfolio. Of course Bob LaGamma 
and the entire post were involved in BNC activities. 
 
Jack Loiello would come out from the agency as well on educational matters. He also 
dealt with education along with me on the BNC and was a political appointee as the head 
of the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs. The politics of these trips was very 
interesting because Jack got to fly on the Vice President’s plane. I remember being with 
Bob LaGamma in Cape Town after the plane took off because getting the seat on the 
Vice President’s plane was something to be treasured. Even more important was getting a 
bed on the Vice President’s plane, and apparently aside from the Vice President there was 
one other bed available, which would normally go to the senior ranking cabinet official in 
terms of when their cabinet was actually established, not when they were sworn in. Of 
course that would have been the Secretary of State had the Secretary of State been on that 
particular trip. But it went to a woman, so whoever it was the other cabinet members 
decided graciously that the female member of the cabinet got the bed. So all the all the 
other cabinet members had seats on the aircraft, and Jack Loiello had a seat on the 
aircraft. There was a telephone on the aircraft so of course Jack wanted to let everybody 
know that he was important and was on the Vice President’s aircraft. So he started 
making calls. The plane was going to refuel in I believe Accra, Ghana. I remember being 
with Bob LaGamma in Cape Town, and he gets this call from Jack Loiello from the 
aircraft, Jack calling him number one to remind him that he was on the aircraft, and 
number two the plane is going to land in Accra in the middle of the night, and would Bob 
please contact the operations center to have them instruct the Public Affairs Officer in 
Accra, Ghana, to be sure to be at the airport to meet with him while the plane refueled at 
2:00 in the morning so Jack would look important, which was the unspoken aspect of 
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this. I must say I admired Bob LaGamma for sitting there on the phone and saying, “Jack, 
Jack, are you there? I can’t hear you, Jack,” and hanging up on him. 
 
Q: I can verify this because I was in the room also. 

 

HULL: Oh were you? 
 
Q: Great. I think he even made sounds of static. 

 

HULL: I think we were in Cape Town at that point. It might have been Pretoria. 
 
Q: It was in the PAO residence. It was a wheels up celebration. 

 

HULL: In any case that was one of the many aspects of that, but we did spend a lot of 
time in the office. If we weren’t working on budgets, we were working on the Vice 
President’s Bi-National Commission which was extremely important. 
 
Q: OK, BNC and the various arrangements with AID which were administratively sort of 

complicated. 

 

HULL: They were really more complicated at the post than they were for the agency. 
 
Q: OK, well it was a period of budgetary decline for people. 

 

HULL: It was not a happy period to be the area director although we had a great office 
staff there. Herminia McLaren was one of my secretaries there. I believe I inherited her 
from Bob, and she had been my secretary in Nigeria also. I had another secretary there 
who became my secretary in Pretoria, Brenda Dudley. So there was some continuity in 
these jobs. And there was a lot of overlap between Bob LaGamma and myself because I 
inherited a lot of people like yourself who worked with him, and we had good staffs. By 
and large I had very good desk officers, and we were pretty happy with what we had in 
Washington. 
 
Q: What was I going to ask? Oh, and then just to note while you made some painful 

decisions, in 2010 ARS Paris is going and strong although leaner it still maintained its 

productivity. 

 

HULL: Well part of the rationale there was the cost of the employees, but the other part 
of it was while they were indeed producing good program products, cultural presentations 
had greatly declined coming out of Paris. Speakers, there were still some Francophone 
speakers coming out, but they didn’t have constant direct personal interaction. I felt it 
came down to closing a post or cutting three FSN’s with their benefits who might be 
costing us $125,000 or $150,000 a year, I could sustain that little operation in Bamako for 
example for that amount of money, and therefore we wanted to keep the posts that 
actually directly interacted with our target audiences. So we had to make sacrifices 
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somewhere. Some people faulted me and said you should have closed more posts. But my 
feeling was if we closed more posts we probably wouldn’t have them today. 
 
Q: Unfortunately, historically the compensation took place which was the rising number 

of DVC’s, which were much cheaper, and could only be organized by ARS. They picked 

up very gracefully with the changing nature of communication, fewer resources, but 

maintained programming. Nobody blames you for this terrible… 

 

HULL: Oh I don’t feel they do, but it was just kind of discouraging. It was kind of like 
going to Nigeria and finding out that instead of supporting democracy you are trying to 
keep hope alive. So instead of being able to vibrantly support the field as Area Director, 
you are just trying to survive. That is the way it was at the time, the future of how we 
would be situated in the State Department was a serious concern. I always felt there were 
very serious weaknesses in the negotiated agreement. The inconsistency of how these 
people would be absorbed in the State Department. Who Area Directors would report to, 
for example, would it be to this Undersecretary of State? There were those who strongly 
advocated that Area Directors should become Deputy Assistant Secretaries of State, but 
in point of fact that was knocked down by the State Department, and DASes with no 
knowledge of public diplomacy took over the portfolios. In many cases and certainly in 
AF they felt that unfortunately public diplomacy became the orphan within the bureau. 
 
Q: Well so said the inspectors at that time, and happily I guess you didn’t have to be 

there when it actually happened because you left about two years before. 

 

HULL: Well I left. January 1, 1999 was the official date of the integration. It took a 
number of years. It kind of started in 1998 but it continued long thereafter. It was actually 
to manage the merger in an embassy than it was in Washington probably. 
 
Q: Well you saw the beginning of this. The actual event, you had been in South Africa for 

a year or two before. 

 

HULL: That is right. I got to South Africa as Public Affairs Officer I believe it was, I 
would probably have to look it up, but it was in the summer of 1997. ‘95 to ‘97 I was area 
director. In 1997 I got to South Africa and I was there until 2001. 
 
Q: That is correct because I was there. ’97, safely two years before the merger. So back 

to South Africa where you had been 20 years earlier in very different circumstances. Tell 

us about some of the changes you saw even at first glance. You had visited of course. 

 

HULL: Well I was going to say I did have the privilege of making three or four trips to 
South Africa as Area Director. It was the most important post on the continent. It was 
easy to travel to even though it was a very long flight. At least one could get air 
connections from there, so it was a logical place to either begin or end a trip to Africa. So 
I had an opportunity to go back to see my old FSN friends, to get familiar with the post 
and so forth. I think I was well prepared to step in as Public Affairs Officer in South 
Africa. Jim Joseph was the ambassador at the time, James Joseph. Bob Pringle was the 
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DCM. We had passed the period where for a time the PAO had traveled with the 
ambassador to Cape Town for part of the year and then had to come back. So it was a 
year around situation. Because I was Minister Counselor there were period where I was 
actually the officer in charge of Pretoria during the course of my tour of duty when both 
the ambassador and DCM might be in Cape Town or out of the country. But it was as you 
suggested an important relationship with USAID which was supporting a lot of our 
programming as well. I had already established a good relationship with Aaron Williams 
when he was involved in Washington in the BNC’s when I was area director and he was 
very active. The vice president liked him a lot. He was very active in the Bi-National 
Commissions, and of course today Aaron is the Director of the Peace Corps in 
Washington. His successor Stacy Rhodes and I had a good working relationship overall. 
At times there were certainly strains in the relationship. I think we never personalized it 
too much and were very professional about it. Of course we had a lot of working groups, 
especially when Pringle left and John Blaney took over as Deputy Chief of Mission. This 
more or less coincided with a change of Ambassadors as well, and we ended up with Jim 
Joseph’s memorable successor. I am trying to remember the name. 
 
Q: We will fill that in later. 

 

HULL: I will get to that, but he was a person who had come out of retirement. Both of 
them of course were non-career appointees as Ambassadors. So I was in the interesting 
situation of having worked for non-career ambassador in the Czech Republic. Then a 
career ambassador in the Czech Republic. Then a political ambassador in Nigeria, and 
two political ambassadors in South Africa. So I had gone from my early career where it 
was entirely career ambassadors in places like Ouagadougou and Mogadishu to going to 
countries where I think five out of my six, or four out of my five ambassadors were non-
career ambassadors. 
 
Q: As you rose in the ranks you went to countries that were higher profile and higher 

profile countries were more likely to get political ambassadors sometimes. 

 

HULL: Yeah, absolutely. Even Nigeria which is a challenging country for a non-career 
ambassador in these circumstances. So that was fascinating, and perhaps we could take a 
two or three minute break. 
 
My second ambassador was Ambassador Delano Lewis. 
 
Q: Delano Lewis, yes, the congressman. 

 

HULL: No, he wasn’t a congressman; he had been in the private sector. He had been the 
head of C&P Telephone, Chesapeake and Potomac. And had been the head of the 
Baltimore and Ohio, the B&O Railroad. So he had a successful private sector career. 
Ambassador Lewis was very interesting because his wife wasn’t very excited about him 
becoming Ambassador because they had retired and she was enjoying their 
grandchildren. She had an elderly mother in the United States. So this really put a damper 
on his tour of duty. I was much closer to him than I was to Ambassador Joseph. 
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Ambassador Joseph was an incumbent, and I think my predecessor Bob LaGamma was 
probably pretty close to him, but I was not terribly close to Ambassador Joseph. 
 
Q: I think Joseph spent well over half of his time in Cape Town. 

 

HULL: Yes, he definitely liked Cape Town. He wanted to be where Mandela was, and 
Mandela liked Cape Town. I think that was of course an excuse for him. 
 
Q: We seldom saw him in Pretoria actually. 

 

HULL: Well Ambassador Lewis spent much more time in Pretoria. He tended to like 
Pretoria. He came to post, and we had an election, and Al Gore lost the election. So it 
looked like Ambassador Lewis would be leaving post only after several months there. 
But that was short circuited a bit because among his various private sector activities, he 
was a member of the board of directors of several companies including Halliburton. Our 
new Vice President of the United States was coming from Halliburton. While the new 
administration asked for the resignation of all Ambassadors, there were two or three that 
they did not accept, and one was Ambassador Lewis because he had called Dick Cheney 
to ask him if he could keep his job, and Dick probably said you did a great job being a 
yes man at Halliburton so we will be happy to keep you on as ambassador. Then he also 
went to Washington and saw Colin Powell whom he had known, so Delano Lewis was 
able to stay on as Ambassador from a Democratic administration to Republican 
administration. However he did not last very long. I left the post I think about April of 
2001, if I recall correctly. I might be a little off. In any case when I departed post, the 
Secretary of State was coming for a visit; Colin Powell. The Ambassador said he was 
sorry he couldn’t stay for the secretary’s visit because his mother-in-law was having a 
90th birthday and his wife insisted that he had to go home for the mother-in-law’s 
birthday. It was made clear to him in no uncertain terms beginning with his DCM, Mr. 
Blaney, and then people in Washington that an Ambassador does not leave a post when 
the Secretary of State is coming. He was between a rock and a hard place, so to speak. So 
he worked out a compromise with his wife. He would stay at post, miss his mother-in-
law’s birthday, and be there for the Secretary of State’s visit in exchange for which he 
would then resign his post as Ambassador so they could return to New Mexico or 
wherever and be with the grand children. So I was there for most of his tour of duty as it 
turned out. It was a different post for him. He had not worked in government before. At 
times, he was not good for morale at post, especially when he would look around his 
country team and say, “Why do smart people like you work for so little money for the 
U.S. Government?” He was always appalled at how much they took out of his paycheck 
and how little he earned as Ambassador because he had earned so much more in the 
private sector. So this was kind of a rude awakening for him, the realities of what it 
entails to be an Ambassador. I am sure many other political appointees have had that 
surprise as well when they come from the private sector or even in instances where 
governors or mayors have resigned to become ambassadors only to find that there wasn’t 
significant power to the position. It was more symbolic. 
 
Q: They certainly fight to get those positions. 
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HULL: They absolutely do. It is nice to have the title. But in any case, my South Africa 
tour of duty, if you would like to go through it, was fascinating. We had a lot that we did. 
We had a lot of programs. You know very well being more deeply involved in them than 
myself. There were a lot of programs, in fact here is a notice for May, 1998. It says 
during this week Dan Whitman completed the draft country performance plan. 
 
Q: No kidding. I don’t remember doing that. 

 

HULL: But we had a good staff there, a very sold staff over all. We certainly had a 
variety of personalities,. We had Cape Town, and we had Durban, and we had 
Johannesburg. We had Mark Canning as an AIO. He was replaced by Cathy Jazynka. In 
Johannesburg we had Pat McCardle there as BPAO. Before her was it Bill Weinhold? 
 
Q: Yes. 

 

HULL: We had good people in Durban. 
 
Q: There was Paul Denig replaced by Jerry Williams replaced by… 

 

HULL: Denig was not there. Jerry might have been there at my start. Then we sent 
Amelia down there, Amelia Broderick, and she was excellent as well. So it was a 
different kind of tour of duty as you are asking. I was very familiar with the country and 
it was actually gratifying to be back there in a very exciting period. I think we all admired 
Nelson Mandela enormously. He was a very stubborn man at times. Some might even say 
pig-headed about some issues, but was somebody you always respected. Actually we 
were very impressed at the time by his vice president, Vice President Mbeki who then 
succeeded him as President. Unfortunately Mbeki disappointed everyone. He became 
obsessed with the internet and went off the deep end with his theories on HIV-Aids for 
example. One of my accomplishments there was working with people protesting Mbeki 
to distance ourselves from Mbeki to make clear to them the views of the government 
were not the views of the United States, and furthermore that we did not stand in 
opposition to HIV-Aids activists who felt they needed medicine because they were trying 
to make us allies or portray us as allies of Mbeki. We definitely were not on that 
particular issue. So that was important. 
 
We had a number of important visitors there at the time. We always got our share of 
Members of Congress and what have you. I remember one of my last duties, I was acting 
DCM at the time. We had Speaker of the House Hastert come with a very large 
delegation of Members of Congress. I ended up being their control officer, so I basically 
traveled the country with them, to Cape Town where they bought tons of wine. They 
filled the belly of their plane. Actually when I stop to think of it they began in 
Johannesburg. The Speaker of the House was there with his Sergeant-at-Arms of the 
House. We thought we had put them all to bed at night and were heading home when we 
got this frantic call. The Speaker of the House has disappeared. It turned out he had gone 
off to use an ATM machine at midnight on the streets of Johannesburg with his Sergeant-
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at-Arms who probably was no longer in prime shape to prevent crime. So we had people 
going all over the streets trying to find the Speaker of the House Dennis Hastert who I 
was happy to do this for because he and my wife had gone to high school together, a very 
small high school in Oswego, Illinois. We had taken him out to dinner in Prague once 
when he was a lowly congressman on a trip with Newt Gingrich. We said, “Why are you 
traveling with Newt Gingrich,” and he said, “Well I think Newt Gingrich is on the rise, 
and I think if I align myself with Newt Gingrich I might also be able to move up into a 
leadership position in the Republican party in the House.” It certainly turned out to be the 
case, and, by accident if you will, Dennis Hastert became speaker of the house. 
 
Q: So where was he that night in Johannesburg? 

 

HULL: Well he was literally out getting some money from an ATM machine. 
 
Q: Was he having problems? 

 

HULL: No, but people didn’t know that he was out for a walk. We tried to impress upon 
them that it wasn’t a good idea. 
 
Q: Don’t do that. 

 

HULL: In fact Hastert and Hull and Lewis were up at the Union buildings so we could 
get a picture of Pretoria at the time. So we had that kind of programming. 
 
Another type of exciting programming that we did, and I would credit our BPAO in 
Johannesburg, who had his failings in many respects, but he was superb at programming. 
We were very successful in arranging current films that would come to South Africa and 
be shown at the cinemas. Where there was one that was particularly important like with a 
civil rights message that reflected on the United States. Amistad was one. Another one 
was this movie about a boxer. There was another one about the football team in 
Alexandria Virginia, Remember the Titans, which was about racial integration of a high 
school football team and that sort of thing. He had worked out an arrangement whereby 
they would give us exclusive use of the theater. In the Cineplexes we would get use of 
five or six theaters. We would be able to invite our own guests to these and we were able 
to provide food and drink, popcorn and Coke, what have you , and got a lot of credit out 
of it by having invited audiences. So that was a kind of fun kind of programming that we 
did. But we also had our usual exchanges. We were under pressure from Washington to 
create the Fulbright commission, which in the abstract was fine in theory, but that type of 
arrangement depends on the host government and local business people being wiling to 
support the Fulbright program financially. We simply did not have an effective fund 
raiser in the country. 
 
Q: Comment if you would on the role of the South African government in doing their part 

of the commission. The conventional thing is the government gives in-kind or sometimes 

in the case of Europe…. 
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HULL: And they gave some. They were willing to give us office space for example, and 
that was pretty much it. Financially it was largely us. We had very good people who 
participated in it on the board of the Fulbright Commission, but that did not result in any 
expansion of our Fulbright activities. 
 
Q: Should we give some credit to Matt McGrath as the person who arranged the film 

series in Johannesburg. 

 

HULL: Absolutely and of course we had a great staff. We had Helen Picard as our 
Branch Public Affairs Officer down in Cape Town as well, and after you left we had 
Donna Switzer as CAO. We had Dee Parker there as Regional English Language Officer. 
We had Kathy Jazynka as Assistant Public Affairs Officer in Johannesburg. We had 
Donny Roginski who replaced you. Donna Switzer was our Regional Librarian I believe. 
 
Q: Roginski replaced the CAO. 

 

HULL: Right, but we had Maureen Howard there as an ACAO. We had some good 
people, even people from my time in my first tour of duty in South Africa. We still had 
Frank Sassman in Cape Town there at the beginning of my tour of duty. We had Gill 
Jacot-Guillarmod in Pretoria. We had Ron Hendrickse in Cape Town and Deva Gosavany 
from Durban. So we still had a core of old timers who remembered when I had been there 
before and with whom I had worked. 
 
So back to South Africa we had a number of, also Helen Picard left and we had Lou 
Mazel come in as branch public affairs officer in Cape Town as well. 
 
Q: A very capable director of Regional Security Affairs in AF. 

 

HULL: Absolutely, and he also, well he ran a very good program down there as did 
Helen Picard. We had lots of prominent visitors. The Secretary of State, Madeleine 
Albright came. We had any number of prominent people like Eric Holder who today is 
Attorney General of the United States, Deval Patrick who is Governor of Massachusetts, 
and so forth, all of whom were part of our programs to help with the transformation of 
South Africa. With the Vice President’s Bi-National Commission this really did 
encompass everything from education to Affirmative Action and civil rights, even to 
sports. So it was a very broad based type of involvement that we had. It was quite a 
contrast to the days of apartheid. One of the interesting things I often got stuck doing if 
you will, is taking our visitors to see Nelson Mandela at his house in Johannesburg. So 
that was an onerous task that I willingly did because it was always wonderful to be in 
Madiba’s presence. We also had I recall, the visit of the President of the United States 
who came and interestingly brought along a second plane in addition to Air Force One. 
We had the old Air Force One that carried President Kennedy’s body back to 
Washington. This was the last flight before it was consigned to a museum. We provided 
assistance when there was severe flooding in South Africa and Mozambique. We had 
Secretary of Defense Cohen visit. That was a memorable visit. So there was lots of high 
level interest in the country. But given the size of the staff, given the fact that in USIS we 
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were much larger than we had been during my first tour of duty, and we had better offices 
and so forth, we were well equipped to provide support. So in that sense it was a good 
tour of duty. We had resources both human and financial, and while it was hard to sustain 
those financial resources, nevertheless we had solid programming throughout my time 
there as Public Affairs Officer. That was my last public diplomacy assignment, so I must 
say it was a very gratifying one to have. I should have mentioned also that we had a 
wonderful information officer in Bruce Wharton, now the director of AF/PDPA. He was 
succeeded by Valerie Crites who did an excellent job. So we were strong all the way 
around because South Africa was a country that attracted excellent people. We did have a 
special exchange program for South African educators as well as our Fulbright program. 
We had the CETE program as we called it. The Peace Corps came to the country while 
we were there, and we opened a new commercial center which I think has now been 
merged with the consulate general. The Department of Commerce with a lot of hoopla 
opened a new commerce facility. So there was a lot going on in the country. Another 
interesting one, we also had a visit from the Housing and Urban Development Secretary 
who is now the Attorney General of New York but certainly a politician in waiting for 
bigger and better things. But we did have our differences with the government, 
absolutely. And of course we always had to struggle to overcome the perception that the 
United States had tolerated apartheid and had not been on the front line with the ANC 
actively combating it. 
 
Q: You said yesterday about your first tour that there was lots of pressure from both 

sides. That there were people especially in the United States who felt that the U.S. was 

much too soft on the apartheid regime. Whereas you said the Afrikaners considered us to 

be betraying them and even threatening their existence. Looking back to your second tour 

from your first tour do you think being that difficult situation, do you think the USG did 

the best it could? 

 

HULL: Well I think it did given the politics of the Reagan administration and what have 
you . I think we tried to be the honest broker. Whether you called it constructive 
engagement, which had bad connotations, in point of fact, what we did all the way along, 
even back in the Carter years, was constructively engage with both sides and get them to 
come to a peaceful resolution. And whether we deserve the credit or Mandela deserves 
the credit because of the kind of person he is, the upshot is in the end we did have a 
peaceful outcome in terms of the transition from apartheid to what we have. Of course 
there were some assassinations along the way and a rise in crime in the country and what 
have you, but fundamentally we had a much more peaceful transition than anyone would 
reasonably have expected. 
 

Q: Now the first part of your second tour was the honeymoon. The Mandela period. You 

were there when Mbeki took over. You referred to some of the issues that divided us from 

Mbeki. You have been following no doubt the situation of that country, now Jacob Zuma, 

rising crime rate. Would you be bold enough to guess about South Africa’s future or 

present? 
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HULL: I don’t really want to guess, speculate too much, but I think I would note that 
even in my first tour of duty what we were saying to the Afrikaners was we are not 
promising you a rose garden, but we are telling you that if you don’t change your ways 
you are going to come to a violent end. Are they coming to a violent end now? They still 
control the economy, but there is a lot of pressure. I would say one change that has not 
happened quite the way I anticipated, I fully expected that when I was back in South 
Africa for my second tour that there would be a split of the ANC, that they would divide 
into more than one political party. It has been interesting to me that the one place where 
we have a clear opposition party is in the Cape Province. It is run by Helen Zille, who 
was an IV grantee in my first tour of duty in South Africa when she was a journalist in 
her 20’s, and she evolved ultimately in to the mayor of Cape Town and the head of is it 
the Democratic Alliance. I am trying to think. But the ANC has finally split in the last 
election. I was a big fan of “Terror” Lekota when I was PAO the second time around. 
Helen Picard had introduced him to me. We had lunch together at the Parliament. He was 
something of a contact, more so for Cape Town than for me. Because of the Cohen visit 
and we had various opportunities to interact so we knew who we both were and I had a 
great respect for him. I tend to like him because the ANC tried to drive him out, but he 
was so popular they were unable to do so. He was in charge of what was the Orange Free 
State which became, I don’t remember the name, where Bloemfontein is, that part of the 
country. 
 
Q: The Free State. 

 

HULL: Anyway, so he was a popular politician who stayed in the country during 
Apartheid. I had much greater respect for the ANC people who stayed in the country and 
fought back against apartheid than the exiles who came back. 
 
Q: One notable exile would be Mbeki. 

 

HULL: Mbeki, but there were others as well. I think they were also resented somewhat 
by people because they were exiles who didn’t have to suffer internally. They had been at 
the trough and are now becoming increasingly corrupt, I feel, in the way in which they 
are governing. Unfortunately they are taking on many of the bad habits of leadership we 
see elsewhere in Africa. Zuma is certainly a populist. He is also a Zulu. This creates an 
interesting dynamic going on in the country at the moment, but what surprised me was 
the ANC did not split. I expected it to split in ways that would bring people like Cyril 
Ramaphosa and others into active politics and leadership in the country. I was sort of 
privately rooting for those who had split away from the ANC this last election because 
the country needs a viable black opposition party. What it needs is multi-party, multi-
racial politics. Under the current circumstances things have remained somewhat 
polarized. But it would be healthy for the ANC not to have a monopoly on government. 
 
Q: A good place to stop I think. 

 

Sorry for the interruption. You were talking about resources in the 1990’s and Nelson 

Mandela being special. 
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HULL: That is correct, and because Mandela is special, the Clinton administration was 
able to have a special relationship which was carried out through Vice President Gore 
who took a personal interest, and Vice President Mbeki which I have discussed before. 
One of the memorable highlights of that era for me was the Bi-National Commission 
meeting which was held in the Kirstenbosch Gardens, beautiful botanic gardens in Cape 
Town which was a remarkable location for such a meeting and fortunately for us in the 
United States Information Service. We had a good relationship with the U.S. Agency for 
International Development which provided us with two types of funds, Transition 
Support Funds (TSN) and Bi-National Commission (BNC) funds, and the latter was 
extremely important because the U.S. government wanted to mobilize to support the 
South African government in all the areas of its needs. Most U.S. departments and 
agencies did not have funds for overseas operations such as this, so the BNC funds, 
which were managed by USIS, put us in a unique position to coordinate activities that 
were being undertaken by a whole host of U.S. Departments from Education to Energy to 
Housing and Urban Development and so forth. So as part of that we had some very 
interesting people not only did we have virtually every cabinet member come to South 
Africa at one time or another, we also had future important people such as Deval Patrick, 
who is governor of Massachusetts, and Eric Holder now attorney general. So we had a 
number of people who were rising stars in government as well. It was a special 
opportunity to do that. Cabinet members gave us programming opportunities. When I was 
PAO, we programmed Secretary of the Treasury Larry Summers to speak at the 
University of Pretoria in combination with the university out in the black township near 
Pretoria. We had Secretary of State Albright speak at the University of the 
Witwatersrand. So there were these opportunities that are rare in public diplomacy. 
 
I should have mentioned too the two ambassadors we had, James Joseph and Delano 
Lewis, both of whom were political appointees, which was appropriate, but it made an 
interesting situation because of their limited experience in government but extensive 
experience in the private sector. Ambassador Joseph had his own extensive South African 
contacts, so consequently he operated almost independently of the embassy and preferred 
to be in Cape Town which was also where Nelson Mandela preferred to be. Delano Lewis 
coincided with Mbeki being President, and he happened to prefer Pretoria as did Mbeki. 
So there was much more interaction with Ambassador Lewis in general for those of us in 
Pretoria than with Ambassador Joseph. But Ambassador Lewis had his own frustrations 
working in government after so many years in the private sector and actually having gone 
into retirement. So he was very well connected in Washington in both Republican and 
Democratic administrations, and he stayed on beyond the Clinton administration in to the 
Bush administration. 
 
Q: Isn’t that unusual for a political appointee to make it into the following 

administration? 

 

HULL: It is unusual absolutely. But Del Lewis had been on the board of directors of 
Halliburton which was Dick Cheney’s company before he became Ambassador. So Vice 
President Cheney supported his remaining in South Africa which he did for a few 
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months. So for personal reasons he decided to resign about a month after I left South 
Africa. 
 
Q: That would be 2001. 

 

HULL: Yes. We also had our own benefit from these funds particularly Transition 
Support Funds. We did a lot with education, education and transfer of information, 
particularly through outcomes based education programs we were doing particularly our 
CENTE program. You have to help me here; I forget what CENTE stood for. 
 

Q: We will look it up. I remember it well but the acronym was better known than the 

name. When you say outcomes based is that in any way a precursor of No Child Left 

Behind? 

 

HULL: Well that is what I wonder sometimes. It certainly was based on standards and 
measurable outcomes for education. The guru of this movement whose name is also 
escaping me, of academia in the U.S. would also come out to South Africa and run 
outcomes based education workshops for teachers and administrators and so forth in 
South Africa. 
 
Q: I was gone by then so I will plead ignorance. 

 

HULL: Then as you mentioned the Fulbright Commission because we did establish a 
Fulbright commission in South Africa. This was something that was really being pushed 
hard by Jack Loiello, who was the Associate Director of USIA for Educational and 
Cultural Affairs. I personally had some skepticism, but if it meant resources, I was happy 
to give it a try. I had set up the Fulbright Commission in the Czech and Slovak Republics 
in an earlier tour, so I was familiar with what was necessary in establishing such a 
commission. The real vulnerability in such a situation is that a bi-national commission 
requires resources from both sides and hopefully draws on the private sector for 
scholarship support to augment the Fulbright program. In South Africa, as part of the bi-
national effort, the South Africans acceded to having a Fulbright Commission and 
provided office space within their Ministry of Education facilities. But unfortunately that 
meant they wanted to manage it as if it were part of the South African Government, and 
there were no real private sector resources because there were so many higher priorities 
than scholarships for people to go study in the United States. 
 
Q: Commissions in general, don’t they, isn’t there a certain loss of control on the part of 

the embassy? 

 

HULL: Absolutely. The commission is supposed to be supported by both governments 
but independent of them. 
 
Q: This would be not particular to South Africa. 
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HULL: No, it is a common approach. The idea is to give educational exchange more 
independence from government. It is not a bad idea where you have resources such as 
Germany or Brazil or some place, but in the South Africa there simply were not the 
outside resources. We were not very effective in fund raising. We had some very 
interesting people on the board of directors from American foundations like Richard 
Fennel from the Ford Foundation. We had a former Vice Chancellor from the University 
of Cape Town, and other prominent people. So it was a very good board, very active But 
ultimately there were a lot of bureaucratic issues. Finally a few years after my departure 
the South African government actually pulled the plug on the Fulbright commission, 
mainly because it was not a high priority for their resources. They had other demands on 
their resources. Plus they weren’t particularly comfortable with the idea of not having as 
much control as they would have liked. I think they also felt why should we put money 
into something the U.S. Government was already doing. 
 
Q: Without contradicting it, I was in Washington at that time. I know ECA believes that it 

pulled the plug, because I was in the office the day it happened. So I guess it was a 

mutual decision. 

 

HULL: I think so very much. But no it was not accomplishing its objectives, but it also 
reduced the workload that we had at the U.S. Information Service which was one of the 
reasons for our stellar FSN, Gill Jacot-Guillarmod to move on to the University of 
Pretoria Center for Human Rights. 
 
Q: Let’s not at length but comment on Gill’s role at that time, Gill who passed away 

January 15 of this year. That is three weeks ago. You were there at the time Gill had to 

decide how to proceed. Because she is such an important person in this story, do you 

have any reflections on her decision to change her employment as she did. 

 

HULL: I encouraged her to move on. She and I were good friends from my first tour of 
duty where the two of us were the exchange office, so we over the years kept a very close 
friendship. I could advise her not only as her supervisor but as a friend. Which made it 
easier to advise her that she should accept this offer from the University of Pretoria, 
because we had gone through the truly historic period of educational exchange and its 
potential to transform South Africa to really make a difference. There were fewer official 
exchanges and their transformative value was not as great as the transformative value of 
her work would be at the Center for Human Rights and the University of Pretoria. One 
reason why our official exchanges were not as significant was because after the fall of 
Apartheid, suddenly you had many more players in the educational exchange field in 
South Africa, so there was much more activity which made our work relatively speaking 
less significant. Not that it wasn’t important, of course it is important, but not as 
significant as the Ford Foundation and other foundations throwing a lot of money at 
exchanges. 
 
Q: You say less significant, not to put words in your mouth. There was a lower level of 

resources. 
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HULL: There was a lower level of resources, but also educational exchanges were a tool 
to fight Apartheid, to make it at a minimum a symbolic statement but more importantly to 
help prepare the way for the new South Africa. Once we were in the new South Africa, I 
think, while certainly South Africa had huge educational needs, the symbolic importance 
of those exchanges was not what it once was. For most of Gill Jacot-Guillarmod’s career 
there, many of our exchanges were in some sense an act of defiance again against 
Apartheid. 
 
Q: Just another reflection if you have one. When you say active defiance, we had a good 

commentary about a year ago on individual instances where their confrontation had been 

successful efforts to get people on planes. What do you think about that defiance and how 

did it work and why did it work? 

 

HULL: Well that defiance was really to confront the South African government which 
was not happy about many of the exchanges we were doing back in the period of the late 
70’s when I was there as ACAO. Consequently there were exchange grantees who were 
denied visas. Often things were very inexplicable. You could not have black South 
Africans in particular. 
 
Q: Exit visas or visas to the United States? 

 

HULL: Even passports. I am sorry passports to travel. When those black South Africans 
would get to go we would wonder sometimes why did that person get a passport? Is there 
something we don’t know? Is that person a collaborator? So poor black South Africans 
were always under some sort of suspicion either because they got a passport or if they 
didn’t. We thought that was a symbol of some credibility that they might have. Of course 
our objective was to send as many black South Africans as possible, so the U.S. 
government would put pressure on the government of South Africa and say you have to 
enable these exchanges otherwise there will be consequences. So in that sense it was an 
act of defiance because it was something the government of South Africa did not want to 
have happen, but we succeeded in most cases getting people to the United States. 
 
Q: Do you think that in the hundreds of people that did go there may have been a mixture 

of collaborators and genuine struggle people? There must have been. 

 

HULL: I think there must have been, but we wouldn’t know. Certainly we did our best to 
ensure that whomever we were sending was a credible person. 
 
Q: Right, and a question I think no one can answer but maybe you have a sense. In the 

1970’s and 80’s, let’s take those two decades, do you have any guess of the number of 

majority population South Africans maybe that might have been grantees of AFGRAD, 

OCA, International Visitor exchanges of one sort or another? 

 

HULL: CIP, the Cleveland International Programs. 
 
Q: Because it must have been in the thousands. 
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HULL: I don’t have a sense of the exact number, but it must have been a considerable 
number. There is always a certain loss of brain drain, people saying why should I go 
back. But Black South Africans remarkable did go back by and large, I think, in much 
larger percentage than people from elsewhere in Africa who have often had the view of 
why should I go home when I won’t be able to use the education I received in the United 
States very effectively. Black South Africans took another attitude. They were a resource 
and they had an obligation and they would go back. One of the things that Gill Jacot-
Guillarmod did very well, she was always reminding our grantees, keeping in contact 
with them in the United States, reminding them that they had an obligation to South 
Africa despite Apartheid. 
 
Q: These were the days before E-mail. It took some effort to stay in touch. 

 

HULL: Right. You had the phone. Usually it was telephone calls which were probably 
listened in to. But be that as it may. 
 
Q: These were dark days in the 70’s and 80’s. Very few people imagined that South 

Africa would change. In fact black South Africans who returned came back without great 

expectations, I think, of their own personal job. 

 

HULL: Well a lot of them because they were intended as junior faculty at universities. 
Their place was usually at the Apartheid black universities of South Africa, but there 
were people with some vision and hope that one day the country would change and their 
role in the system would change as well. I guess before we run out of time I should 
mention a couple of other things that were of contrast between the first time I served in 
South Africa and the second time. I mentioned the first time that we had a very limited 
arts program that we could do in South Africa in the 70’s, largely to the extent of 
showing banned films like “In the Heat of the Night,” in our homes to people, whereas in 
the more open South Africa we had to compete for attention. But we had some very 
interesting things we did, and I think one of those things was the relationship that 
developed with Ster Kinecor whereby they would hand over multiplex cinemas to us to 
invite people to premieres of American movies that carried a message that we wanted to 
convey. Some of those that we did were “Amistad,” down in Cape Town. We did “The 
Hurricane,” about a black American boxer. We did “The Patriot,” about the American 
revolution, and we did the film, and the name has escaped from me of the integration of a 
high school football team in Alexandria, Virginia. 
 
[Transcriber’s note: “Remember the Titans.”] 
 
HULL: But it was basically trying to show multiracial efforts of the sort that South Africa 
would need to move forward on. But we also did August Wilson plays. 
 
Q: He came once. 
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HULL: Yeah. We had some jazz performances under Jazz Ambassadors. In any case we 
had more arts programs. We were never a major element in the arts, but we tried to get 
people to the Grahamstown Arts Festival, and to other activities. So there was more of a 
cultural dimension to what we were doing as opposed to Apartheid in what we could do. 
 
Q: You mentioned the string of cinemas, Kinecor. 

 

HULL: Ster Kinecor. 
 
Q: A chain of movie theaters. 

 

HULL: A chain of movie theaters with an affiliation with American distributors. In fact 
the American film distributors, I actually recall having a meeting with one group just to, 
because they were happy just to have us give publicity to the films. At the same time we 
were able to attract prominent South Africans of one sort or another. For example for 
“The Hurricane,” which was about a famous American boxer whose name is escaping 
me, but one of the guests who came to that was South Africa’s world lightweight or 
bantamweight boxing champion. So all sorts of people would come to these major events 
that we had in Cape Town or Johannesburg. 
 
Q: Matt McGrath I think. 

 
HULL: Branch Public affairs officer Matt McGrath in Johannesburg was particularly 
effective in this relationship, and most of the films premieres we did were in 
Johannesburg. 
 
Q: I know you have a schedule so let’s… 

 

HULL: I think that pretty much covers most everything that I needed to say about it 
except that we did have some terrific FSN’s throughout this era who helped us 
throughout the country as well as excellent American staff. So we were really fortunate. 
South Africa in the post-Apartheid era, was an assignment that Foreign Service Officers 
relished as opposed to my first tour of duty in South Africa where there was not very 
much interest among people in serving in South Africa. Consequently, many of the 
people had no African background, whereas post-Apartheid, lots of people with 
Africanist backgrounds. 
 
Q: And so it remains I think. 

 

HULL: I certainly hope so. 
 
Q: Our next chapter will be Ethiopia. On that note we will close this particular session. 

 

OK, this is Dan Whitman again interviewing Ambassador Tom Hull. This is our second 

session of February 3, 2010. Ambassador Hull in our last episode we had you packing 

out of South Africa as PAO in 2001. Take us from there. 
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HULL: That is correct. I then went to Ethiopia to Addis Ababa as the DCM, Deputy 
Chief of Mission. I had served for many tours in Africa by this point, and I had done all 
of the senior public diplomacy assignments such as being PAO in Pretoria, PAO in Lagos 
for Nigeria, and also having been the Area Director for USIA. So at that point in my 
career there were no more public diplomacy jobs for someone of my rank in Africa. The 
logical thing seemed to be to move onward and upward. I inquired of the Ambassador in 
Ethiopia, Tibor Nagy, if he would like me as his DCM. He said, “Absolutely. Don’t apply 
for anything else.” Well first he said, “Are you serious?” I said, “Absolutely.” So he said, 
“Absolutely I would like to have you,” because he had been my Deputy Chief of Mission 
when I was PAO in Nigeria. He was very pleased with my performance there, so 
consequently he was happy to have me, in addition to which we had been friends and 
occasional tennis partners in Nigeria. Given the politics of the embassy at the time he 
needed allies, because the embassy in Ethiopia had broken into various cliques of people 
who had been there before the ambassador. There were tensions, including with his own 
DCM he had there at that time. So by bringing me in he know that he would have 
somebody with whom he could work very easily. As it happened, the people who were 
causing the problems basically left post in the weeks and months before my arrival. So I 
came in and didn’t have to deal with these divisions, but simply had to build a new 
consensus in the embassy. 
 
Q: In the interest of going, the internal rivalries, cliques and the factions? 

 

HULL: No, though it seemed that way. Sometimes you encounter those situations in the 
Foreign Service. A lot of them were not so much professional as social, as in this case, 
where people’s noses were out of joint for being excluded or people talking behind other 
people’s backs and those sorts of things that go on in a small community. Although 
Ethiopia at the time was one of our larger embassies in Africa, and it was in the top tier in 
terms of importance in Africa, it wasn’t up there with Nigeria or South Africa but just 
below that level at that time. 
 
Q: It was the seat of the African Union so it must have had a special importance. 

 

HULL: Well that was part of the importance plus the geo-strategic location as a buffer 
with Nigeria, its proximity to Somalia, and to Sudan in particular. When I was there 
talking to the Chinese Ambassador there, I would ask, “Well how does Ethiopia rank in 
terms of your foreign policy toward Africa?” He said, “Number one. Above South 
Africa; above Nigeria.” That may have changed since they are now getting oil from other 
places like Sudan, but the reason was the African Union was headquartered there. 
Therefore, because African ambassadors to the union are among the two or three most 
senior ambassadors for African countries, and they were all there except for Morocco 
which is the only African country not a member of the AU, it was one stop shopping for 
the Chinese. In the intervening years the Chinese presence has grown exponentially in 
Africa so they may not rate it quite as high and likewise for the United States now that we 
are getting so much oil from Angola in addition to Nigeria and some other places. 



 145 

Ethiopia might not be quite as high as it was, but it certainly remains high among our 
priorities in Africa. 
 
Q: In prior years, I think in the 70’s or 80’s the Chinese had major infrastructure 

building projects in Ethiopia. 

 

HULL: Well not so much in Ethiopia back then. They did in other parts of Africa like 
Tanzania where they built the famous Tan-Zam railroad between Tanzania and Zambia, 
but I don’t think they had that much going on. Indeed Haile Selassie, I believe, 
recognized Taiwan in that great competition that goes on between those two countries. 
There are still one or two countries that recognize Taiwan instead of China. There is no 
greater irritant to the Chinese as Taiwan, as we know from our own relations with China. 
 
Q: Ambassador Aurelia Brazeal mentioned there was Chinese activity in Ethiopia. 

 
HULL: Well there certainly was in our time there. They were building dams. They were 
building highways while I was Deputy Chief of Mission partly because they were 
underbidding everybody else. They were bidding at a loss on these projects, because they 
did not have formal foreign aid programs and saw their underbidding as a form of foreign 
aid, plus an opportunity to gain influence, plus they liked capital intensive projects that 
can be named The Chinese Dam or the Chinese Highway, and it has some lasting value. 
Also it offered an employment outlet for the Chinese as well. 
 
Q: You mentioned that you knew the Chinese ambassador. Mention if you would what 

type of relationship was it. 

 

HULL: Well actually it was very good and very close. I think we recognized the rising 
importance of China. The Chinese were very eager to have good relations with us. In fact 
we would exchange evenings where a group of us would go, the Chinese ambassador 
would have maybe ten or fifteen of us from the American embassy over for dinner at his 
place with members of his staff for an evening of playing ping pong and singing Karaoke, 
as well as discussion and general schmoozing. We would reciprocate and have them over 
to our place and I forget what game we played with them, but it was neither ping pong 
nor karaoke. 
 
Q: Something where you would have had a chance. 

 

HULL: Oh, but we had a good relationship with the Chinese, a constructive relationship. 
I was overall very pleased by what we had going on, knowing that on one level we were 
competitors, but on another, cooperation was essential. That proved very valuable later 
on I will mention when I was ambassador to Sierra Leone, and had a good relationship 
with the Chinese ambassador there. 
 
Q: Again we have hit a topic that I think we have to develop. There is so much talk about 

China and Africa. It seems that everybody who studies the matter has an opinion about 



 146 

whether they are a threat, a competition, a rival, a possible collaborator, cooperator. Is 

it possible to generalize from what you saw in Ethiopia? 

 

HULL: Well I saw it not only in Ethiopia but in a lot of places where I have worked and 
countries that I have studied. I would say the Chinese are opportunists, and they have 
been very shrewd in developing their relations with African countries in order to get the 
natural resources they need to deal with their economy. At the same time they have been 
trying to open commercial markets for their goods, and they have done that very 
effectively. There has been a mutual understanding that has been very important to the 
Chinese and the Africans both, namely that the Chinese will not criticize the human 
rights performance of African governments, nor will African governments criticize 
China’s human rights. So this is a no brainer plus the Chinese are apparently willing to 
pay money under the table in terms of contracts and what have you , so it works out well 
for the African leaders, and for the Chinese. Now for the African people, it remains to be 
seen. 
 
I have encountered a fair amount of resentment from Africans about the growing 
presence of the Chinese. One they are very standoffish. They live in their own little 
communities. We do too to some extent, but not to the extent they do. They grow their 
own food and everything else. So that distance between them and the Africans is 
important. It is reflected when they work together because the Chinese who supervise 
Africans do not have good labor management skills, nor do they have a sense of 
camaraderie with the Africans with whom they are working. There is a lot of tension. Part 
of it is the Chinese trying to keep the African workers up to certain standards of 
production, not necessarily of quality, and from conversations I had in Ethiopia I know 
that the quality of the Chinese work was often questionable in terms of cutting corners. 
The other thing the Africans don’t like is the influx of inexpensive somewhat shoddily 
produced Chinese goods, some of which they promised to produce in African countries, 
but in point of fact the Africans have been mostly doing assembly work. The Africans 
noticed the decline in quality of pots and pans, plastic baskets, clothing, whatever they 
have. Even in West Africa I have seen complaints that they have flooded the market with 
cheap Chinese textiles and driven out indigenous fabrics. Also, Asians in general, not just 
the Chinese, have dumped so much rice into West Africa. This has undercut rice 
production in West Africa and has caused a lot of problems. But in East Africa they 
generally got along. They have been willing to cut deals for arms. They have some huge 
multi billion dollar things they have promised to do in Congo in exchange for mineral 
rights. So there is certainly they are in to stay. They are eager to get the petroleum and 
minerals that they need, the natural gas. They are definitely making inroads. We have 
been a little asleep at the switch. They are competing with us, and it has been very much 
a complicating factor in the Sudan. I believe Sudan is the largest provider of oil to China 
in Africa. So those things have political ramifications. 
 
Q: I am not meaning to provoke, but you just said you characterized the Chinese as 

pragmatic. Looking for natural resources, dumping products on the market, and not 

particularly good at human resource management, cut deals on weapons. We are now in 
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the second decade of the 21
st
 century. Is this at all parallel to what the United States was 

doing in the 1960’s and 70’s and France and the UK. 

 

HULL: You would be a better judge of that than I am, Dan. 
 
Q: OK, cut. 

 

HULL: No, but I would say there are some similarities. But I don’t think we have ever 
been as effective in terms of getting resources and having a commercial gains in Africa, 
partly because we have respected a lot of traditional trading relationships that the British 
and French have had in certain African countries, but also because our products have 
tended to be too expensive for Africans as well. In addition to which, our government, 
through the Foreign Commercial Service, has really not been very effective. That is not a 
reflection on our Foreign Commercial Service officers so much as it is the fact that it is a 
horribly under-funded service, and is unable to extend its reach and influence. Therefore 
economic and commercial officers belonging to the State Department have had to do that 
work, but it hasn’t been their highest priority. The Chinese, on the other hand, have a lot 
of parastatals and what have you, so they have been active proponents much more than 
the United States. We have been active. As DCM in Ethiopia I saved a $450 million 
aircraft deal. It was more than that. It was much more than that. It saved 450 jobs at 
Boeing in competition with Airbus, by advocating on behalf of Boeing, but our advocacy 
has a tough time in countries when other countries are willing to pay some money under 
the table. 
 
Q: Well let me rephrase my earlier provocative question. Do you think that while the 

western countries who are pragmatic to some extent and China also, would you consider 

that China has done better? 

 

HULL: China has done much better than the western countries in general in Africa. I 
mean legitimately it is able to undercut quite a bit in costs because they have such low 
labor costs and other inexpensive costs in China. But on the other hand, African countries 
haven’t always looked for the highest quality either in terms of expediency of things. So 
it is the Chinese have done well, and one cannot criticize them in the sense that they are 
looking after their own national interests. We can criticize how they do it, but they have 
been very effective in doing it. 
 
Q: Back to your work as DCM. You said you actually got involved in advocating for 

Boeing Aircraft over the European made Airbus. What was that like? 

 

HULL: Well there are lots of aspects involved in being a DCM, and one is stepping in 
when you have to for American companies when you can legitimately do so. It is difficult 
to do that when you have American companies competing against each other, but when 
you have a clear cut case such as Boeing versus Airbus, then it is a very easy call to 
make. Or then we tried to intercede on behalf of Motorola at one point, but the Chinese 
got… 
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Q: Was it the Ethiopian government purchasing these things? 

 

HULL: Well the Ethiopian government was still very much a socialist government, so 
Ethiopian Airlines was a parastatal. So for example, the airlines is a good example. Going 
back to the late 1940’s early 1950’s I think it was President Truman, but it might have 
been President Eisenhower, promised Emperor Haile Selassie that because of his good 
support in the Second World War and everything else they would help them set up a 
national airline, which TWA did and ran for many years. That created a close relationship 
between American aviation and Ethiopian aviation. Ethiopian Airlines has over time 
become one of the major airlines in Africa along with South African Airways and 
Kenyan Airways, one of the few to fly across the continent as well as up and down and 
fly to the United States and other parts of the world. Even after TWA went out of 
business, they kept up the high level and in fact they were the only country in Africa to 
have a flight simulator to train pilots to fly Boeing aircraft. As part of the deal with the 
aircraft purchase, Boeing set up a new regional facility for maintenance at the airport in 
Addis Ababa. This was a big deal for aircraft. I am sorry I don’t remember the precise 
figure but it was substantial. Airbus was doing its very best to break this stranglehold or 
monopoly that the Americans had on aircraft for Ethiopia. They succeeded in selling 
some French planes to Kenya Airways which had been a traditional Boeing customer, 
and to South African Airways. So this was a very critical deal for them, and they were 
going to have some holes in their production line. They got word, some intelligence at the 
last moment, that Airbus had been in town and was doing their best to undercut the 
preliminary agreement that they had with Boeing. We were asked to intercede with the 
Chairman of Ethiopian Airlines, who also happened to be the Foreign Minister of 
Ethiopia. So I mean there is a close government connection with the companies and 
parastatals in Ethiopia. So basically it was my going to them and persuading them. Also I 
think Ambassador Brazeal later got involved in continuing to save this thing and she got 
an award from the State Department for this. 
 
Q: She was an econ officer. 

 

HULL: Yes. 
 
Q: Well it sounds as if the intense day to day competition was much more with Western 

Europe than it was with China. 

 

HULL: There were also other things. Mobile phones was with China. Contracts for 
construction, it was with China. American companies often chose not to compete because 
they knew the Chinese were simply going to undersell them. 
 
Q: You had very friendly and productive relations in karaoke with the Chinese. Did you 

have similar friendly relations with the Western Europeans? 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely, and we worked very closely together because we had much bigger 
issues there than commercial issues, major political issues, trying to get the country to 
respect human rights and to genuinely democratize, which turned out to be unsuccessful. 
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I also spent a considerable amount of time there as chargé d’affaires, because 
Ambassador Nagy left after a year, and it was several months until Ambassador Aurelia 
Brazeal came to post. So I had to spend quite a bit of time with the Prime Minister Meles 
one on one, particularly on the issue of the border demarcation between Eritrea and 
Ethiopia, which pertained to the Algiers Agreement which ended the war between these 
two countries. One of the few wars that has been fought between African countries. One 
of the reasons for our interest is that we were a witness to the Agreement in point of fact, 
we spent a considerable amount of time in the Clinton Administration in an effort to get 
this deal negotiated. The negotiations took place in Algiers. Susan Rice was very 
involved. Our national security advisor whose name slips me at the moment was 
involved. Sandy Berger. 
 
Q: Sandy Berger, Susan Rice being the Africa specialist. 

 

HULL: Right, but what happened in making this agreement happen was that the Eritreans 
and the Ethiopians refused to talk to each other, so they sat in separate rooms, and 
proposals and language had to be ferried back and forth between the two rooms without 
the parties ever actually talking to each other. 
 
Q: Who did that? 

 

HULL: I am not sure absolutely. 
 
Q: Were they Americans? 

 

HULL: It might have been. I am not sure. It might have been Algerians or others. There 
were four signatories to the agreement, the United Nations, the Organization of African 
Unity at the time, the Americans, and the Algerians. These were the witnesses. But then 
when it proved difficult to implement this agreement, partly because Isaias and Meles 
who had been close allies in the fight against the communists Derg that was in power for 
many years in Ethiopia. Because they had been close allies, it was assumed they would 
get along once Meles allowed a referendum for Eritrea to become independent. In point 
of fact they were said to be close relatives, some even suggest they shared a parent, but at 
a minimum they seemed to be cousins. They ended up hating each other’s guts and have 
many of the same personality traits of stubbornness and what have you. Of course 
Ethiopia and Meles were always in a stronger position. This war that broke out between 
Ethiopia and Eritrea ostensibly over the little village of Badme, but there were other 
reasons having to do with economics. The Ethiopians really had an opportunity to go all 
the way to the Eritrean capital of Asmara and win the war, but under American pressure 
they held back and went to negotiations. Meles told me personally that he felt this was 
the biggest political mistake he had ever made. In hindsight he could see that he should 
have simply conquered Eritrea and thrown out President Isaias, and that would have been 
it. Eritrea had been part of Ethiopia and in the independence agreement the Ethiopians 
had given up their only outlet to the sea, so this meant they would be totally dependent on 
Djibouti which squeezed the Ethiopians very hard on port and transit fees. 
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Q: There was to be a corridor which I guess was more theory than practice. 

 

HULL: There may have been, but it never really happened. The port in southern Eritrea 
that was used only by the Ethiopians simply withered and rusted away from disuse 
because the Eritreans didn’t use it. They denied it to the Ethiopians, which is part of the 
illogic of how Eritrea was ruled, because there was potential to earn a lot of money from 
the operation of that port. 
 

Q: So Meles wanted to conquer Asmara. 

 

HULL: In retaliation for all the problems. 
 
Q: Right, and the Americans dissuaded them from doing that. 

 

HULL: And they went to the Algiers peace negotiations. 
 
Q: Hard feelings against the U.S.? 

 

HULL: No, just a kind of resentment that he made the wrong decision, that he shouldn’t 
have given in to the Americans , but he blamed himself more than he blamed the 
Americans for that. 
 
Q: What sort of leverage did we have? Did we beg him? Did we threaten him? 

 

HULL: Oh, I think we probably offered aid or whatever. Remember Ethiopia has had the 
largest standing army in Africa for many years, but it is also a very costly burden. So I 
am sure there were probably some incentives, but that was before my time in Ethiopia, so 
I really cannot speak to what those might have been, but the key element of this was to 
have the boundary delimited. I guess demarcated comes first and then delimited comes 
second. In any case the boundary between the two countries needed to be defined. That 
was part of the Agreement, and the Agreement had to be implemented. It was stalled so 
there was a major problem in trying to get this thing implemented. The one success that I 
had was persuading Prime Minister Meles that it was in his interest to release Eritrean 
prisoners of war in accordance with the Agreement. He gained nothing but criticism for 
having those prisoners of war, and it was costing him money, so even if the Eritreans did 
not reciprocate by releasing Ethiopian prisoners of war he would have moral high ground 
over President Isaias. He saw my logic, and he accepted it and he did release the 
prisoners of war. 
 
Q: All of them? 

 

HULL: All of them. Subsequently some if not all of the Ethiopians were eventually 
released by the Eritreans because they had nothing to gain by keeping these prisoners of 
war. 
 

Q: Now tell us, because Meles is such an important character… 
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HULL: Before I go on to that, let me just get to the key point here, which is that part of 
the agreement was implemented, but there was a boundary demarcation commission set 
up, and under the Algiers agreement there was no recourse to appeal to what decision 
might be made by the boundary commission. If you will recall, the village of Badme was 
a particularly contentious aspect of this. This village of less than 1000 people in the 
middle of nothing. It had historically been considered Ethiopian, but the Eritreans said, 
“No it should be Eritrean.” 
 
Q: This was near the border. 

 

HULL: Right, it was, like Pearl Harbor, the immediate cause of the war but not 
necessarily the full explanation of the war, but it was a very emotional point with the 
Ethiopians. This boundary commission was headed by a very eminent but very senile 
British academic in his 80’s who made certain demands. If he was to visit the area he 
would have to go first class. There would have to be first class hotels for him, toilets, 
doctors everything else. It was so outrageous the United Nations said, “No, we will not 
do that.” So consequently the boundary commission members never visited the area to 
eyeball it with their own eyes. Secondly they depended heavily in making their decision 
on old Soviet maps that were inaccurate. So when they made their decision it was very 
flawed. Unfortunately when they announced it, under pressure from the Americans and 
Europeans both the Ethiopians and the Eritreans rushed to accept the agreement, figuring 
they would buy a lot of goodwill from the Americans and Europeans. Unfortunately, the 
Ethiopians misinterpreted the decision as meaning they had Badme. In point of fact, 
because of these erroneous maps, Badme was about a mile inside Eritrea. It was 
unacceptable for Meles to give up Badme. Many of us tried to be very creative, the 
Germans, ourselves saying we will move this little village two miles for you, dig a new 
wells, unbury your ancestors and rebury them over here, build you schools. We will build 
you a police station and so forth. But no, it was such an emotional issue. We cannot move 
our ancestors and what have you. So consequently the Ethiopians said, “We will allow 
you to demarcate or delimit the entire border, but not in this one area. Here are the 
mistakes that were made.” The answer was, “Sorry, in the Algiers Agreement you agreed 
to accept the decision of the boundary commission right or wrong. There was no recourse 
to appeal.” 
 
Q: The boundary commission erred on the Eritrean side. 

 

HULL: Right, and in the agreement there was no provision for the boundary commission 
to correct its own mistakes. The British geographer was so arrogant that he refused to 
admit that he made any mistake in the first place. The United States and others simply 
stayed out of the matter saying that the agreement says you accept the decisions. Meles 
would say, “You guaranteed the Agreement.” We would say, “No we were not 
guarantors, we were witnesses to the Agreement.” So he was very bitter that we were not 
guarantors. Meanwhile there was a United Nations peace keeping mission, UNMEE (the 
United Nations Mission for Ethiopia and Eritrea) which was headquartered in Asmara 
which was charged with keeping the peace while this whole boundary matter was 
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resolved. In point of fact about a year and a half ago UNMEE packed up and left because 
the Eritreans made it virtually impossible to stay. So there has been a constant state of 
tension between the two countries which has served both Osia’s and Meles’ political 
interests. 
 
Q: What were the British doing there, and what were we doing there for that matter in an 

internal dispute between two countries? 

 

HULL: Offering our good offices because we had supported the referendum. We were 
friendly with both countries at the time; we had good relationships and wanted to sustain 
those. We felt we did not want to see two friends of America at war with each other. 
 
Q: Did the British have a similar stake in this? 

 

HULL: They were very interested in it, but I think we had the lead in it. But the Horn of 
Africa is such a volatile part of Africa and with the situation in Somalia, we could not 
easily afford to have a good friend like Ethiopia being in perpetual war with Eritrea. 
Likewise we wanted to see Eritrea, which is geo-strategically situated on the Red Sea, not 
in that situation. 
 
Q: Do you feel the friendship that you have worked on with success later paid off when 

we called upon the Eritreans to assist us in Somalia? 

 

HULL: No, because they have not supported us in Somalia there. 
 
Q: No, Ethiopia, I am sorry. 

 

HULL: Well even before we go there, the relationship was much more important in terms 
of the global war on terrorism. During my first months in Addis Ababa we had the 9/11 
attack on the World Trade Center towers in New York City. Like all Americans I recall 
where I was. As it happens under the Ethiopian calendar 9/11 was the Ethiopian New 
Years Day, so the embassy was closed. I lived directly across the street from my embassy 
about 30 seconds from my office. I was at home doing something, and my wife was 
watching armed forces television. She was watching the Today Show, and suddenly they 
were showing a burning tower in the distance. I called the Ambassador and said, “If you 
don’t have your TV on, put it on. It is not clear what this is,” because it wasn’t clear 
whether it was an isolated plane flying into a building or a terrorist attack. 
 
Q: Ambassador Nagy. 

 

HULL: Yes, Ambassador Nagy. Then as it continued to unfold, of course the second 
plane flew in, and then it was much more evident as to what it was, and we had to 
scramble. We needed to have an ally in the Horn of Africa because Al Qaeda was already 
being watched, and there was felt to be Al Qaeda influence in the Horn of Africa. 
Certainly Wahabi influence in Ethiopia and elsewhere, a more extreme Islam taking hold 
in the region. I had been charged with undertaking something that had been stalled for 
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years with the Ethiopians which was getting a Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) so 
that American military could come to Ethiopia and provide training and whatever else for 
the Ethiopian military. I think because Ethiopia was the seat of the African Union, this 
had stalled the process for a number of years. Of course, we can’t tell a country which 
other countries in Africa have Status of Forces Agreements, but some do. In this 
particular case there was no great incentive for them to sign this even though we told 
them what there was in terms of training opportunities. However, immediately following 
the 9/11 attack I went back to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ambassador Nagy 
went to the Prime Minister, but basically I went to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
said, “This is why we need a SOFA. We need allies in the global war on terror.” The 
Eritreans and the Ethiopians fell over themselves to be the first in Africa to declare 
themselves our ally in the global war on terror. I think the Eritreans may have beaten the 
Ethiopians by a few hours, but they were both shamelessly charging forward to be in our 
good graces, which facilitated the Status of Forces Agreement, which I got great credit 
for, but which under the circumstances the Ethiopians saw as being in their interest. That 
facilitated a lot of interaction between our government and their government, our military 
and their military, our intelligence and their intelligence in the global war on terrorism. 
 
Q: Questions, first, did I understand the fact that the AU (African Union) being based in 

Addis was a deterrent against having a Status of Forces Agreement? 

 

HULL: Well maybe it wasn’t a deterrent. It would make Ethiopia look like it was more 
allied, less neutral location. There were calls from Qadhafi in Libya for the OAU 
(Organisation of African Unity) to be moved from Addis Ababa, and they did not want to 
give ammunition to anybody else in Africa to move the AU. 
 
Q: What was it about 9/11 that changed their opinions so quickly? 

 

HULL: Well I think partly because they were concerned about Wahabi influence and the 
fact that the head of Al Qaeda had worked in Sudan next door for a number of years They 
realized that it affected their reason, but they probably also saw some opportunities since 
Al Qaeda was also seen as being active in Somalia, that this was an opportunity to draw 
the United States in that they had not seen before in terms of the Status of Forces. 
Remember also the Americans were moving into Djibouti as well. So the whole region 
had an interest. Remember in the first weeks and months following 9/11 you saw 
enormous international sympathy for the Americans, so it was easier than it might have 
been later on to get countries aligned with us. 
 
Q: Do you think the Ethiopian government was as alarmed about terrorism as we were? 

 

HULL: Well yes, because there had been numerous terrorist attacks in Ethiopia over the 
years. When they hosted an OAU summit, there was an assassination attempt on 
President Mubarak of Egypt for example, by radical elements from Egypt. So they were 
very concerned about terrorist actions. Ethiopia is an artificial empire of sorts going back 
a very long time, so there are many ethnic groups in the country. Meles is a Tigrayan 
from the north of Ethiopia, a minority in the country, and so it was a delicate balancing 
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act holding this sort of empire together. There were bombings of hotels and things by 
Oromo Liberation Front. Somalis, I forget what the Somali Liberation Front is, but they 
were definitely a domestic terrorism threat in the country. 
 
Q: Now it strikes me that your previous positions as a public diplomacy officer were very 

different in the types of tasks that you had. You are suddenly confronted… 

 

HULL: To some degree, but I had worked recently in some large embassies. I had been 
on inter agency task forces on law enforcement in South Africa for example, inter agency 
working groups in embassies that drew on a number of agencies, so it made me actually 
fairly conversant having worked with all those agencies in South Africa. So as a PAO 
particularly in South Africa there was a lot of experience gained by working issues other 
than public diplomacy issues. 
 
Q: This is the types of policies or issues, I mean you are referring to your knowledge of 

the system, addressing things like rapid development in South Africa. Was this easily 

converted to such very different issues like life and death issues? 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. I think so because there was excellent exposure in that almost 
everything we did quite often had a public diplomacy dimension to it or an educational 
exchange, training element to it and so forth. Clearly there were areas that I got into as 
deputy chief of mission that I did not get into as deeply in South Africa, but likewise I 
always had friends across the spectrum in embassies so that I had a history of good 
relationships with all types of agencies. 
 
Q: You mentioned inter-agency; what were some of the other important players other 

than State? 

 

HULL: Well if you remember that depends on what issue you are talking about. In some, 
for example, HIV/Aids which PEPFAR (President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief) 
started, that was an enormous initiative, and many hours spent in meetings with USAID 
and the CDC, Center for Disease Control in particular. In some cases these may have 
involved intelligence agencies and our Department of Defense. In some cases there were 
environmental initiatives that we were taking in terms of the national parks in Ethiopia, 
all sorts of dimensions to what an embassy does, and therefore there was a variety of 
agencies. 
 
Q: In some cases did you have personal contacts with officials in those other agencies 

from previous work in other countries? 

 

HULL: Not related to the other countries directly. I don’t think I actually knew anybody. 
I don’t think I served in Ethiopia with anybody that I had served with in another post. 
 
Q: But you were familiar with how these things worked. 
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HULL: Well to some extent. Some of it was brand new that I can’t go into even now in 
an unclassified discussion, but there were some very novel things that were done, for 
example in the are of intelligence collection pertaining to Somalia and Ethiopia that drew 
a lot of attention back in Washington. 
 
Q: Very exhilarating, high adrenalin. 9/11 for everybody in the world was high 

adrenalin, and there you are in the Horn of Africa, one of the diciest places on earth in 

terms of the presence of people who want to hurt us. 

 

HULL: Well and also we have a lot of issues that we traditionally had dealt with in 
Ethiopia such as famine and hunger. So that too took a lot of my time. If I look back 
through my file of newspaper clippings during my time there, a lot of those pertain to 
signing agreements declaring a famine when I was Chargé d’Affairés, assuring that we 
got food aid into the country, which was not always the easiest thing to do in terms of 
how it should be distributed. There was always concern we would undercut the farmers 
of the country, even though there was drought going on, that sort of thing, so there was 
always a lot of discussion over poverty and food aid. A couple of my more interesting 
visits I had to the country were Secretary O’Neil, Secretary of the Treasury, and Bono 
along with Chris Tucker, the movie actor. That was sort of a revelation and a lot of fun, 
getting to wear Bono’s sunglasses and see what a nice guy he truly is. Chris Tucker had a 
great time because even though there aren’t a lot of cinemas showing American films in 
Sierra Leone, the high school students knew what he was and could imitate his moves 
that he did in films. There was all kinds of, actually a lot of fun. There were a lot of 
memorable moments. I think I told you of the time in Czechoslovakia when Ambassador 
Black received this young girl with her Shirley Temple book that got her through the 
death camps. Well the same, one of the memorable moments in Ethiopia there was a little 
boy, maybe 10 or something, always following us around, hanging outside the hotel, 
wanting to meet Bono. I said, “Look kid, if you play it cool over here and just hang 
around, I will see to it that you get to meet Bono.” So finally on his last day I explained to 
Bono that this kid was just dying to meet you. You have got to meet him. He said, “Oh, 
absolutely.” We went over and Bono was really nice to the kid. He took off his famous 
sunglasses and gave them to the kid. The kid had just died and gone to heaven, that sort 
of thing. But that is the kind of nice gesture you will find from good visitors. 
 
Another one that was a thrill for me was the visit of George McGovern who was at the 
time our representative to the FAO and our spokesman on food assistance, based in 
Rome. I had both lunch and dinner with him, in a group but I was sort of one on one with 
him a lot of the time. Because I was such a McGovern enthusiast back in 1972, I couldn’t 
help but talk to him about the election and the election campaign, and ask him about 
Eagleton, his vice presidential candidate who had had electroshock therapy to his brain 
for depression and so forth. I asked him about that, and he told me that he really didn’t 
feel betrayed by that because he hadn’t asked Eagleton is there anything I need to know 
about your health. 
 
Q: Once the strict vetting process. 
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HULL: Absolutely we still have that strict vetting process in place for Sarah Palins and 
other who run for office. 
 
Q: I am thinking more of the President’s very strict vetting process. 

 

HULL: Absolutely. It was just a real thrill to spend some time with George McGovern. 
We talked about his service in the Second World War flying a bomber with about 25 
bombing runs over Germany and so forth. Just things with his anti-Vietnam position. He 
was always looked at as a left wing pinko and nobody had ever talked about the fact that 
he had been flying bombers in WWII for example. So he wasn’t exactly a pacifist either, 
but obviously you always learn. 
 
Q: I have always been curious about in the second Nixon election, I believe, the facts 

were perfectly public about Watergate. The Watergate process had not yet happened. 

 

HULL: Oh not the ’72. 
 
Q: I think the facts were out there. 

 

HULL: Well the facts that were out there were that these people had been arrested, but 
the president was still denying his involvement. He was able to keep enough credibility. 
McGovern I think won one state. I think it was Massachusetts. 
 
Q: That and DC. 

 

HULL: Right. 
 
Q: I was in Massachusetts at the time. 

 

HULL: He did a bit better than Dukakis did I think. 
 
Q: The famous bumper sticker: “It is not my fault.” Did he ever mention that he felt the 

public was not noticing? 

 

HULL: I mean it was just a few hours of conversation, but I think he felt it was just the 
way events happened at the time that certainly there were exposés coming out thanks to 
Woodward and Bernstein at the Washington Post and a little bit from the New York 
Times. But as these were emerging, the general American public I think was not totally 
accepting the word of these news organizations against the President of the United States 
who even though he was known as Tricky Dick, was nevertheless given the benefit of the 
doubt for quite awhile. Certainly until after the election. 
 
Q: Forgive me for going back a little bit. What is involved in declaring famine? 

 

HULL: Well a famine has to be declared in order to release a substantial amount of 
donated food for famine stricken countries. Now “We are the World” is being repeated, a 
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new performance for Haiti. It is a reminder that the world’s attention in the 1980’s was 
focused on famine particularly in the Horn of Africa, so a very sensitive topic for the 
world, and actually a political topic in Ethiopia because for a regime to declare famine is 
an admission of failure in their eyes of their agricultural policy. So it wasn’t simply the 
fact of a government saying, Oh yeah, we agree. It should be called a famine. When we 
declare famine we do not seek the host country’s approval to declare a famine, but 
likewise we want them to be informed so they are not surprised. Certainly the Ethiopians 
were very reluctant to have it be called a famine, but the United States government has 
weather watchers and monitors for situations like this. And they decided, they 
recommended to me that I should declare a famine, so that was widely appreciated. In 
fact Rotary International gave me their humanitarian award for declaring famine among 
other things. 
 
Q: What are the mechanics. Can a chargé just declare famine or is there… 

 

HULL: Sure, but we coordinate with Washington. We don’t do it out of the blue. People 
in Washington know and concur that we are going to declare a famine. At this point I 
don’t recall the entire mechanics but it was working through the U.S. Agency for 
International Development. 
 
Q: There are trip wires like the word genocide I think. 

 

HULL: Yeah, there are trip wires and USAID and others that are involved in the 
monitoring process provided the information to let us know when we reached those trip 
wires. There was a prospect of millions of people starving to death, so it was something 
not taken lightly to declare, because not declaring it would have terrible consequences. 
But likewise we had to get the concurrence of the country to allow the food to come in 
and be distributed and what have you. 
 
Q: Were you involved in getting that concurrence? 

 

HULL: To some extent. It is hard for me to recollect some of the details now, whether I 
had to go to Prime Minister Meles or what. Again there was no Ambassador at the time 
and I was Chargé, so it fell to me to take on the responsibility to make this declaration. 
 
Q: Any other recollections you may have about Meles himself as a personality. 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. Meles was an extremely interesting African leader. Highly 
intelligent. In fact a great favorite of the British prime minister Tony Blair, who made 
sure he incorporated him in his commission on Africa which he created about the time I 
was leaving Africa. Enormous respect for his intelligence and understanding of situations 
in Africa, but ultimately he was a politician. He knew he had a narrow power base. He 
could not alienate that power base in Tigray. There were divisions over whether or not he 
would be firm on the issue of Badme which was a Tigrayan village. So that certainly 
influenced him, but he was always fascinating. I would take people quite often to see 
Meles who were visiting. We didn’t have a lot of senior people, but we did have members 
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of the administration. Some of them went with the ambassadors when the ambassadors 
were in town. Ambassador Nagy tended to see Meles one-on-one and not have a 
notetaker other than himself. I occasionally did, but I took along a notetaker when I was 
chargé, and Ambassador Brazeal was very good about taking me along to be notetaker if 
nothing else in the meeting. Meles would sit in a very large room. Meles would welcome 
you, and there were two chairs lining two sides of the room with him sitting in a large 
chair at the head of the room, which I presume was like Haile Selassie might have done. 
On one side there were usually one or two people, sometimes nobody depending on the 
issue, but usually one or two people on the other side. One might be the foreign minister 
or his private secretary taking notes or whatever, but a very small number of people on 
the other side normally. Then the American delegation. If for example we had a visitor, 
for example Senator Spector and his buddy Shelby, both of whom were on the 
intelligence committee, and you know the way you would set up in the room in that case, 
you would have the two senators, the Ambassador and the Chargé and the notetaker and 
so forth. 
 
Q: This is Ethiopian protocol. 

 

HULL: Well that was his protocol, Meles’ protocol. And Meles, his approach to a 
meeting was to have you come in, welcome you, and ask you what was on your mind. 
The Americans would then tell him what they wanted to discuss. I always briefed them 
beforehand. Whatever you wanted to discuss with Meles, you have to present it at the 
beginning of the meeting. You cannot wait until later in the meeting. You must present it 
at the beginning of the meeting. Because once the Americans or whatever other 
nationality the visitors might have been have spoken, Meles would then respond. At the 
end of his response, that was the end of the meeting. There was very little actually 
discussion, so consequently you presented what issue was on your mind. It may have 
been as it quite often was, “Mr. President, you have to respect the Algiers peace 
agreement. You have to implement the liberation of prisoners of war, or you have to 
recognize the boundary,” or whatever it was. Then he would come back with what was a 
very logical answer, not that it was necessarily persuasive. He would go back to the 
points you made, and he would say point one, point two, point three, point four and he 
would go through them in his own mind as to what his response was. Then that was 
usually it, and quite often he was non-committal, so you wouldn’t know at the end of the 
meeting if you had been persuasive or not. For example, on the prisoner of war issue I 
argued that he should release the prisoners of war, but I had no idea at the end of the 
meeting whether or not he would actually do that. In point of fact the next day he 
announced that he was going to do it. Then I knew I had been persuasive. He would 
never show by his expression. He would explain why he could not allow the border to be 
demarcated, why he could not hand Badme over, or why he could not move Badme. 
 
One of the fascinating things I did not mention about the demarcation of the border as 
declared by the boundary commission. The boundary commission made many mistakes. 
In fact 60% of them were in favor of Ethiopia and only 40% were in favor of Eritrea. So 
the Ethiopians were actually getting more land out of it than they should have had, but 
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they were not getting Badme, so the emotional importance of that one issue kept an 
agreement that was overall in favor of Ethiopia from being implemented. 
 
Q: In recent years human rights has been an issue in Ethiopia. Was it back then, and was 

that ever part of the agenda? 

 

HULL: Well human rights was part of the agenda, and also the treatment of minorities 
particularly the Oromos and others in the country when there was regional violence in the 
country. But mainly our concern was expressed in terms of people having expeditious fair 
trials or people being allowed to speak freely or openly. There was much more control of 
the press there than there was in a number of African countries I have been in. There 
were a number of issues on the prospect of free and fair local municipal elections and 
election of Prime Minister, I guess, in the country. We wanted it to be open and fair. 
There were a lot of public demonstrations leading up to those elections that occasionally 
the police would crack down on, but people would be allowed to go out and speak. I had 
to leave the country for my next assignment in the middle of a State Department 
inspection of the embassy, oddly enough, but because I had been confirmed by the U.S. 
Senate so it was no longer appropriate for me to be at post. At the same time before the 
election was actually held, so after I departed post the election was a fiasco. Opposition 
people were beaten, intimidated, thrown in jail for extended periods without trial. I don’t 
know all the details of that because my attention had moved elsewhere, but in point of 
fact this was a major problem that this major ally on the global war on terrorism had 
acted in a way that was unacceptable to us in terms of democratization and human rights. 
 
Q: I don’t know if it was the same election. I remember there were massacres. 

 

HULL: I think it was in 2003 if I recall. 
 
Q: And maybe since. 

 

HULL: Or 2004. Maybe it was 2004, the election of 2004 was the election. Meles was 
happy to tolerate democracy so long as it did not threaten his hold on power in the 
country or potentially destabilize the country. 
 
Q: Ok, our third afternoon segment. 

 

HULL: And that pretty much I think concludes most of Ethiopia unless you have 
anything else. 
 
Q: Yes, I do. Clientitis. What were the relations like between the U.S. embassy in Addis 

and the U.S. embassy in Asmara? Wad there any tendency of the staffs of one or the other 

to actually take the point of view of the country they were in? 

 

HULL: Well most of the Eritrean employees of the embassy in Addis Ababa had moved 
from Addis Ababa to Eritrea to become staff of the embassy there. 
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Q: I guess I was thinking of the Americans. 

 

HULL: Well I don’t think there was clientitis in terms of taking a position. We just 
wanted the matter resolved, for example the boundary issues. I think the Ethiopians made 
a good thorough case to their claim to Badme and other land because of these faulty 
maps, but on the other hand we cannot say publicly that we side with Ethiopia in this 
dispute. We had to be scrupulously neutral. 
 
I think the U.S. embassy in Eritrea and ourselves were in common cause on some issues 
because some of the FSN staff in Asmara had been arrested on trumped up charges of 
spying by political FSNs or public diplomacy FSNs, when in fact they were doing what 
we considered legitimate observation and reporting on the facts of what was going on in 
Eritrea. I think we felt in Ethiopia that Eritrea was resentful towards American interests 
in the region, but I don’t think anything we felt reflected our own national interest as 
clientitis. 
 
Q: Was there frequent contact between the two embassies? 

 

HULL: Well how much contact do you have between embassies except for regional 
people going back and forth, because the lines of communication with an embassy are 
normally with the desk officer and the bureau back in Washington. We would certainly 
keep them informed on our telegrams. We had some cases. For example, I got kudos 
from Embassy Asmara for a telegram I wrote. It was classified on an Eritrean who had 
escaped from prison, probably bought off a prison guard but had been incarcerated 
together with our FSN’s in Eritrea, so we were able to get a first hand report of the 
conditions under which they were being detained. This was in Eritrea. This was about a 
year, I think, after they had been detained. So we might do that kind of reporting if we 
had that kind of source from Eritrea, but otherwise, we kept out of their affairs. UNMEE 
(United Nations Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea) had an office in Addis as well so I 
would regularly attend meetings there with the Force Commander and the SRSG (Special 
Representative of the Secretary General) when they were there. So I kept abreast of UN 
reporting and interpretation of what was going on. The other important activity that I had 
and other American ambassadors had, in general Ambassador Nagy had, Ambassador 
Brazeal sent me to the meetings unless I said it was really important for you to go. That 
was the meetings of IGAD, the Inter-Governmental Authority for Development. Which is 
a regional organization for the Horn of Africa, Uganda, Kenya, remain members. 
 
Q: They had a role in Sudan as I recall. 

 

HULL: Absolutely. IGAD was a very hollow organization. Its only real body was the 
Heads of State. It had a secretariat in Djibouti in a building that is not air conditioned. 
The Africans who were assigned there were appointed by their governments, largely 
political patronage. They were rarely there, and usually collected their salaries and did 
nothing and were totally ineffectual, but once a year there would be a summit of IGAD 
Heads of State. In fact I was designated by Washington to go to Khartoum to represent 
the U.S. at an IGAD summit. But IGAD was seen as basically being headquartered in 
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Addis because none of the countries that worked with IGAD except for the United States 
and France had embassies in Djibouti. They were all in Addis because of the AU, and 
because there was a group known as Friends of IGAD. The Italians, because of their 
strong interest historically in the Horn of Africa, took it upon themselves to play a major 
role. The Italian Ambassador always hosted the meetings, and the Ambassadors of 
numerous countries and international organizations would come to the Friends of IGAD 
meetings periodically at the Italian Ambassador’s residence usually, which was an 
interesting thing. The Emperor Menelik gave countries large estates of land on which to 
build their embassies. That was true of the Americans. It was also true of the Italians. 
And when the communist Derg, which had brutally killed so many people, was 
overthrown, a number of the ministers of the government climbed the walls of the Italian 
embassy and sought political asylum, sought refuge there, and because of the EU position 
against capital punishment, they could not evict these people because it would expose 
them to execution. So for years and years these guys were living on the Italian compound 
while the rest of us were coming there with new governments and other governments to 
discuss regional IGAD issues. It was a kind of an interesting situation. The most 
notorious being the communist Derg’s Minister of Defense who was responsible for a 
number of extra judicial massacres. 
 
Q: These people were guests of the Italian embassy? 

 

HULL: Unwillingly on the part of the Italians, but they were stuck with them because 
they had climbed the walls, and wouldn’t leave and they wouldn’t throw them out. So 
they had to support them and feed them and clothe them. 
 
Q: If I had to be a refugee in an embassy, I think I would pick the Italian. 

 

HULL: Well especially since pasta was a very popular dish, aside from the Italian 
culture. So we were very active on regional issues, especially Somalia and Sudan through 
IGAD meetings, and the fact that the friends would meet there, so we regularly reported 
to the U.S. on that. 
 
Q: What was the stated goal on IGAD? What was the point of it? 

 

HULL: Well a regional organization much like ECOWAS or SADEC or others. It is 
recognized, but in point of fact it is very hollow except when the Heads of State meet and 
make decisions. Otherwise there wasn’t much substance to the organization, but the 
original idea was that it world coordinate development assistance to the region. Problems 
such as famine were seen as regional quite often. So that was part of it, also to create a 
regional customs union that never really took off. 
 
Another fascinating part of the job in Ethiopia was Somalia. I was in an unusual position 
that I had served in Somalia for three years and I was one of the few Westerners who 
really knew the other side of the border. But what would happen is that warlords from 
Ethiopia would come to Addis Ababa to seek support from the African Union or from the 
Government of Ethiopia. In the American framework we had made the embassy in 
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Nairobi responsible for Somalia, but in point of fact more warlords actually came to 
Addis and they would come knocking on our door wanting to meet with us. Quite often, 
rather than meet at the ambassadorial level, as DCM I was delegated to meet with various 
warlords, some of whom were fascinating people. 
 
Q: What did they want from you? 

 

HULL: They wanted our support, and not necessarily from the State Department but from 
other parts of the U.S. government. There is a wonderful guy, Jama Ali Jama, from the 
central area of the country who was very intelligent and clearly would be a good leader to 
my mind. But other parts of our government felt that he was not the person to support 
because they presumed he was not as trustworthy as somebody else when they were 
supporting, who eventually became president of Somalia. I am trying to remember his 
name. Anyway he became president for a while of the government in Somalia after I had 
left Somalia. He is still alive and I am sure he is tied up with the Somali pirates in that 
central part of Somalia. He is the world’s longest surviving liver transplant patient, but he 
goes on and on. One of our great visa issues was whether or not he would be given a visa 
to go as a Somali warlord to go to the United States for medical treatment, because there 
was an element of our government that had a vested interest in having him come here for 
that treatment. But to the State Department’s credit they said no. So he ended up going to 
England, and England was embarrassed by having taken him for medical treatment. 
 
Q: Do these warlords feel they are being auditioned? Do they come for interviews so to 

speak? 

 

HULL: Well they came to inform us of the situation, but I am sure clearly they are trying 
to make themselves appear as friends of the United States to get its support. One of the 
more unfortunate and again I am not remembering the names, but there was the Somali 
warlord who was responsible for Black Hawk Down incident, so he was not a friend of 
ours. But he had passed from the scene and his son had taken over his faction, and his son 
had served in the U.S. Marines. I forget whether he was a U.S. citizen or green card 
holder. So he came soliciting our support saying, “Hey I am not like my father; I am a 
Marine.” I don’t think we had him to TGIF at the Marine house. But we had people like 
that come in, so for me it was just fascinating to get this insight. It was always delicate 
because we were informing Washington that this is not our priority to be talking to 
Somalis. We recognize the primacy of Kenya, the embassy in Kenya, but by the same 
token I think our intelligence agencies recognized that they tended to come to Ethiopia 
more then Kenya, because Ethiopians were a threat to them, so they wanted to have 
Ethiopian support if they could get it. 
 
Q: Not too may people have talked face to face with that many warlords. What was their 

vision of their own county? Did each one of them want to have absolute control? What 

sort of future did they imagine? 

 

HULL: I can’t recall the precise conversations but I am sure they all tried to present 
themselves in the best light as the person with the best potential or capacity to unite the 
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country and cure the chaos in the country. I am sure some of them presented themselves 
as fundamentally democrats and that sort of thing. In point of fact, my role was to be 
titular head of these meetings, to be the symbol while other people in the room other 
agencies were taking their own notes for their own purposes to know precisely what other 
relationships they may or may not have had with these warlords. 
 
One of the other fascinating parts was Somaliland, which had separated itself from the 
rest of Somalia, and was at that time was being governed pretty responsibly as compared 
with the rest of Somalia. They were opposed to terrorism. More recently, over the last 
few months, there has been controversy over elections there, but they made a strong case 
that they had been an independent country for one week before they united with the 
Southern part of Somaliland, and therefore there was precedent in African Union terms 
for them being an independent country. 
 
Q: One could make the same argument for Texas. 

 

HULL: One could. I won’t go there. So we certainly, we not so much me but others, 
dangled out our support for Somaliland with the understanding that we could never 
recognize Somaliland unless another African country might do so first. There was the real 
possibility that South Africa might recognize them at the time. South Africa was 
providing assistance to Somaliland in a very responsible way. 
 
Q: Did we want that to happen? 

 

HULL: Well we would not have objected I think if an African country had recognized 
Somaliland. There may have been recognition by other countries. The United States had 
not come to that conclusion, but I think that would have made it easier for us. We 
certainly were not going to recognize Somaliland as an independent country unless 
another major African country did so. 
 
Q: OK, this is a bit tangential but before we get to the very important next post, Somalia 

has pretty much gone down the drain since that period. 

 

HULL: Well since 1992 and before. 
 
Q: Ok, and maybe more dramatically with the recent piracy. You lived in Somalia; you 

have met Somalians. Lessons learned. Is there anything we might have done? 

 

HULL: No, I think there is only so much the United States can do to influence events. 
We cannot control countries. Many of the problems in Somalia dated back to the 
authoritarian rule of Siad Barre, the really dictatorial rule of Siad. In the aftermath of that, 
perhaps we could have handled our intervention with the UN differently in the 1992 
period. That may have made a difference today. We may have been more effective in 
offering our good offices among Somalis, but ultimately it is important to recognize one 
of the cultural traits of people in the Horn of Africa generally is an extreme stubbornness, 
an unwillingness to compromise. In fact it was often pointed out that in the Somali 
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language the closest word to compromise is a word that fundamentally means to lose. If 
you have compromised you are seen as having lost, and of course that would undercut 
your position politically if you were a Somali leader. 
 
Q: As the English word is, if you have your pants down you are compromised. 

 

HULL: You may recall that a few years ago there was a conference of Somalis, a peace 
conference of Somalis in Kenya that we supported, that was ostensibly under the aegis of 
IGAD, and it went on for months and months without any progress or agreement on 
creating a provisional national government. Apparently because they were having such a 
good time at the hotel they were staying at foreigners expense that they had no incentive 
to come to an agreement. Their national interest was not their primary interest. So that is 
indicative of the difficulties. It extends to the problems you saw between Meles and 
Isaias for example, Ethiopia and Eritrea negotiating and dealing with folks in the horn of 
Africa who do not truly see themselves as African but as something superior to African 
and more closely akin to the Middle East if anything is a major problem in that region. 
 
Q: Last question I promise. If God forbid if you were drafted to do Somalia policy, we do 

have a Somalia person in Nairobi. How do you suppose you would go about it in this day 

and age? 

 

HULL: I don’t know because I haven’t been close enough to the issues. I am sure that I 
would try to find common ground between these people, but recognizing that they might 
be in their own area of commonality. The United Nations, The African Union, and people 
are engaged there. Americans are involved and we are still working one way or another 
toward a solution there. But if and when that will take place, there is obviously concern 
about Al Qaeda, Islamic fundamentalism and so forth. I think I said in my remarks on my 
service in Somalia that I had not foreseen the enormous bloodshed that followed the fall 
of Siad Barre. We all knew that Said Barre had not really set things up for how the 
country would run after his demise. But given the fact that they were all Somalis, they 
were all fundamentally ethnically unified with a vision of a greater Somalia, I did not 
foresee that they would turn on themselves in such a vicious way. 
 
Q: In ’92. 

 

HULL: Well even when I left it was 1986, and back then. But I think I mentioned in the 
interview earlier that one of my FSNs said to me, “Mr. Hull you are leaving at the right 
time because when Siad Barre goes, we will all start killing each other. We all have our 
AK47’s.” It just wasn’t evident because it was such a peaceful place. There was less 
crime in Somalia than any other place we had served in Africa. It was an astounding. 
Then to have it go so totally 180 degrees in the other direction. 
 
Q: Chillingly prophetic. 

 

HULL: Which is why it is a good idea to listen to FSNs. 
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Q: Yeah. Well your next assignment was the big one in a sense. 

 

HULL: Big but a much smaller embassy than the ones I had been serving in in recent 
years. My most recent embassies had been Nigeria, South Africa, and Ethiopia, three of 
our largest embassies in Africa. 
 
Q: However, you became Ambassador. 

 

HULL: I did become an Ambassador and that was partly because of strong support from 
Ambassador Nagy. I was never very much of a self promoter and being from USIA, it 
was always seen as being unseemly in USIA to go out begging for jobs the way our State 
Department colleagues had shamelessly done in our view. So it wasn’t the sort of thing I 
would do. When I was the Director of Africa for USIA, if a USIA officer came to me to 
plead his case for a position in Africa the instinctive reaction in my mind would be what 
is wrong with this person that he cannot let the personnel process take its course and 
would emerge as the best candidate. But there were some USIA officers like that who I 
could name but won’t name at the moment. But nevertheless in general in the State 
Department you were expected to be a self promoter. You were expected to go out and 
lobby on your own behalf for jobs, which was the death knell of getting an assignment 
USIA, but it was the path to take in the State Department. 
 
So you know, I had been told that I had been strongly recommended to the Assistant 
Secretary of State at the time, Kansteiner, for an ambassadorship. I had been considered 
before on panels but I think mostly as a token candidate because AF had other candidates 
they wanted for jobs. But it was clear that my chances would be very good for an 
ambassadorship. Finally when it was getting close to decision time, I decided that I would 
bite the bullet, but rather than be so presumptuous as to call the Assistant Secretary of 
State, I just sent him an E-Mail saying that I hope I am not being too presumptuous, but I 
have all these qualifications and experience in Africa, and I would really like to be a chief 
of mission, and by the way I was a Peace Corps volunteer in Sierra Leone, and I thrive on 
tough assignments, so I would appreciate having the toughest assignment you can give 
me. The very next day he came back and said, “Well how would you like to be 
Ambassador to Sierra Leone?” which is what I was angling for anyway even though I 
could have had something else. 
 
Q: I see. 

 

HULL: I didn’t specify but I said, it would be presumptuous of me to suggest a specific 
country, but I would welcome a tough assignment. 
 
Q: Ah very artful. 

 

HULL: I assumed that if he were going to give me something, he would give me Sierra 
Leone where I had made clear I had experience. Then shortly thereafter he came out to 
Ethiopia and Ambassador Nagy assigned me to escort Kansteiner around the country. We 
hit it off. 
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Q: I am sorry you were still what at that time? 

 

HULL: DCM. Nagy was still there. 
 
So before it had actually been paneled, but he had indicated informally that I would be 
his candidate for Sierra Leone. When I traveled with him, he saw the way I interacted 
with my staff. Rather than steal the thunder of, for example, the AID people, I rather 
stood in the background and let the other people do what they do and take credit for what 
they do. I think that sat very well with him and cemented his support. Then there was just 
the matter of going through the process, because it was not the sort of situation where 
somebody else might be trying to stab me in the back and maneuver in to get the Sierra 
Leone assignment. 
 
Q: Right. It wasn’t France after all. 

 

HULL: Also Larry Andre who had been, I guess, regional environmental officer in Addis 
Ababa had become DCM in Freetown with my strong recommendation to Ambassador 
Chavez. So I had some communication. I couldn’t, of course, say I am going to be the 
next Ambassador to Sierra Leone, but I was able to strike up some dialogue with the 
Embassy in Freetown and get a sense of what was going on there, which I appreciated. 
But of course until the White House actually announces that you are going to be the 
candidate, you have to pretend you know nothing. 
 
Q: Kansteiner, I think people remember him as a real gentleman, as a person who was 

not a screamer, and was sensitive to staff morale. 

 

HULL: I think he looks very good in comparison to some other Assistant Secretaries 
whom we have had. He was seen as a bit narrow. Of course he was appointed by a 
Republican administration. Not to say that made him narrow but that he had his well-
defined priorities, private sector development, environmental protection. 
 
Q: He was a businessman. 

 

HULL: He was a businessman. He had four or five priorities, and that was where the 
focus was, probably less diffuse than it was under some other Assistant Secretaries of 
State. So you may or may not have agreed with his precise priorities, but remember this is 
also the era when the Millennium Challenge Corporation was being created, PEPFAR 
was being created. All these things were coming out of the administration. AGOA 
(African Growth and Opportunity Act), which had been created before the administration 
really, but was a priority adopted by the administration. 
 
Q: Was he a hard charger? 

 

HULL: Well, I did not work that closely with him. I believe he was. That was my 
impression, but I never worked directly with him sufficiently to really comment. 
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Q: OK, so let’s get to the fun part, your confirmation. 

 

HULL: My confirmation was interesting only in the sense that anybody who has been 
through this process knows that it can take a very long time for a nomination to rise to the 
level where it can be announced to the world by the White House. One of the most 
important parts of it is that it has to be signed off on by the President. In my case it had 
been quite awhile, and I had submitted all the paperwork and so forth, but there were a 
number of new Ambassadors who had not been signed off on by the President, I assume 
because the President had higher priorities. But then on the 100th anniversary of the flight 
at Kitty Hawk when America first flew, the event got rained out. So the President had 
some down time in North Carolina on that trip, so that is when he signed off on these 
ambassadorial nominations. It then had to further work itself through the White House 
personnel process, but it was eventually announced. But then there was always the 
question of when would the Senate be able to schedule confirmation hearings. 
 
Q: Where were you during all of this? 

 

HULL: I was in Addis. I was functioning as DCM, so this is all taking place at long 
distance. I assume that it is more automated nowadays, but then it meant filling out hard 
copies of all sorts of documents and then sending them back to Washington, and finding 
the time to do that. But then on top of that we just didn’t know when the Senate was 
going to schedule hearings. We had an inspection going on in Addis. The Ambassador 
was counting on me a lot, I think, in the inspection because I was a point of continuity 
from the previous Ambassador and had been Chargé during the interregnum period. But 
in the middle of the inspection it was like can you be in Washington in four days for a 
hearing? So suddenly I had to get to Washington, have the remarks that I was going to 
make, that I wrote, prepared and cleared. 
 
Q: And be an expert on Sierra Leone. 

 

HULL: And be an expert on Sierra Leone. Fortunately I had followed the country over 
the years and everything else, and I was at a hearing with two other ambassadorial 
nominees going to Congo and Cote D’Ivoire. So the hearing was small, chaired by 
Senator Feingold with Senator Alexander from Tennessee, who was previously Secretary 
of Education. It was a very benign friendly hearing. So basically it was do that, go back 
to post. The inspection was finished by the time I got back, so I wasn’t able to be there 
for the exit briefing. So my job was to pack out and leave. I think even before I left post I 
was confirmed as Ambassador to Sierra Leone, so I really had no further role there in 
Ethiopia. 
 
Q: So then voila, you were confirmed. 

 

HULL: Yes, I was confirmed as Ambassador. But then you have to be attested to by the 
President. The President, actually I should take it back a step. Let me just say that once 
you are confirmed by the United States Senate, you then have to be attested to by the 
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President, which is just a formality. He signs the papers saying he nominated you in the 
first place. But after the confirmation the President, just like he signs a bill into law he 
also has to sign off after the Senate confirmation. Then technically you are the 
Ambassador. You don’t have to be sworn in. In fact you don’t have to be sworn into any 
federal position. It is just a formality. As long as the Senate has confirmed, the President 
has attested, it is only a formality that you be sworn in. 
 
Q: Actually the Constitution says that people appointed by the President, it is in there 

some place. 

 

HULL: In any case I was told you don’t have to be sworn in; you can go directly out to 
post if you want. 
 
Q: But you still need the agrément. 

 

HULL: No, the agrément came earlier. That is before, once the President has signed off 
to nominate you, you are then proposed to the host government. So before the White 
house can announce the nomination you have to have that agrément from the government 
you are being assigned to. Mine came very quickly. It came when Larry Andre who 
worked for me in Addis was actually chargé d’affaires. The request came into the 
embassy and Larry very efficiently took it over to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the 
Director General of Foreign Affairs. And you may recall in the Peace Corps I taught a 
little Roman Catholic school in a very small village. This was a school with four or five 
teachers and a couple of hundred students out in a very rural area, where the most 
prominent family was the family of the Minister of Education, Mr. Wurie. Many years 
later when it came time for Larry Andre to get agrément, and he want to the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, the director general’s name was Amaru Wurie. As it turned out he had 
actually gone to the little primary school where I taught in the Peace Corps and graduated 
from that primary school. So he was thrilled to have somebody who actually had lived in 
his little village where he grow up and taught at the very school, a Roman Catholic 
school, where he as a Muslim had been sent. This was a real thrill for him. This actually 
stood me in very good ground because the Wuries at the time had many positions. The 
Minister of Education was the son of the Minister of Education when I was a Peace Corps 
Volunteer. The head of the national airline which didn’t fly but collected fees was a 
Wurie. The Wuries were strategically placed throughout the government including 
Ambassador Wurie who was the Director General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. So 
Agrément came just like that, very quickly. It had to be passed on by the cabinet 
interestingly enough, not just the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but Mr. Wurie made sure 
that it went very quickly. So we had the Agrément; we had the confirmation hearings; we 
had the confirmation by the senate; we had attestation by the President after which you 
can then schedule your swearing in. I was fortuitous in having Secretary of State Powell 
who took a personal interest that no matter how large or small an embassy was he wanted 
to do the swearing in. 
 
Q: I was present. 
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HULL: So it was a terrific event. I really enjoyed it because there were so many people 
from my career and my life who were there, that it was a wonderful event. The Secretary 
of State was very gracious. I was very pleased that just by coincidence, my FSN 
Adamseged, who was my driver in Addis Ababa, had got to be there at that event. Later 
on the Secretary commented to an undersecretary or deputy secretary, somebody who got 
back to me, and told me the Secretary was deeply pleased because the only swearing in 
he had been at where there was an FSN who was present and acknowledged by the new 
ambassador and credit given to the FSN. So this is something that Secretary Powell 
particularly noted. So off I went almost immediately to Sierra Leone because 
Ambassador Chavez had left to take up the directorship of the African Center for 
Strategic Studies at the National Defense University. 
 
Q: I am sorry, what year are we here? 

 

HULL: We are in 2004. I was sworn in August, 2004 and almost immediately within 
days went out to post. Larry Andre who had been chargé d’affaires was in the process of 
transferring out also. We had like a 24-48 hour overlap over a weekend. The embassy is 
yours. 
 
Q: You went to Freetown? 

 

HULL: But a nice thing about this I had been back to Freetown periodically, not very 
often but once a decade or so after being a Peace Corps Volunteer. There were a couple 
of FSNs who had been there those many years. One in particular was the senior FSN for 
USIS, which had their employees throughout the civil war. Although the Americans 
evacuated the post, the FSNs came to the embassy every day and did their work, carried 
on the public diplomacy work. It is a very remarkable story. Periodically an American 
would come to the country and they would get paid, but it was a very inspiring story of 
commitment and courage on the part of our FSNs. 
 
Q: What work could they do? 

 

HULL: There was still reporting of what was going on in the media if it still functioned. I 
think there still might have been some exchanges taking place. I am not sure. It is 
amazing, but they carried on very loyally. James Taylor our librarian there. The lady who 
retired when I was ambassador whose name is escaping me, I think her name was 
Elizabeth. I am trying to remember. We had a number of people, Sierra Leonians who 
had the names of movie stars. I am trying to remember. There is James Taylor, the singer, 
who is also the FSN. I am trying to remember if she was Elizabeth Taylor. She was 
something that resonated. In any case I had known some of these FSNs a little bit when I 
was area director and visited the post, and previously when I had been in the country and 
passed by and introduced myself. So they remembered. So they knew a little bit of what 
they were getting. I got there, and it was timely for me to get there because everybody 
else was leaving. Everybody else was on vacation or in a period of transfer or what have 
you. 
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My tenure as ambassador was a period of flux for the embassy. We had been at the same 
location basically since the embassy had opened. Which was in the heart of Freetown 
under the historic cotton tree that had been there since the establishment of the colony by 
the liberated slaves. That is where they sort of did their equivalent of the Mayflower 
Compact. They did it there, so a very historic symbolic location of the embassy, but it 
was no longer a secure location. Therefore the decision was made, was accelerated to 
move the embassy. Ambassador Chavez and Larry Andre were able to persuade General 
Williams the head of the Overseas Buildings Office (OBO) in the State Department to 
move Sierra Leone Freetown higher on the list of new embassies because he saw the 
vulnerability of the embassy there. One of the interesting things about my predecessor, he 
visited all 12 districts of Sierra Leone and got all around the country quite a bit. So one of 
the challenges to me was to do the same thing. But he had an advantage. In that 
immediate post war period the State Department had a helicopter at the embassy. So he 
could very easily get into his helicopter and fly around the country for the period of a 
year or two that they had the helicopter; whereas, I had to drive over some very rough 
roads. One advantage was General Williams, the head of OBO was visiting in Conakry, 
and would say “I can’t get to Freetown. The Ambassador said, “I will send a helicopter 
for you.” So he was able to divert down to Freetown and see the need for a new embassy. 
So much of my time was working with OBO on construction of the $65 million 
American Embassy complex, on a poorly selected location because it was on the ridge of 
a steep hill. It wasn’t the steepness that was the problem but the fact that there was no 
water there. Since there is no municipal water in Freetown, even the Ambassador’s 
residence was serviced while I was there with untreated water delivered by water trucks. 
This was a constant problem we had. We did a lot of drilling for water, but there was no 
water to be found. Ultimately there was a jury-rigged solution, but it has really not been a 
very satisfactory one. 
 
Q: The water has to be delivered. 

 

HULL: Oh yeah, by water truck. And the same thing, and of course this was supposed to 
be an embassy that had its own water treatment plant and everything else, all these fancy 
things, but they just couldn’t function in an environment like Sierra Leone. Also it was 
designed to be the embassy that was self reliant for electricity because there was 
absolutely no electricity in Freetown, a major capital, except for that produced by private 
generators. So our embassy had enough generator power that it could power a good 
percentage of Freetown as well as our embassy. But two of those generators are back-up 
generators. So the infrastructure in Freetown is very weak. The one thing that happened, 
as in most of Africa, was the cellular phone revolution that made so much more possible 
in the country, but the general infrastructure was just horrible. It is one of the situations 
that you often read about how African countries are worse off today in many cases than 
they were at the time of independence. That is certainly true of the infrastructure in Sierra 
Leone, in spite of the fact they had a major hydro-electric project going on since the early 
80’s. It had never reached fruition, run by an Italian company, because of enormous 
corruption. Since then, in the last couple of years under the new president, it has started 
to come on line finally. 
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Q: Cell phones. I guess the time you were there must have been the time of the very rapid 

rise in the use of them, ’04, ’05, ’06. 

 

HULL: Sure, and that of course was, as in many African countries, because they took 
business away from the parastatal telephone company. Still, they got parliament to pass a 
bill saying that all international calls had to be through the state telephone company so 
that they could take their piece of the action, but in point of fact they did not have the 
capacity technologically to do this. 
 
Q: Were there several cell phone companies competing? 

 

HULL: Oh yes there were. 
 
Q: And each of them had their own repeater towers. 

 

HULL: Yes. Some were more developed than others. Celtel, Mo Ibrahim’s company was 
the most advanced, but there were a number of these operations trying to tie together 
Guinea, Liberia, Sierra Leone, the Manu River area offering different comparative 
advantage. But there were major issues. There was probably a fair amount of corruption 
in the ministry responsible for telephones, giving out more telephone contracts than they 
should have. Corruption was rife in the government as it had been for a number of years 
and they had a number of different types of corruption issues. 
 
But just to go back to where we started, I guess my lasting legacy in Sierra Leone is the 
$65 million embassy with my name on the plaque in the front of the building. We will see 
how long it lasts, but certainly it is so solidly constructed it will physically be there for a 
very long time. 
 
Q: It does seem odd. I have had people outside the State Department say $65 million for 

a building in a country that has been at times unstable. 

 

HULL: Well not only that, well all the more reason to have a secure embassy. However, 
a $65 million cost was far more than the aid we were giving the country over a period of 
years. But we have a responsibility to protect our employees. Certainly it was appreciated 
by the new government because the construction was in the post civil war period in Sierra 
Leone that ended officially in early 2002. That is when the post war period began. The 
government saw this as a vote of confidence in the future stability of Sierra Leone. So 
although it was $65 million, it did generate employment of Sierra Leonians and it was 
seen as a positive gesture towards Sierra Leone. 
 
Q: Did the embassy take advantage of that perception and further it. Was that part of the 

presentation of the NEC? 

 

HULL: Well I am not sure, because I wasn’t there at the time it was presented to the 
government. But I didn’t have to sell it. The only complaints were you could have done 
something else with the money, but then again you wouldn’t have had the money to do 
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something else with. They always hoped there would be more employment generated by 
it, but we did employ a few hundred Sierra Leonians in the project. 
 
Q: In other U.S. similar projects the Chinese model of bringing in labor from the outside 

is sometimes the case. 

 

HULL: It is certainly the case because it is contracted to an American company so they 
would bring in, first of all the American labor as supervisors, but they also brought in a 
construction company subcontracted from Turkey. There were sometimes problems with 
the relationships between the Turks and the Sierra Leonians, communication issues, 
treatment issues, and so forth. But I think there was begrudging recognition by the Sierra 
Leonians that they did not have the skills that the Turks brought to the job, so there was a 
skills transfer from the Turks to the Sierra Leonians as they learned the jobs, but there 
were difficult relationships between the Turkish subcontractors and the… 
 
Q: Likewise in Yaoundé exactly the same thing. So outside of the embassy what was 

Sierra Leone going through at that time? 
 
HULL: Well it was recovering from the war. The immediate post war period was another 
Ambassador, mainly Ambassador Chavez. He did an excellent job. He had been an 
Ambassador in Malawi. He had been a Peace Corps volunteer, so he knew his way 
around Africa dealing with Africa. But I think West Africa is often quite different for a 
variety of reasons than other parts of Africa. Each region of Africa has some distinctive 
characteristics. Certainly in Sierra Leone, he had seen corruption in Malawi, but he had 
never seen corruption on the scale that you had in Sierra Leone. In point of fact, the 
corruption in Sierra Leone was only limited by the fact that there were very few resources 
to be corrupt with. So they were not as extremely corrupt enriching themselves as other 
places, but corruption permeated society, the more as time progressed. Ambassador 
Chavez became more publicly outrageously offended by the corruption in the country and 
he was very outspoken on it, to the extent that it made him highly unpopular. It was the 
correct thing to do but it is not necessarily… 
 
Q: Did the majority of the population or was it members of government? 

 

HULL: Well members of government in particular, but since it pervaded society there 
were very mixed feelings. There were a lot of people who said bully for you, thank you 
for pointing it out, but also, I know it is hard to deal with specifics. Well show us the 
corruption. What corruption are you talking about? Of course everybody knew this. We 
were particularly outraged, we the U.S. Government, because we had given funds 
particularly to the Electoral Commission and to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, wanting the Truth and Reconciliation Commission to publish their report 
and the Electoral Commission to reform themselves and prepare for elections. The money 
was misspent and couldn’t be accounted for by the Electoral Commission. The money 
was withdrawn from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Although they did 
eventually publish the report in Ghana, there were all sorts of allegations that it was being 
tampered with in Ghana in terms of the final outcome, mainly because it pointed to 
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abuses by the Nigerians, and the Nigerians did not want those abuses to appear in print. 
Therefore, they were allegedly subverting publication. In point of fact criticisms 
remained in the report of the Nigerians, so I don’t think it was actually tampered with, so 
I don’t think it actually was, but that was the rumor. It did eventually get published, and it 
may have been just the simple inefficiencies of West Africa at work as well. 
 
Q: We have a time limit, but on the corruption issue, so you moved into your position. 

Your predecessor was very much in your face on this issue. 

 

HULL: They were all very relieved to see me because they assumed that because I had 
been a Peace Corps Volunteer there, that I understood the country better and therefore I 
might be more tolerant of corruption. I think it was more my approach was a bit different. 
I have numerous articles headlined about talks and speeches I gave on corruption and 
human rights critical to Sierra Leone. What they appreciated from the outset when I gave 
my first remarks and I gave my Letters of Credence were accepted by President Kabbah, 
on corruption for example. I said “Hey I understand why corruption occurs because civil 
servants are not paid a living wage, but that does not excuse you for being corrupt in 
Sierra Leone, and we expect Sierra Leone to perform to international standards of good 
governance.” So they were much more tolerant of my criticism if I could show that I had 
some understanding of the situation, but nevertheless, there needed to be reform. 
 
Q: Do you feel that during your tour of duty there, that corruption changed in any way? 

 

HULL: Well yes. See, there was an anti-corruption commission in the country, and it is 
important to remember that the United States was not the major donor in the country, it 
was the United Nations and the British government. The British funded the Anti-
Corruption Commission and they had a very stalwart Anti-Corruption Commissioner. But 
the system was flawed. Before there could be an indictment, the indictment had to be 
approved by the Attorney General who was also the Minister of Justice. So there was 
somebody in the Government that had to approve the indictment, and he presented 
roadblock after roadblock to the indictment. And also the Government was in an outrage 
and an uproar when the Anti-Corruption Commissioner sent his investigators, and there 
were British investigators there as well as Sierra Leonean investigators, with their own 
warrant to the home of the Minister of Fisheries, and discovered lots of television sets 
and furniture. Jut things that did not meet the quantities of their homes. So that created 
such a brouhaha that the head of the Anti-Corruption Commission had to resign. A new 
Corruption Commissioner was appointed who had been a former brother-in-law of the 
President. Not very much happened in terms of the Anti-Corruption Commission as a 
consequence, although certainly I would complain to the President as did others, that the 
Anti-Corruption Commission had to be given teeth and the law should be changed so that 
the Attorney General would not be an obstacle to indictments. There would be special 
courts for corruption. There were some corruption cases and convictions but they were 
little fish. The people of Sierra Leone were expecting what they called the big fish to be 
caught by this ACC. The British threatened to withdraw their money, and we think they 
may even have suspended it. But to get to the end of my ambassadorship and beyond, 
ultimately with a change of government in Sierra Leone in 2007 the law was changed, 
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and now that obstacle has been removed, and the current Anti-Corruption Commissioner 
has real teeth, so there is progress being made. Part of it too, the new President of the 
country today is showing an intolerance for corruption. 
 
One thing I learned in Africa over the years is corruption begins at the top. If the 
President of a country indicates that he is going to be very tolerant of corruption, as for 
example arap Moi was in Kenya, it will quickly pervade the whole government, and even 
in many countries there has been an expectation that you can pay a civil servant low 
wages because through extortion, embezzlement or whatever, they will be able to 
supplement their incomes. Sierra Leone is beginning to show less and less tolerance for 
that. But in my period it was very frustrating because in the first instance we had an 
excellent person in charge who was not going to accept obstacles to corruption, but was 
frustrated and eventually forced to resign. Then a token person was put in charge of that 
issue. So that was a significant problem. 
 
Q: We are running out of time but you talked about giving teeth to the anti-corruption 

effort, and your efforts to convince. Whom did you have to convince, the President? 

 

HULL: Well I would often go to the President because I knew that if the President put 
pressure on parliament, laws would get passed. I think one of my notable achievements 
was Anti-Trafficking in Persons legislation which was stalled in parliament. Parliament 
was going out of session before the elections of 2007. I said, “Look Mr. President, your 
international credibility depends upon these laws that have to be reformed. There are also 
laws pertaining to the status of women and the inheritance rights.” The president himself 
was sensitive to the fact that if he himself died before his wife did, instead of what 
actually happened, his wife would not have had inheritance rights. It would have gone to 
his family. Because President Kabbah had a career in the United Nations and the UNDP 
he was sensitive to many of these issues, but he was also more tolerant than he should 
have been. It would take pressure, and I would go to the president and I was able to 
pressure him. I was not the only one doing this. The British High Commissioner, the head 
of the United Nations were doing the same thing, putting pressure on the President to get 
laws through the parliament. Although the current constitution of Sierra Leone is a blend 
of American and British models of government, there is a separation of powers between 
the President and the legislature. There is no Prime Minister. That does exist but in point 
of fact the President has sufficient influence. Certainly in the case of President Kabbah, 
he had sufficient influence to get them to take a vote. 
 

Q: Is it usually the President of Sierra Leone that proposes legislation? 

 

HULL: Legislation has to be proposed through a ministry of government. One of the 
reforms we were trying to work with Members of Parliament to create was the ability of 
members to introduce their own bills for consideration in parliament. But if you wanted a 
bill to become a law it had to be approved first by a ministry. Sometimes legislation 
would be stuck in those ministries, and we would have to go to the President and say we 
have to unstick this. 
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Q: And he had the capacity to do that. 

 

HULL: Well they were his ministers. 
 
Q: Right. Thanks Ambassador. 

 

HULL: So in Sierra Leone there were many appropriate initiatives being taken in the 
style of good governance, they types of things we would expect, but many of them were 
not implemented fully. So they gave the appearance of reform without actual reform, the 
Anti-Corruption Commission was one of those at the time. Another one we had to push 
along was the Human Rights Council. The country at our urging and of the urging of 
other governments created in principle a Human Rights Council, but that took a very long 
time to appoint people to the Human Rights Council. Then funding was always an issue. 
So I recall that members of the Human Rights Council never got paid for their services. It 
undercut the organization, so there were a lot of efforts at reform. A lot of them were 
pushed along by my predecessor in Freetown, by other Ambassadors, western 
Ambassadors in Freetown, and by the United Nations. I really cannot speak highly 
enough of the superb work done by the United Nations peace keeping organization 
UNAMSIL, the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone. It was succeeded; it was 
wrapped up and the peace keepers withdrawn. 
 
Q: Was the war… 

 

HULL: The war ended in 2002, but even before that the UN had moved in. UNMMSL 
had a very checkered history. There was a famous incident of some of these UN peace 
keepers, I think Bangladeshis and Indians maybe, simply surrendering themselves and 
their weapons to the rebels when asked to do so because they really did not have a clear 
mandate from the UN in New York as to how they should act in such a situation. That 
was part of what precipitated the eventual intervention of the British SAS troops who in a 
matter of days had the rebels fleeing for the hills and abandoning their weapons and the 
war was essentially over and the UN could be effective. Also they brought in a very good 
Pakistani general, General Akram, who was a no nonsense officer who did a superb job 
in shaping up the military operation in Sierra Leone and guaranteeing the peace. 
 
Q: The UN operation. 

 

HULL: The UN operation. And also a very good special representative of the Secretary 
General and SRSG in charge of the operation, Ambassador Mwakawago, who was a 
former Tanzanian government minister who was appointed as SRSG. The deputy SRSGs 
were superb. The one who left shortly before I came to Sierra Leone, Alan Doss, is now 
running the peace keeping operation in the Congo after having run the peace keeping 
operation in Liberia. His successor, Victor D’Angelo from Portugal was also superb and 
continued on after Mwakawago left as the Executive Representative of the Secretary 
General (ERSG) in charge of the peace building mission, UNIOSIL standing for the 
United Nations Office in Sierra Leone. This was a peace building mission which was 
something new that the UN had created. They had not done this before. There is also a 
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similar operation in Burundi, BINUB, but this is a new approach by the UN in 
recognition of the fact that too often they have declared victory and walked away without 
leaving very much sustainable behind nor a sustainable coordination effort. 
 
The United Nations was critically important to the democratization, to the success of the 
elections in Sierra Leone. So I worked very closely with the UN. We met regularly, first 
the SRSG and later the ERSG with myself. We coordinated with the British, the French, 
the Germans, the Chinese, the Nigerians and so forth. So we had a very compatible group 
of Ambassadors who could sit around and find common direction even if we all couldn’t 
contribute in the same way. For example, in most countries, when you have an election 
situation, an election basket is created into which countries can make donations but the 
United States can never do so, because of our own aid restrictions. Nevertheless we could 
coordinate by agreement with the others saying we are going to do this before the 
elections. For example, in Sierra Leone we were able to use USAID funds to support the 
training and implementation of indigenous election observers in the country, while 
another donor funded through the UN basket, international observers for the election. So 
we worked with the others to make sure that things functioned smoothly. But it took all 
of us together as a team to achieve success. I think each of us individually could take 
satisfaction from the success that was achieved in Sierra Leone in terms of very 
genuinely free and fair elections. 
 
The critical moment came when the election commission was in limbo. Prior to the local 
elections in 2004, just before I arrived the election commissioners were fired; new ones 
were put into office, but they really lacked direction and they needed leadership. And 
they needed a Chairman of the National Elections Commission. I, and I am sure some of 
the other ambassadors under President Kabbah, I said to President Kabbah, “You need a 
person of integrity who is apolitical in this position or you will not have a credible 
election in this country, and by the way it would be best if you would appoint a woman, 
because women are not seen as a political threat to any of the male leaders of this country 
and therefore can be more acceptable to everyone.” In point of fact very shortly 
thereafter, he did what I was hinting at, to appoint Christiana Thorpe as the National 
Electoral Commissioner. She was a former nun, a no-nonsense woman who had been 
very prominent in education in the country, had directed a civil society NGO for 
education that coordinated with teachers throughout the country. So again another good 
example of somebody from civil society coming in and making a contribution. She came 
in and she fired everybody in the electoral commission so that all that was left were the 
other four commissioners and herself. The other four commissioners, the men were pretty 
useless. But what she did was she started hiring people and going out and finding 
uncorrupted people to staff the National Electoral Commission to make it truly 
independent and largely proceeded to ignore her fellow commissioners except when they 
were exceeding the bounds of what their positions were politically. 
 
Q: But she is directly in charge of them. 

 

HULL: Oh well theoretically yes, but some of them had political connections and so 
forth, but they were marginalized. She hired some people away from the Embassy, some 
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of our good FSNs. But we could hardly object since we were supporting the Electoral 
Commission. I must say with support from the UN, from the British, from the Americans 
and others, support from NGOs like Search for Common Ground, they did a superb job 
of preparing this election. When Christiana Thorpe was in a position where it appeared 
the government would not support her or the government would drag its feet to delay the 
election or whatever, the rest of us would step in and wag our fingers at the powers that 
be and say no you can’t do this if you are going to have credible elections. We are very 
fortunate that President Kabbah had a career in the UN development program, the UNDP, 
so he understood the international importance of respecting internationally accepted 
standards for elections. So as they went forward, when push came to shove, the President 
always came down on the side of what would be the acceptable international standard for 
an election. He might not have liked it, but he swallowed hard and did it. Sierra Leone’s 
credibility was on the line, and when they ultimately did have the election it was very 
credible. They had to have a run-off election which took place after I had departed the 
country. 
 
Another key element was the UN was doing police training following a period when the 
British had done it on their own. But it meant the UN was pretty much embedded with 
the police, and because the head of the UN police operation was a Deputy Police Chief 
from Austin, Texas, we were able to have direct influence on how that was executed even 
though he ostensibly worked for the UN with a Nigerian deputy. Whenever there was a 
threat that the police would somehow disrupt a demonstration or political rally, the 
international community was always there to give some backbone to, particularly, the 
deputy police commissioners. They called them Inspector Generals so it would have been 
Deputy Inspector Generals. These were actually fairly professional people. The head of 
the police who was actually a bit political, but he was somewhat neutralized by having 
this international involvement. And in the election you had this remarkable situations 
where the police would actually find people who were voting more than once or who had 
little signals to say I want to vote again for the Government and so forth. The police were 
actually arresting people supportive of the Government who were violating the election 
laws. So it was really truly an exceptional election that took place. Of course there must 
have been some irregularities. But any ballot box that was clearly stuffed was not 
counted. You couldn’t have 100% control and one of the problems in Sierra Leone as in 
many places is that paramount chiefs, traditional leaders, would try to tell their people 
how to vote. One of the great challenges there was to say to people you don’t have to 
vote the way the chief does. It is a secret ballot. But that was always a challenge. But 
there was sufficient support that overall we had a free and fair election, and consequently 
the opposition won the highest percentage of the vote. They did not have a majority. 
They did have a unique situation where the Government ruling party was split because of 
the manner in which their candidate was selected, which was the President railroading 
through, in an abruptly called convention, the nomination of his Vice President as the 
presidential candidate. The nephew of the first Prime Minister of the country was also a 
candidate and objected to that, and he had his own following. When it came time for the 
election, rather than endorse the candidate of his uncle’s party, rather than endorse the 
party he had been loyal to his whole life, he aligned himself with the opposition party. So 
you did not have a strictly ethnic election because otherwise the parties tended to be 
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aligned along geographic and ethnic grounds. This made the opposition party a blend of 
people from around the country. So a combination of all these factors that came into play 
and led to a genuinely honest election. And it led to a run off. 
 
There was of course a temptation. This came after I left, but my parting words to the 
President and to others were you must respect the process and accept the results. After I 
left it took continued international pressure to make sure it happened and it did. I think 
the United States could take some credit and satisfaction for the type of election that was 
held. I think we have had a number of other elections in Africa such as in Ghana where 
we can be satisfied that you are beginning to see some reform in elections. But whether 
or not it is sustainable or whether it was a unique circumstance in Sierra Leone remains to 
be seen in future elections because you will not have the same international attention, the 
same international assistance, the same National Electoral Commissioner probably, and 
you just won’t have that focus. So who knows what happens the next time around, but if 
it is sustainable, it would be wonderful. 
 
I would also point out something interesting. This applies to elections in Liberia and 
Sierra Leone which in Freetown we had funded by the Department of State, the military 
depot, a peace keeping depot where we kept vehicles and communications equipment and 
other such non-lethal materials which could be used to support peace keeping missions 
anywhere in Africa. But one of the ways we used this was to lend the vehicles to 
Electoral Commissions so they could get around the country and pick up ballot boxes and 
what have you. We did it in Liberia. The vehicles came back. Sometimes their engines 
had been traded out for crummy ones and their tires had been traded out for bald ones, 
but nevertheless we made the contribution to the election in Liberia. Then we in Sierra 
Leone likewise. It was the rainy season. Helicopters could not get around. The UN did 
not have the military helicopters; it was a peace building mission. Our vehicles were used 
around the country to deliver election materials and collect election materials. So even 
when we didn’t have a lot of money to put into elections, we could contribute in a 
material way. 
 
Q: The tight coordinated teamwork among the various embassies in the UN, what was 

the mechanism? How did this work? 

 

HULL: Regular meetings and they would be called by mutual agreement by the head of 
the UN because all of our countries were members of the United Nations. So even if we 
might not want to go over to the Chinese Embassy, for example, we would all go to the 
UN and meet together. Usually we would do it at UN headquarters. 
 
Q: Was that the venue? 

 

HULL: That was always the venue. There was strong leadership on the part of Victor 
Angelo who is now the SRSG for the UN mission for Chad and the Central African 
Republic. He was a strong leader, and we all had a mutual respect for him, and we all had 
a mutual interest in having these elections work. Remarkably even the Chinese when 
push came to shove were willing to show their support for free and fair elections. I don’t 
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know if that was the Chinese Ambassador acting individually, or if he was reflecting 
instructions from Beijing. But in a continent where China is known for non-interference 
in the internal affairs of African countries, they more often than not certainly would have 
interpreted showing support in an election as possible interference in the internal affairs 
of the country. But one thing they all made clear is that we were supporting a process 
rather than supporting candidates for parties. So I give the Chinese some credit. They 
weren’t very vocal about it, but they were vocal enough so the incumbents in Sierra 
Leone saw that even the Chinese as a Security Council member were supporting the 
process of open democratic elections. 
 
Q: Also just anecdotally, when you did have your parting words with the President, was 

the press in the room at that time? 

 

HULL: Yes. This is unusual. I made my farewell courtesy call on the President, but it 
was more than a simple farewell with platitudes. I was using the occasion to impress on 
the President that the vital future of the country, the credibility of the country in the eyes 
of donors in the world, was to have credible, independent, transparent, open elections. To 
my surprise he had the press present, perhaps because he was thinking I would be 
speaking platitudes, but in point of fact it gave me a pulpit to make clear not only to the 
President but to the entire country that the position of the United States of America was 
that the process be respected regardless of the outcome. 
 
Q: How tough was this pill for the President to swallow? 

 

HULL: It wasn’t so tough for the President. I think because of his UNDP background and 
the fact that he was also an African leader who was voluntarily stepping down from 
office after two terms and respecting his constitution. He was tired. He had been through 
a war. He had been in exile with his Government for a while. So he was pretty exhausted. 
He used to claim to me that he didn’t have to be corrupt because he had a UNDP pension 
and also part of his late wife’s UNDP pension. Therefore he was financially independent, 
although certainly there are all sorts of rumors about his having independent income. 
 
Q: It is amazing how important the coincidence of who happens to be there at an 

important time. 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. Another one of the things I found interesting in West Africa and in 
that part of West Africa was you had a former UNDP person running Sierra Leone. You 
had a new president in Liberia who came from the UNDP. You had a prime minister who 
only lasted a year or so, in Guinea but he was from the UNDP. President Conteh grew 
tired of him and fired him shortly before he died, but nevertheless, the UNDP, the UN, 
was being an incubator for leadership in Africa, which I think is an interesting 
phenomenon that should be encouraged and watched, because it takes people out of the 
African political culture and puts them into an international political culture of sorts. 
 
Q: And in this case there was a President who had a personal connection with the 

UNDP. 
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HULL: Right. He had worked with them for 20 years or whatever. 
 
Q: Maybe with the various variables the widest, I guess that may be one. 

 

HULL: And it was never certain that the ruling party would respect the outcome of the 
election if they lost. That is why there was always this pressure on, because there were 
rumors that there were elements of the party led by the Minister of Finance at the time 
that were going to maneuver to ensure that Vice President Berewa, the party’s candidate, 
would win the election one way or another or that it be thrown into the courts and 
paralyzed. But that didn’t happen. There were probably two key elements there, the 
police and the army, the security forces. Freetown itself was strongly for the opposition, 
and it was very clear that if the army intervened, attempted a coup, or tried to ensure that 
the ruling party stayed in power, that there would be a public uprising. It was not at all 
certain that the army would oppose that uprising. Of course, soldiers even though they 
might be soldiers, also have relatives. I am sure they had a lot of relatives who were 
supporting the opposition and the police as I said. And, the British had and still have an 
International Military Assistance Training Team (IMATT) that is there for a period of 
about eight years or so, but they were there at the time of the election, 120 soldiers, 100 
from the UK, 3 from the United States and the rest scattered among other British 
Commonwealth countries mainly. They were there to train the military, which meant they 
had insight into the mood of the military, and likewise there was always the fear the 
British might call for their over horizon SAS troops to come in if the military acted 
inappropriately. So there were various factors there, but what was clear was the security 
forces were not going to intervene to influence the outcome of the election. That meant 
that even those within the ruling party who wanted, if necessary, to use force to retain 
power would be unable to do so. 
 
Q: Some people say, and maybe it is a platitude that the Anglophone countries in West 

Africa seem to be more able to keep an electoral process, a free and fair election than the 

Francophone countries. We see what has happened in Guinea in the last year. 

 

HULL: Well Guinea is unusual though because Guinea President Conté saw himself as 
not only president for life, but he took on the attitude that he was immortal so he made no 
preparation for his succession, and when people tried to raise that issue he would be 
dismissive of them, so you did so at your own peril. While there was some discussion 
within the army, a lot of military leaders were discredited because President Conté by the 
time he died, was very unpopular. Even though he had a son who was a major in the 
military, it wasn’t clear at all that the military would accept him to be his successor. In 
the end it ended up Captain Camara who has been a brutal leader and has been shot. I am 
not sure where that stands at the moment, but last I heard he was in Ouagadougou. 
 
Q: Ouagadougou, and his people claim that he is conscious and ready to come back. The 

medical reports say the injury is very grave. 
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HULL: But Guinea is a tinder box, and that is worrisome to both Sierra Leone and 
Liberia, two countries that border on Guinea. But so far it doesn’t have spill over. So far I 
am pretty confident that the Liberians and Sierra Leonians can resist that problem, but it 
would certainly help the region if you could get civilian government restored in Guinea. 
 
Q: Guinea, Togo, Cote D’Ivoire. 

 

HULL: Cote D’Ivoire is apparently getting a bit better. 
 
Q: Well in terms of transition. 

 

HULL: No, but you are quite right. I think maybe because of the Anglo Saxon tradition 
of rule of law and what have you, even where the niceties of elections and rule of law are 
not observed, people know and understand that these are not being observed. People 
know electoral fraud and corrupt elections when they see them, Nigeria being a clear 
example of that. But by the same token I think people often feel helpless in the face of 
electoral fraud by a ruling party given the history of Africa since independence. But in 
Sierra Leone in this circumstance it was a very different, very exciting, very encouraging 
, but also qualified with a certainty that it could ever happen again. 
 
Q: Wasn’t Ellen Johnson Sirleaf’s election at about the same time. 

 

HULL: It was a year later. No, she was already in office. 
 
Q: It is remarkable that these two basket cases, countries that seemed absolutely hopeless 

a short time before now stand as models. 

 

HULL: Yeah, I think Liberia’s election was less clear as to how corruption free it actually 
was. But be that as it may, George Weah was convinced that he should withdraw, even 
though I think he truly believes that he won the election. He was a popular person. I think 
the international community made it clear to him that they were recognizing Ellen 
Johnson Sirleaf as the winner. Now if you look at a better example, I think Ghana is 
where in successive elections they really proved they could hold a reasonably credible 
election. Certainly there is still corruption in Ghana. Nobody would pretend otherwise, 
but nevertheless they pulled it off very nicely. 
 
Q: Something like five times in a row. 

 

HULL: You can still find Anglophone exceptions like Gambia and also Nigeria. 
 
Q: Nigeria, yeah, which is the elephant in the room. 

 

HULL: Yeah it is a political basket case at the moment with the uncertainty over 
President Yar’Adua’s health. But to go back to Sierra Leone, this was a point of great 
satisfaction in my ambassadorship that we could actually have successful elections. There 
was another highlight just to move on, the arrest of Charles Taylor, the former president 
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of Liberia who was considered by most people to be responsible for the atrocities in 
Sierra Leone by his fueling of the war by exchanging weapons for diamonds. It is an 
interesting history because the head of the rebel movement, RUF, Foday Sanko and 
Charles Taylor linked up when they were both in liberation training camps in Libya 
sponsored by Qadhafi. They also had connections to the government of Burkina Faso 
through which weapons were funneled from Libya. 
 
Taylor is on trial now. I believe that he will be convicted. I am personal friends with one 
of the judges and I know the other two. There is some resistance to finding an African 
head of state guilty of war crimes. There is a lot of discomfort there. One of the three 
judges in the trial is a woman from Uganda, and I think she is probably under some direct 
if not direct pressure to vote for his innocence. The judge from Northern Ireland I suspect 
will most certainly vote him guilty. The other judge is from one of the islands in the 
South Pacific. I forget which one. I think in the end he will probably vote for a guilty 
verdict. So far all of the people on trial have been convicted. These are the judgments that 
remain to be made. 
 
The Special Court for Sierra Leone, as it is known, is a very interesting institution, one in 
which I was very much involved, worked very closely with the prosecutors. We had a 
succession of prosecutors beginning with one David Crane who had been the acting 
Inspector General of our Department of Defense. He was replaced by Mr. DaSilva, a 
British attorney who had a long involvement in Sierra Leone, and then finally by an 
American prosecutor who was our federal attorney for Northern Iowa and is now our 
Ambassador-at-Large for War Crimes the State Department. He was recently confirmed 
and sworn in. So the prosecutors spoke to me about the evidence and their strategies in 
prosecuting these war crimes. Of course they looked for whatever help we may be able to 
provide them in terms of finding evidence, if possible. But the critical point was that most 
of the funding for this court came from the United States, tens of millions of dollars. The 
reason for that is each war crimes tribunal in Africa so far has been different. Each one 
has been sort of an experiment and a work in progress. The next one learns from the 
previous ones what worked and what didn’t work. What didn’t work for Rwanda, for 
example, was too many people indicted with trials taking too long and people not having 
satisfaction with the outcome. So, they limited it to fewer than 20 people to be indicted in 
Sierra Leone and only those with the greatest responsibility for crimes against humanity. 
Consequently they only indicted, I think it was, 13 people. One of whom, Foday Sanko, 
died in custody. Another one, Hinga Norman, died on trial. Hinga Norman had great 
sympathy because he was actually fighting on the side of the government against the 
rebels. He was the Minister of Defense in Sierra Leone Also a couple of them had simply 
disappeared and were presumed executed by Charles Taylor. There was a lot of digging 
up of graves and DNA and what have you in Liberia to try and verify this. I don’t know if 
they actually did it or not. Sam Bockarie was one and there was another one. In any case 
those that remained have been prosecuted as I said, and all but those currently on trial 
have been convicted. 
 
The Court itself was seen as a joint undertaking of the government of Sierra Leone and of 
the United Nations. But through voluntary contributions, not assessed contributions. So 
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consequently one of the shortcomings of the Court was it was always trying to find 
financing, always having to come to Washington to plead for assistance from the State 
Department, and the State Department always saying can’t you do these trials faster? The 
answer would be do you want credible justice or not? But it has been very expensive for 
the State Department to pay for this. It has been interesting watching the administrators 
and prosecutors of the court coming to Washington and lobbying on Capitol Hill for 
funding for the State Department to continue to support this war crimes trial, which is 
very important. One of the problems has been a certain percentage of the judges 
including Galaga King who is currently head of the court have been Sierra Leonean 
judges who have not been very interested in seeing a rapid outcome, a rapid conclusion to 
the tribunal. The United States has been pressuring for it to work itself out of business, 
but the Sierra Leonean judges have never had it so good, about $250,000 a year, getting 
cars and drivers, so as far as they are concerned they want to prolong this tribunal as long 
as possible. 
 
But in any case, the United States was under heavy criticism because Charles Taylor was 
given refuge in Nigeria. There was a feeling that if only the United States acted, the 
Nigerians would hand over Charles Taylor, which wasn’t the case because there was a lot 
of concern among African leaders about the idea of convicting a fellow African head of 
state, and Charles Taylor claimed that he never stepped down from the presidency but 
that he was simply in exile. There was a lot of concern about the precedent that would be 
set by an African head of state being put on trial, because many African leaders were 
saying there but for the grace of God go I. So there was a lot of pressure on President 
Obasanjo not to send Taylor to the Court and there was a gentleman’s agreement that if 
he went into exile in Nigeria, that he would not be extradited to Liberia and in return for 
which he would not interfere in the politics of Liberia. But, in point of fact, he was 
actively participating from Calabar, where he was in exile, with folks in Liberia. 
Ultimately, again to make a long story short, he was captured trying to flee with a lot of 
money in his car. He was probably urged to do so by the Nigerians because Obasanjo was 
going to Washington and needed to be rid of him. As you know there were late night 
meetings at the State Department where it was made clear to Obasanjo that he would not 
have his meeting the following morning with President Bush if Charles Taylor was not 
apprehended and extradited. There had been a lot of discussion over time as to how this 
would happen; what aircraft would be used, who would provide the aircraft. There was 
discussion with our Department of Justice over the aircraft. In the end he was put on a 
United Nations aircraft, but one of the preconditions of all of this was that he had to be 
arrested in Liberia. Whether or not he had to be arraigned there was unclear, but basically 
what they did was they flew the plane to Liberia. At that point the UN peace keepers had 
left Sierra Leone, so the question was how would you ensure his security> But the peace 
keeping force in Liberia, UNMIL, had a rapid deployment force so they had two or three 
helicopters. The flew him in, the people from the Special Court, the prosecutors what 
have you, met the plane officially accepted him from the Liberian government, 
effectively charged him on the tarmac, put him on the helicopters and the helicopters flew 
off to Sierra Leone. Then the question was what would happen when he landed, because 
there was a real fear that some of his people may have infiltrated into Sierra Leone. In 
Sierra Leone there was no fear that the Sierra Leonians would try to liberate him, but 
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there was fear that his own people might have infiltrated. But we got him to the Special 
Court. Another interesting aspect was who would guard the Special Court to protect the 
facility against people coming, infiltrators coming in from Liberia to attack the Special 
Court and liberate him. It was very interesting because we now had a peace building 
operation in Sierra Leone that had no military component. So what ended up happening 
was Nepalese Ghurkas guarded the prison and they, the Nepalese were funded by and 
reported to UNMIL in Liberia. But in any case he was very secure there, but eventually 
the decision was made to send him to the ICC in The Hague and for the Special Court to 
lease the facilities of the ICC to detain and try Charles Taylor. 
 
Q: Now the U.S. government, the United States is not a member of the ICC, so where 

does that put us? 

 

HULL: Well I was going to get to that because that was an interesting dynamic of this 
whole thing. Before we sent Charles Taylor to the ICC facilities, we had to get the 
concurrence of the Bush administration that the Special Court of Sierra Leone could use 
money contributed by the U.S. government to lease the ICC facilities to hold and try 
Charles Taylor, which the Bush administration to its credit decided to do. There are many 
other complications because the ICC sits in the Netherlands. The government of the 
Netherlands insisted that before Charles Taylor could be sent there for trial, there had to 
be a commitment from a country to incarcerate him if he was convicted because the 
government of the Netherlands did not want to be left in a situation where he was 
convicted in the Netherlands and therefore they would be responsible for him. Two 
countries had already agreed in principle that they would incarcerate people convicted by 
the Special Court for Sierra Leone. Those countries as I recall were Sweden and Austria. 
But when it came to the actual possibility of them having to take Charles Taylor if he was 
convicted, their parliaments objected and said wait a minute. Our prime ministers or 
whomever could not make that commitment without parliamentary approval, and we 
don’t know if we want to be using our taxpayers money to support these people for the 
rest of their lives in our prisons. So there was an impasse that looked like it was going to 
disrupt this whole thing. So in the end the British said, they may have had a piece of 
legislation in Britain, but they said they would take him and hold him. In the meantime an 
interesting development, we established an FBI office in Sierra Leone. Congressman 
Wolfe put in some appropriation legislation that there had to be an FBI office open either 
in Liberia or Sierra Leone. Liberia at the time was in no condition to have an FBI office, 
so the FBI office was established in Sierra Leone largely out of concern that there might 
be a continuing problem of blood diamonds, as they were known, being used to fund 
conflict and atrocities in West Africa. But that office did become involved interestingly in 
the arrest of Charles Taylor’s son, Chuckie Taylor, who was the first person put on trial 
under American legislation that allowed us to arrest and prosecute an American citizen 
involved in human rights violations overseas. Our FBI office did a tremendous job in 
finding the people who actually did torture with Chuckie Taylor being present and 
directing the torture. So it did pay off and Chuckie Taylor has been convicted and is in 
federal prison. So there is some progress and some satisfaction on that front. 
 
Q: Taylor has a very expensive lawyer. 
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HULL: Being paid for by the United States Government because he has claimed to be 
indigent although we know he is hiding money somewhere. But consequently the Court 
has had to provide legal defense for him. 
 
Q: At least on the radio this lawyer sounds very skilled. What is your guess of the 

outcome? 

 

HULL: I don’t know. I presume he will be found guilty, but you are right. He has a very 
skilled attorney. He went out and hired the best person he could find who is experienced 
in war crimes. 
 
Q: Great qualifications. 

 

HULL: But at any rate the person is being extremely well paid. And it is ironic that he is 
being paid by the American taxpayers to insure that Charles Taylor gets justice. 
 
Q: So many ambiguities here. We are supporting a court which by policy we have refused 

to join. 

 

HULL: Indirectly. The court itself has no jurisdiction in the matter. It is simply a matter 
of using their facilities. Nevertheless given our non-recognition of that court’s authority it 
is ironic that we are doing that. 
 
Q: The same court that has indicted President Bashir for genocide, and we have 

supported that action, although we don’t support the court. 

 

HULL: You know this whole business of war crimes is difficult because certainly we all 
feel that people should be indicted, leaders should be indicted, for crimes against 
humanity and war crimes, but it is often done with a political tin ear that can be 
counterproductive and result in many more people being killed. To me it is better to have 
sealed indictments and wait for the right time to release them. I think another good 
example is the Lord’s Resistance Army and their leader, the so-called Reverend Kony, 
who was close to having a negotiated resolution of his conflict with the Government of 
Uganda. And then he was indicted by the ICC, so he said, “Why should I have a 
negotiated settlement.” Far better to have a settlement followed by the indictment. 
 
Q: And he went back to war. 

 

HULL: He went back to war. And the same with al-Bashir. He has nothing to lose now 
that he has been indicted. Certainly there is a lot of satisfaction that comes from indicting 
him, kind of judicial masturbation, but it doesn’t accomplish much. I think people 
generally support the concept that it is the right thing to indict al-Bashir, but it probably 
wasn’t the right timing to announce the indictment. 
 
Q: How would a sealed indictment work actually? 
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HULL: You seal the indictment and you release it when you chose to do so. There could 
always be the rumor out there that there might be an indictment. 
 
Q: So the accused can only guess whether there is an indictment. 

 

HULL: Right, but there is one and it is just can be at the discretion of the prosecutor 
when to open that indictment to make it public. 
 
Q: The other, I mean there are so many odd things about this. The President of the 

country where Taylor had taken refuge was pressured to get Taylor to the border where 

Nigeria would no longer… 

 

HULL: Well I don’t know that we, I don’t think that we pressured him. I think that they 
saw the handwriting on the wall, and they basically said to him you better move because 
we don’t know how much longer we can protect you. 
 
Q: He was picked up by helicopter. This is kind of an extraordinary…. 

 

HULL: I think one could postulate that this might have been a set up because of what 
happened at the border. He wasn’t able to pay off the border guards. The money in his 
trunk apparently disappeared which was a substantial amount of money. They fairly 
quickly picked him up, whisked him away and got him fairly quickly back to Liberia. So 
it would suggest to me that something was coordinated or there was a contingency plan to 
do this, but it just worked so well in a part of the world where things don’t work very 
well. It suggests to me there could have been some prior decision by the Nigerian 
leadership that they were going to do this. But I can’t say that for certain because there 
were very tense, as I understand this, negotiations late into the night. One of the 
unfortunate things in all of this was very poor coordination by the leadership of the 
African Bureau in the State Department and their embassies overseas. Not only with 
myself, but with the American Embassy in Liberia, the American Embassy in Nigeria. 
All this effort to extradite Charles Taylor was a very close hold being discussed in 
Washington, and by Washington with its allies. So when the three American 
Ambassadors in the countries I just cited really learned about what was going on was 
when I started inquiring from Freetown because our Assistant Secretary of State for 
Africa was telling her counterpart in the Foreign Office in London about what was being 
planned, and the Foreign Office in London was telling the British High Commissioner, 
and then the British High Commissioner was discussing it with me. Of course, he said, 
you will know this because it is your government that is doing it. I was in the dark. I 
thought, well I am the only Ambassador in the dark, but by infoing other Ambassadors on 
my E-mails back to the Assistant Secretary of State, I quickly discovered that our 
Ambassadors in Nigeria and Liberia were equally in the dark as to what our Government 
was planning to do that affected the three countries that our Ambassadors were serving. 
 
Q: Not to indict an individual but what does this tell us about the way the Africa Bureau 

was run at that time? 
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HULL: Well I think it maybe tells us something larger about how the State Department 
and the NSC and the White House were all operating in a world which they believed they 
controlled with out a need for coordination with overseas embassies. 
 
Q: So the authority that you had derived from the President. 

 

HULL: True, but so did theirs. 
 
Q: And they were in Washington and you weren’t. 

 

HULL: And they were in Washington. So it was a very Washington centric operation. On 
a need to know basis, they felt that their ambassadors in the three countries involved did 
not have a need to know. 
 
Q: Incredible. 

 

HULL: It was very incredible. They were clearly very frustrated when I started asking 
questions based on what I had heard from the British High Commissioner, who had heard 
from the British Foreign Office who heard it from the State Department. 
 
Q: That speaks for itself. 

 

HULL: So that was certainly a frustration, but to perhaps move on to some of the other 
interesting things that went on. 
 
There were a lot of less dramatic and less spectacular things than war crimes tribunals 
and elections that we did in the day to day operations of the embassy that I thought were 
useful contributions that we made. One of the things that we did because we established a 
new American Embassy building, we could restore consular services in Sierra Leone for 
the first time in a decade. Up until then Sierra Leoneans had to journey to Conakry, 
Guinea, where they were not very warmly welcomed by the people of Guinea to apply for 
visas at the American embassy where frankly there were sometimes poor judgments on 
visa decisions because they did not know the people they were interviewing or did not 
have the context for issuing visas. We even had a situation where Nancy Pelosi is calling 
me saying, “Why aren’t visas being issued?” “Well it is not my Embassy. It is the 
Embassy in Conakry that makes the decision on the Sierra Leone Refugee All Star music 
group.” So it was a major success for us to restore consular services and a lot of good will 
toward me and toward the Embassy for doing that. 
 
Q: Was it a coincidence that it was being set up at the same time? 

 

HULL: Well the fact was that the State Department was not going to resume visa 
issuances for security reasons until there was a new facility. So that facilitated this 
decision, but it was a major point of tension and unpopularity for the American Embassy. 
Playwrights wrote plays about people having to stand in the hot sun in lines for hours to 
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get visas for the United States, but at least they were able to get them in the past. But now 
they couldn’t even get them. Or they would talk about schemes of people claiming to 
faint in line so they would be dragged inside the building and they could jump up and 
stand in the visa line. So this was something that was, when people talked about the 
American Government, their biggest complaint. “Why can’t we get visas here in Sierra 
Leone?” So we were able to neutralize that problem by starting consular services. It was 
still for non-immigrant visas only, but it was a start toward broader visa services. People 
who won the visa lottery competition would have to go to Ghana for interviews. I mean 
the whole thing was crazy, but at least we started the resumption and largely neutralized 
that criticism. 
 
One area of failure was my inability to get the Peace Corps back in the country, which 
had been another sign of confidence in Sierra Leone. We almost had them back. We had 
a Peace Corps re-entry team come after two prior assessment teams. We had a person 
designated to be the director, and then the money didn’t materialize. But fortuitously this 
past year we have had the decision made, and the Peace Corps is returning in a few 
months in June to Sierra Leone. So even after I was Ambassador through my position on 
the Board of Directors of the Friends of Sierra Leone, I was able to continue to apply 
some pressure on this issue. 
 
Q: I know that is a very personal thing for you. 

 

HULL: Absolutely. And another thing. I have always been a fan of what were USIS 
libraries and are now American Libraries of one sort or another, information resource 
centers. One of the things I did because we were moving to a new building, I gave up the 
name that they had given it which was the Martin Luther King Library. Half of the old 
USIS libraries in Africa were probably called Martin Luther King library, and I thought 
there should be wider recognition of contributions of other African-Americans, so I 
renamed it the John Taylor Williams Library. John Taylor Williams in 1897 was the first 
African-American Consul General to Sierra Leone. So he was a person who actually had 
a direct African-American connection to the American Embassy in Sierra Leone. We 
recognized somebody who otherwise would not be recognized. That was a very 
interesting period. The McKinley-Roosevelt administration sent a number of African-
Americans to be Consuls General in Africa. That ended sort of after Roosevelt was 
President. They sort of stopped doing that. But for that period that was being done, there 
were a dozen or fewer people who became Consul General. 
 
Q: Was this generally known in Sierra Leone? 

 

HULL: Well no. That is why we did it. We wanted to publicize the fact. One we had this 
diplomatic relationship, even thought it wasn’t an independent country, we had this 
diplomatic relationship going back some time, and we had even sent an African-
American to Sierra Leone. So I felt it was worth some recognition for something that 
would otherwise be obscured in the history of our relationship. 
 
Q: Is the ISC now co-located. 
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HULL: It is co-located so it is hard to access. Being the Ambassador with a public 
diplomacy background, I did as much as I possibly could to facilitate public access. 
Unfortunately the Embassy is in a remote location, but it is not too bad of a walk from the 
university, maybe 20-25 minute walk from the university, so certainly it could be used, 
but not like they used to be when they were parts of an independent American cultural 
center. I know it is an ongoing problem for American public diplomacy around the world. 
So that was another thing. 
 
Another thing was always fighting for an aid program for Sierra Leone. The AID office 
there was not a full fledged AID mission, but a subsidiary, if you will, of the USAID 
mission in Conakry, Guinea. That meant we had a contract American running the office 
with a few Sierra Leonians. That did not keep us from having an active program, but it 
was always a struggle for resources. Our focus was in three areas: reform of the diamond 
sector, decentralization of government through support for local elected councils, and 
agricultural development. So we were very active in all three areas. The least successful 
was probably in diamond reform. I sat on a board that in a sense oversaw the diamond 
reform or the reform of the diamond sector along with four or five Sierra Leonean 
ministers, the police commissioner, and so forth on the Sierra Leonean side. That 
included the Minister of Finance, the Minister of Mineral Resources and so on. Then on 
the American side it included the British, ourselves, the United Nations, the World Bank 
and other representatives. So we were trying to keep them honest and have reforms that 
would reduce smuggling, but it was a constant struggle. 
 
Q: Who set those three priorities, was it AID? 

 

HULL: They were set before I got to post, but they were sensible ones for the country 
and realistic given the resources we had. So those had been set before I got there, and I 
continued those priorities. For awhile we did well in the diamond sector, but on the whole 
I think it simply was not adequately funded or adequately supported. There were some 
very weak contract personnel in the end doing it. But much more encouraging, we made 
real progress in agriculture. Some excellent work with local councils. Tremendously 
interesting work of people having to go out and explain to people in villages about 
paramount chiefs, “No, the paramount chief does not designate who is going to be your 
representative on the council. You actually have an election and you can choose, and the 
chief has nothing to do with it.” It was very interesting because in Africa in general you 
have this situation where you have traditional forms of government, and you have 
modern forms of government and how you make them work together is one of the 
challenges. But at least there was this recognition that the Government accepted in 
principle decentralization, bringing government to the people so that things like education 
would not be funded centrally but funds would go out to support activities through local 
government closer to the people. Now the real problem there when push came to shove 
was getting Government ministries to actually release their money to local councils. This 
gave the local councils an opportunity to embezzle it instead of themselves. But that said, 
if we look at the principle rather than the practice, we were making progress. I am not 
sure since my departure how that has operated. We have had a change in personnel there 
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of USAID people and what have you, so it is hard to know what kind of continuity and 
sustainability we truly have. 
 
Q: Again it may be a generalization, but I think the Francophone countries tend to be 

more strictly centralized and that the Anglophone countries in general have regional 

authorities, I think. 

 

HULL: Yes, well in Sierra Leone in theory you had those regional authorities, but over 
time they have become centralized. So after the war they needed to be decentralized to 
bring government closer to the people. Another AID funded activity but wasn’t one of 
our core ones, was the Ambassador Girl’s Scholarship Fund. Very exciting, more limited 
than we would have liked, but we got more girls going to school. When I launched that 
project, I told the President that I was going to be doing this. I wasn’t going to do it in 
Freetown. I was going to go up country to a provincial or district capital to do it. The 
President said, “I want to do it with you.” So the President came, the Minister of 
Education, a whole entourage. Of course they wanted some political credit for it. I mean 
they had their own motives. Nevertheless the President was a supporter of girl’s 
education. That was a priority for his late wife, so in her memory he wanted to do this. So 
the President joined the AID director and myself in going to interestingly the teacher 
training college where my wife was a Peace Corps Volunteer, and we all announced it 
there. So it was an exciting event, and I must say a very successful program. My only 
regret was we didn’t have more money. I forget how many scholarships we gave. It may 
have been four or five hundred. 
 
Q: This was money enabling girls to pay the expenses. 

 

HULL: And the school uniforms and the school materials and textbooks and so forth. 
Another good program that was related to our PL-480 food assistance program in the 
country which was administered as I recall through CARE International, was a program 
whereby girls went to school, because families gave priority to their sons. And also their 
logic was we need the girls at home to help their mothers cook and to work on the farms. 
CARE instituted a program whereby if girls went to school they would be given an 
allotment of food at the end of the school day to take home so the families would have 
food to eat, and they would benefit directly from girls going to school. So interesting 
things I thought happened there. 
 
Another important aspect of what we worked on in AID was debt forgiveness. As we 
were in so many African countries. I was very much involved in what was known as the 
HIPC process, the Highly Indebted Poor Country process. We had many meetings with 
all the concerned Government ministers and all the international donor community and 
international financial institutions, with NGOs as observers and so forth working with the 
Government developing a poverty reduction strategy paper that was required to reach the 
HIPC debt relief completion point. I participated in a donor’s meeting in London where 
we really pushed this forward. While we were there, Sierra Leone was successful in 
meeting that completion point. Therefore we were able to forgive $58 million in debt 
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from Sierra Leone, mainly having derived from PL-480 food in the past. So that was 
another important element. 
 
Also, another very exciting thing I felt, in the Parliament of Sierra Leone we had a very 
good person who was Chairman of the Human Rights Committee. One of the things that 
happened in Sierra Leone as happens to most African countries, when the annual human 
rights report for the Department of State for the country was released, there would be all 
this hue and cry over who us? How can you criticize us? You have your own faults and 
so forth. But the head of the Human Rights Committee in Parliament took another 
approach in Sierra Leone. He said, “Lets take your human rights report and use it as the 
basis for an annual one day conference on human rights in Sierra Leone.” So every year, 
this is something that started my first year as ambassador. I would go up to the 
Parliament and I would speak to the Members of the Parliamentary Committee and 
whatever other Members of Parliament were there, about the American human rights 
report and the situation with respect to human rights in Sierra Leone and why we came to 
the conclusions that we came to . We were not the only ones there. The media was 
invited, Government ministers, people from civil society, people from the police and 
everybody else who were concerned about human rights in the country. So this was 
actually a very exciting thing that went on. It got very controversial. I got to be outspoken 
in my criticism of traditional practices like female circumcision. A very interesting back 
and forth with men in particular supporting the traditional practice, the women being a 
little more mute, although in Sierra Leone a lot of the women did see it as a threat to their 
culture, as if there was a red badge of courage for having gone through this. But the fact 
that we would have this and it would be highly publicized in the media was something 
unique in Africa. I hadn’t heard of any other country where the Parliament would take 
our human rights report as something positive and it led to a decision ultimately by my 
final year as Ambassador where the Parliament decided that it would require the 
Government of Sierra Leone to produce its own annual human rights report as well which 
they could compare with ours, because there were a lot of questions. I mean the President 
and other people would say this statistic doesn’t look right or that doesn’t look right. We 
would say that is fine, give us the correct information and we will incorporate that in the 
next report. So it is interesting . I think that it wasn’t just a knee jerk reaction against the 
report. There was really thoughtful discussion of our annual human rights report. 
 
Q: It sounds as if that came from an inspired individual. 

 

HULL: Yes it did as these things often do. You had the right person in the right place. He 
has now stepped down from Parliament. I don’t know if that is continuing or not. He was 
from a prominent political family. His wife’s father had been a leader of the SLPP 
political party at the time that I was a Peace Corps volunteer. She had been the executive 
secretary or executive director of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and so forth 
in Sierra Leone. They were British educated, sophisticated, and recognized the 
importance of human rights. So that was something else positive. 
 
As I had mentioned earlier I worked on a number of laws that needed to be implemented 
to have reform in Sierra Leone or at least had to be passed in order to eventually be 
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implemented. I mentioned trafficking in persons. This was a sensitive area for the 
Government of Sierra Leone because Americans were accused of trafficking in orphans 
and children for adoptions. There were actually some investigations by prosecutors in the 
United States of some American adoption agencies and their practices. There was deceit 
where it was not clear that the parents in the country, illiterate parents, were giving up 
their children and would never see them again. It all came to light interestingly. Some of 
the adoptive parents in the United States when they heard from the children that they still 
had living parents, they said, “Well let’s take you back home to visit your parents.” Of 
course when they came back these people went on the radio thinking they had done this 
wonderful thing of connecting their family with the Sierra Leonean family. They 
suddenly found themselves arrested for being involved in child trafficking. Nevertheless, 
we did get a trafficking persons law. 
 
I was very outspoken in defense of freedom of the press in terms of efforts in the country. 
The country had criminal libel laws which were used to persecute journalists who may 
have slandered or libeled politicians or what have you with some legitimacy, but at the 
same time we felt that those laws were unacceptable. So I was very outspoken publicly, 
garnered some headlines to the dismay of the President who disagreed with me, calling 
for repeal of the libel laws. It did make me popular with the journalists, with the NGOs 
and people who supported all that. Unfortunately I was led to believe by some American 
people in the press who are involved in such issues that we didn’t have any such laws in 
the United States, but in point of fact a number of our states do have criminal libel laws 
that can be applied against the press. Be that as it may I took the high road and said no 
modern democracy has this and neither should you. 
 
Q: I think that some of the key cases were in New York State. The burden is on the 

prosecution to show that there is malice of intent. I think in most cases, it is true that it is 

determined by the states, but in most cases it is very hard to prosecute someone for 

libeling a public figure. 

 

HULL: In an African country like Sierra Leone it is kind of easy. 
 
Q: And in Europe and Canada. 

 

HULL: So I was pretty outspoken in that particular aspect and at least got serious 
consideration for the repeal. They were not repealed while I was there, but the mere fact 
that the American Ambassador was using his bully pulpit to address the issue meant that 
the Government was not getting a free ride on this activity. 
 
I was also very much involved in the preservation of Bunce Island. Bunce Island is a 
place I went to as a Peace Corps volunteer, and it had a profound effect on me. Bunce 
Island was one of those slave trade factories, as they called them, along the west African 
coast. More than any other one in Africa it had a strong connection to the United States. 
Most of the others were sending slaves mostly to the Caribbean, and they were sending 
Sierra Leoneans and people from up and down the coast from Guinea down to Liberia out 
of Bunce Island to the Caribbean to work on sugar plantations. Because of the rice culture 
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in that part of Africa along what was known as the rice coast, large number of the slaves 
were sent to South Carolina and Georgia where they were instrumental in introducing 
modern rice technology that the Europeans did not have and made rice the first American 
export product. That was very important in the 1700’s into the early 1800’s. Before 
cotton, rice in the lowlands in the Carolinas and Georgia sustained slavery. What was 
significant about this particular island is that it is not only one end of a bridge which, 
through the horrible slave trade, people emigrated to the United States. Millions of people 
can trace their heritage to this. But it had a special role in American History. It was the 
only place where a battle of the American Revolution was fought in Africa because the 
French attacked Bunce Island, because they were our allies in the war, and it was a 
British fortress. The place has a very cultural history, but it has another connection. A 
slave trader, dealer in South Carolina was a gentleman by the name of Henry Laurens. He 
worked in collaboration with Richard Oswald, a British gentleman, who actually owned 
Bunce Island. So he was in effect Oswald’s agent in South Carolina, Charleston, to sell 
the slaves. When the American Civil War broke out, guess who became President of our 
Continental Congress, Henry Laurens. Somewhere along the line in this history the 
Continental Congress decided to send Henry Laurens to the Netherlands as our 
Ambassador to try to get Dutch support for us in the Revolutionary War. 
 
So Laurens was then head of our Continental Congress, a supporter of the slave trade 
through his connection to Bunce Island in Sierra Leone He then gets sent to be our 
Ambassador to the Netherlands, but enroute his ship is captured by the British and he is 
thrown into the Tower of London. As it happened this fellow with whom he worked, 
Richard Oswald, was also a financial advisor to King George III and told him how to 
make his investments. So he was pleading for a special parole for this guy in the Tower 
of London. When it became time to actually negotiate a peace, the Treaty of Paris, 
between the United States and the British in Paris, who should be the negotiator for the 
British but the owner of Bunce Island in Sierra Leone, Richard Oswald. We sent who was 
it, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams and who was it, Jefferson to negotiate? I don’t know, 
the three of them. But there was a fourth, and do you know who the fourth was? Henry 
Laurens, our slave trader from Charleston who was the business partner of the British 
owner of Bunce Island. So what their contribution was when Henry Laurens was released 
was to ensure that the slave trade was protected through Bunce Island. And this 
eventually had influence on the way the American Constitution was developed in terms 
of the slave trade. So unlike other places where slaves were traded in the United States, 
this little island, where there are just ruins now in Sierra Leone, had some significance for 
our country beyond human beings being exported to the United States. So I am working 
very much with a Professor from James Madison University on raising money. We have 
been working on making this a World Cultural Heritage site because it is a fascinating 
place. You go there and the ruins are there. It is only about four miles long by about a 
mile wide. But the cannons are still half buried in the ground. You feel the solemnity and 
the horror of this place. In fact there was an article about this in the State Magazine 
because using DNA, we actually found a woman through tracing the records. I think they 
are in the New York Historical Society, we used some of the slave manifests, we were 
actually able to find a person in South Carolina to trace her ancestry all the way back to a 
young girl by the name of Priscilla who was put on a slave ship to South Carolina. So 
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while I was there we had this big delegation including this descendant come back to 
Bunce Island. We had a major article in State Magazine about this visit. So that was 
another highlight of something that we had going on there as well. 
 
We also resumed Fulbrighters teaching at the universities there, so there was a lot of 
work towards normalization. With respect to the university one of my priorities was the 
restoration of the John F. Kennedy Building at the Fourah Bay College, which was the 
first college in all of Africa to be established back I think it was 1827, by the London 
Missionary Society, a largely theological institution originally. But in the 1960’s, as in 
many places in Africa, there was an edifice established by AID in honor of our 
assassinated President. You will find a John F. Kennedy Hospital in Liberia and a John F. 
Kennedy Library at the University of Addis Ababa. If I can digress that is a very 
interesting one because Bobby Kennedy, the President’s brother, laid the cornerstone but 
was subsequently assassinated. So to finally cut the ribbon on the building was Rose 
Kennedy. His mother came to Addis Ababa to open the building, and in the process also 
planted a Sequoia Tree on the grounds of the library. So I think that is probably the only 
Sequoia Tree growing on the African continent. So it is an interesting footnote. 
 
Q: It is still a young one. 

 

HULL: Yeah, it is a small one. It is tall but it is not all that tall. But that is just a 
fascinating footnote. This John F. Kennedy Building was there in Freetown. It was in 
very bad state of disrepair. The clock had been shot out by rebel soldiers using it for 
target practice. It was just a disgrace and it was named after President Kennedy. It had a 
personal connection to me because it was the first place where I went for training when I 
arrived in country as a Peace Corps Volunteer. It was at Fourah Bay College that I met 
my wife. So this particular building had some personal significance to me as well as some 
significance I felt for how our country appeared to Sierra Leonians. As it happened the 
entire university had been given an exterior facelift by the Chinese government which 
painted all the buildings, repaired all the windows, the exterior and so forth except for the 
John F. Kennedy Building which was seen as the American Building. Of course our 
Agency for International Development is no longer into capital intensive construction 
projects. So I promised the President I would find a way to restore this building. We had 
some experts sneak in if you will because it is not the kind of thing we would normally 
sanction. There might be asbestos tiles here from the 1960’s and all sorts of 
complications. In the end because we had a very creative USAID contractor, we could 
put things like the Center for Gender Studies and the Center for Conflict Resolution 
Studies and so forth in the building. We were able to find ways to creatively use funds 
from USAID too. As I was leaving the country the project was being implemented and 
was soon finished to at least repaint the building and provide new desks and everything 
else and at least make the John F. Kennedy building look respectable once again. It was 
the most visible building in Freetown because it was the tallest. It sat on the mountaintop 
over Freetown. So looming over Freetown is this building, the John F. Kennedy building, 
the symbol of the United States. 
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Q: A greater result perhaps than the typical ambassador’s Fund for Cultural 

Preservation which is of limited amount. 

 

HULL: We did use that fund in Sierra Leone as well. As I was leaving we were also 
using it to preserve documents. There is a very difficult climate in Sierra Leone in terms 
of humidity and so forth. There are actually a lot of records for slave ships being kept, 
historical records in Sierra Leone, just all sorts of important documents that were at the 
university decaying. So we were trying to find money to preserve that. But we also used 
the money on Bunce Island. We got a preservation grant, a cultural preservation grant to 
do a cultural preservation study which was done by a leading anthropologist, architectural 
anthropologist who has written some superb books on El Amina Castle, which is his 
specialty, in Ghana. He came with a team from Syracuse University and did a study and a 
plan for us on how to preserve Bunce Island. It wasn’t the first time it had been done. The 
U.S. Park Service had done it before the civil war. There has been attention for a long 
time. But at least it gave us a fresh plan for moving forward. 
 
Speaking of the Park Service, it reminds me of another interesting area we worked in was 
environmental protection particularly around Freetown where there had been so much 
deforestation. It meant that the watershed was disappearing for this growing city, and 
with all of the erosion that comes with deforestation, they simply weren’t capturing water 
for the city. So we got the U.S. Forest Service to come out and start doing that, some 
planning with the Sierra Leonians on how to preserve the forest area which is ostensibly 
protected, but was being chopped down indiscriminately and used for charcoal. 
 
Another good area was in our assistance for the military. I mentioned we had three 
military working on the British assistance team, but also we gave patrol boats to the navy, 
such as it was, of Sierra Leone so thy could intercept pirates, smugglers, illegal fishing 
and conduct some rescue missions. We had both the U.S. Navy and the Coast Guard 
involved to create some capability. We gave small patrol boats like our Coast Guard uses. 
It was in stark contrast to a larger patrol vessel that the Chinese gave at the same time. 
What was interesting was ours used outboard motors which were fairly fuel efficient. The 
Sierra Leonians could not afford the fuel to run the Chinese patrol boat. In both cases we 
had to provide extra money so they could have fuel both for the American boats and the 
Chinese. But for the Chinese it was a much larger investment. They were very frustrated 
with that contribution. 
 
One other important aspect of military assistance. Because Sierra Leone was not a focus 
country to receive assistance through our PEPFAR program to combat HIV Aids, we got 
our money through the Department of Defense. For the Sierra Leone military to create 
awareness within their own military of HIV aids. But to be effective it meant you had to 
educate not only the military but the public at large. We did some very creative things, 
such as we had a popular Sierra Leonean singer, a musician named Steady Bongo, who 
went around the country and gave about 15 concerts every year on songs and themes 
about HIV aids and protected sex and handing out condoms and what have you. These 
were just a huge success. Unfortunately at the conclusion of my tour of duty the money 
dried up as PEPFAR tried to recapture money from the Department of Defense. But 
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while it lasted the President would come to the concerts, the Ministers, all sorts of people 
would come, the general public. These were all exciting and fun events. There were 
activities in terms of establishing HIV clinics and testing centers in conjunction with this, 
so we were able to make some progress creatively using Defense Department money. 
This didn’t start with me; it started with my predecessor, but it was a very positive aspect 
of what we did in Sierra Leone as well. 
 
Q: OK, we are on our eighth segment of this segment. Ambassador Hull we are picking 

up from last night. It is now February 4. What are some of the other things that come to 

mind about your tour in Sierra Leone? 

 

HULL: Well there were just so many dimensions to what we were trying to do with very 
few resources in the country. I mentioned earlier one of our efforts was deforestation and 
protection of the watershed around Freetown. What was fascinating out in the same forest 
reserve was a chimpanzee sanctuary that liberated adopted chimpanzees and rehabilitated 
them. We were able to, again an initiative begun before I got to post but completed while 
I was there, build fences and so forth around the facility and really to work to have it 
recognized. So much so that on the anniversary of this chimpanzee reserve, we were able 
to get the President and the Government Ministers to come up and see the chimps. 
 
Q: Rehabilitate them in what sense. 

 

HULL: Well they had been adopted. 
 
Q: Lost their ability to live in the wild. 

 

HULL: Or they had been taken away from their parents. Yes, but while I was there there 
was the great escape. The very first chimp to be there was a fellow by the name of Bruno. 
The fellow who started the chimpanzee reserve had Bruno as a pet but then he realized it 
was wrong to have chimps as pets and they should be left in the wild. So he used Bruno 
to start this chimpanzee reserve. But unfortunately one day the caretaker left the door 
open and Bruno had the intelligence to lead an escape of several chimps. Bruno was 
notable because when you visited the preserve and walked through it, there were 
probably 60 or 70 chimps there; Bruno was a guy that probably could have been a fast 
ball pitcher for the New York Yankees. He would throw rocks at the visitors. But finally 
one day Bruno made his great escape and led a number of other chimps with him. 
Eventually most were recaptured, but Bruno has never been captured. A legend much like 
the fellow who, 
 
Q: Alcatraz. 

 

HULL: Who jumped out of the plane with all the money [D. B. Cooper]. Anyway Bruno 
has become a legend. They actually killed one person as they were making their escape. 
Some visitor who was coming in a taxi. He reached into the taxi and killed the taxi driver. 
 
Q: The chimps killed the taxi driver. 
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HULL: Yeah, and traumatized the Americans who were coming to visit the chimps. In 
any case Bruno the chimp is still on the loose after four years or so in Sierra Leone. 
 
Q: Is there a bounty for someone who brings in him alive. 

 

HULL: Maybe. I don’t think they want him captured. He seems to have readapted to the 
wild and that was the purpose. 
 
Q: All kidding aside, he led an escape. I really seem to go back to what was the benefit of 

having them in, I won’t say captivity, but in a controlled environment? 

 

HULL: Well, one of the things was to see if you could rehabilitate them to the point 
where they could be reintroduced into the wild. While Bruno was the oldest and closest 
friend of the fellow who started the reserve, nevertheless… 
 
Q: It was a temporary friendship. 

 

HULL: Well I think it still is a friendship. I think he has always felt good that Bruno has 
his freedom. He is back where he belongs out in the wild. But we have very few forest 
reserves, natural tropical forest, old tropical forest between Sierra Leone and Liberia. So 
part of the chimp preservation effort went far beyond that to try to give incentives to 
farmers not to destroy the habitat of the chimps which also had environmental importance 
for production of oxygen and all sorts of other good things that tropical rain forests do for 
us. 
 
Q: Part of the point were chimps being hunted and killed? Is that why? 

 

HULL: Oh, they were being hunted and killed or hunted and sold as pets. But chimps are 
part of the ecology of tropical areas. 
 
Q: Not to mention they are our closest cousins. 

 

HULL: Well all too close. If they could have had a baseball team, Bruno would have 
been great. Anyway that was one thing we always did, but it was always a lot of fun. It 
was kind of funny, my brother-in-law went back to Sierra Leone, not at my 
encouragement, but he went there with part of some sort of medical mission. He saw my 
name two places. One of course was on the plaque of the new American Embassy 
Building, but the other was on the wall of the chimpanzee preserve for my commitment 
to helping these people. 
 
Q: Can you say you were named after a chimp or a chimp was named after you? 

 

HULL: Well I think probably chimps would be more inspired to be named after me. But 
anyway there were various activities like that, and I just wanted to note them. And also I 
mentioned earlier my effort to get around to all of the districts of the country which I 



 198 

thought was important to show that I was the Ambassador to every place in Sierra Leone. 
Particularly when I went back, it was several months before I returned to my Peace Corps 
village because there were some prominent politicians from my former village, and I did 
not want an identification that I was the Ambassador to that village or to that part of the 
country. So I very conscientiously went to other parts of the country first. There was 
good cause to go because we had a number of ambassadorial self-help projects 
throughout the country that were doing good work. One of the most interesting ones I 
thought was an effort we cooperated in to try to end the practice of female genital 
mutilation. One of the obstacles to ending that practice aside from the cultural issues 
were economic issues of the women who did the surgery in very unsanitary conditions, to 
circumcise women in the bush as part of secret society rituals, initiation to adulthood and 
initiation to the society. What we did as part of the self help project, was to provide tools 
to the women so they could farm with the equipment, so she would have a different 
source of income and would lay down their knives. 
 
Q: You mean the women whose sole income was they performed this thing. 

 

HULL: Yes. So there was a need. This was an economic incentive not to continue the 
practice. But if you could get a local chief to support the idea that this was a practice that 
should be ended, if you had that support, you could then do an intervention to help these 
women have an alternative form of income. 
 
Q: You mentioned yesterday that the reaction to the idea of ending this practice was 

mixed. So is this a personal crusade? Did you have allies in this? 

 

HULL: Well there were some. I mean this was one up-country area away from the capital 
city. I remember going to one meeting where hundreds of people came because the 
American Ambassador came to show his support for this effort. There were many women 
wedded to tradition who felt that an uncircumcised daughter would never be 
marriageable. If you were not marriageable how would you survive and so forth. So this 
was a practice that had a lot of support even though there would be many infections and 
deaths among young girls because of the conditions under which this took place, plus the 
potential for HIV/Aids transmission as well through the sharing of knives for multiple 
operations, very unsanitary. As I said earlier there were those who took the approach that 
if we can’t defeat the practice, then at least we can make the conditions under which this 
takes place healthier. 
 
Q: So did the idea catch on? 

 

HULL: I think the jury is still out on that very much. I have seen this throughout Africa 
of course. Somalia was a place where they practiced extreme versions of female 
circumcision. It is a major issue in Africa and it is one of those aspects that reminds us 
that tradition still has a very strong hold on the continent. One of the things I think we 
were going to discuss was the role of chiefs and the local government. 
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Q: Absolutely. There are those, there is a local scholar who maintains, thinks that he 

demonstrates that the two systems can and should coexist. 

 

HULL: I think they can coexist. I think it has been a mistake not to pay more attention to 
the chiefs. On the other hand we have to be careful not to ennoble the chiefs as an 
institution that is a model for good governance in Africa. Many chiefs have been very 
abusive of their positions of power as have ordinary politicians. But it is a structure that is 
a great comfort to people. I was struck that one of the causes of civil war in Sierra Leone 
was the frustration of young people with the authoritarianism of traditional rulers in the 
country who told them whom to marry, basically told them where they could farm, what 
they could do, and young people had a different vision of their future. But at the same 
time they didn’t have very many educational opportunities or economic opportunities, so 
some of them ended up being rebels. When the war ended and many chiefs had been 
attacked and efforts were made to kill the chiefs, the institution of the chieftaincy 
survived and perhaps was strengthened by the fact that ordinary rural Sierra Leoneans, 
when they needed a sense of security, turned to their traditional institutions of 
governance, meaning the chiefs, who had their own little police forces, their own little 
jails and so forth. Now there is still great frustration with chiefs who give the best land, 
farming land, to their strongest allies. There is a clique always of members of ruling 
families who are more advantaged than other people, but the reality is that it exists. I 
think very under analyzed situation and maybe even unique to Sierra Leone, but I don’t 
think so, is the relationship between the traditional elite and the modern political elite in 
the country, because they are often from the same families. Dating back to colonial times 
the children of chiefs, particularly the sons of chiefs, were educationally advantaged and 
sort of fast tracked for future leadership roles through which they would support the 
colonial rule. Although many years have passed, I think it is still the case that most 
people who were advantaged through that system continue to ensure that their own 
children are advantaged in terms of opportunities they might have. 
 
Q: So there is overlap. 

 

HULL: A great deal of overlap, and we have talked about the artificial boundaries that 
have created African countries, but I also feel the entire concept of the modern nation 
state is something that is entirely alien to Africa which mainly dealt in terms of ethnic 
groups and local governance historically. But the global system requires nation states, if 
we can use that term because in many places people don’t think of themselves as one 
nation. But in any case those states cannot be allowed to fail because it threatens a system 
the world created beginning with the Treaty of Westphalia back in 1648 of how the world 
is structured. But at the same time it is very superficial especially to rural Africans for 
whom their very centralized government is very far away and seemingly does nothing for 
them, and what is relevant to them is their chief at the local level. Therefore, we do have 
this new focus on trying to bring government closer to people to make it relevant. We are 
going through a period as this happens of how you make local councils effective and 
independent of the chiefs and at the same time not alienate the chiefs to make them 
supporters and make them relevant. 
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Q: It is possible that in some countries they have worked out the chief does this type of 

activity, consensus building, resolution of conflicts, where the local authorities in the 

modern sense does delivery of infrastructure, maybe judicial. Anyway what do you say of 

the following statement. Traditional, village governance had a certain utility at that level 

but is very difficult in leaping to the next level of the national state. 

 

HULL: I think there is truth to that because again another cause of the war in Sierra 
Leone in my view was the lack of access to justice. Many people, young women in 
particular but young men as well, felt that in the traditional tribal courts controlled by the 
chief that they did not have true access to justice. In fact there is an interesting situation 
in American law students coming over to intern by working with NGOs that go out to 
villages to provide some sort of legal representation to women. I think if this institution is 
going to be perpetuated, and I think there is some value to it, then its standards have to be 
raised. There has to be some sort of training for chiefs. Much as we train people to be 
better leaders in the West, whether in business or in government, there needs to be some 
re-orientation of chiefs as to what a chief is supposed to be and what represents an abuse 
of power, because that abuse of power is what leads to alienation and ultimately conflict. 
 
Q: Do you think that training might come from their own compatriots rather than 

outsiders? 

 

HULL: It might if you had those standards respected by the people providing the training. 
But there is almost a symbiotic relationship I think between the traditional leaders and the 
modern leaders. They really do feed off each other. They look after each other. 
 
Q: So symbiotic in a sense that does not help society. 

 

HULL: Right. 
 
Q: OK, dark views of leadership in its various forms. 

 

HULL: Oh it is not dark. It is realistic. 
 
Q: It is realistic. But of course a strain of hope. 

 

HULL: Well of course, as you know, we have gone through a period, particularly the 
decades from independence up to the end of Cold War, where there was very little hope. 
Very few African leaders have left office when they were supposed to. They abused their 
positions, and when you got to that point there were people who were so frustrated with 
all the criticism they, themselves criticized what was known as Afro-pessimism. Then 
there those who called for Afro-optimism. It seems to me that what we always need is 
Afro-Realism. 
 
Q: A good sound byte. Well I want to move onto some general questions about the whole 

career, but you may have more comments about Sierra Leone. 
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HULL: No, not really. I am enthusiastic that they can do well but experience tells us 
when we deal with African countries, unfortunately all our optimism has to be qualified 
by a certain amount of caution. 
 
Q: Like the stock market at its most volatile behavior. Sometimes today’s success 

becomes tomorrow’s failure and vice versa. 

 

HULL: And sometimes the situations that look the most promising or most stable in point 
of fact have undercurrents of instability that we as westerners do not necessarily see. 
 
Q: Thinking back to your FSN’s prophetic remark when you left Somalia might be an 

example of what you are saying. 

 

HULL: Absolutely. 
 
Q: I want to ask about two or three things just in general about the whole tableau. I will 

mention them now and take them one at a time and go in whatever direction you want. 

First of all you had a wonderful anecdote about a person of high rank who sought 

political asylum in the U.S. I mean logically they were asking for asylum against 

themselves. Secondly you made some comments yesterday off the mic on how the 

Ambassador divides authority and the activities in the embassy between the Ambassador 

doing certain things and the rest of the staff doing other things. How about the anecdote 

about political asylum because it is such a juicy one? 

 

HULL: I think let me talk first about the Ambassador and the role in the embassy. It is 
astounding to me that there are so many Ambassadors, and it is still a minority, but there 
is a significant number of people who are very poor managers, especially managers of 
people, which in a small organization, such as Embassies in Africa predominately are, 
even in the larger embassies, you get people who are remarkably inept at looking after 
and managing and inspiring their own employees. They want to micromanage or they 
show inappropriate behavior such as yelling and screaming and all sorts of things. It 
makes you wonder what kind of power has gone to people’s heads in terms that their 
image of an Ambassador is one that sometimes seems like it is out of the 19th century 
instead of the 21st century. One conclusion that I have come to is that public diplomacy 
officers who worked particularly for USIA before the merger with State Department are 
people who are well suited to be ambassadors because they had to manage, as Public 
Affairs Officers, many operations in which they got a lot of experience managing 
budgets. They weren’t just doing their public diplomacy work. They were managing 
people, and they had a lot of experience. Very unlike reporting officers in the political 
and economic cones who would simply come up with a very, in many cases, a very 
narrow vision of their work and who were then suddenly asked to be managers of people 
and resources. Also the public diplomacy officer, Public Affairs Officer had to work with 
everybody in the embassy to take maximum advantage of them to get their input for 
cultural exchange nominations, to maximize publicity of their public activities, and what 
have you. So public diplomacy people I think, had a broader institutional experience and 
a broader managerial experience that may better qualify them. I think that it is 
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unfortunate in the days of USIA so few Public Affairs Officers, because we were an 
independent agency, so few became Ambassadors, because I think there were a number 
of people who would have made superb Ambassadors. 
 
Q: What principles should an ambassador go by in order to have a harmonious 

productive embassy? 
 
HULL: Well I think some of the practices, I mean I haven’t sat down and given this deep 
thought, but certainly I always felt it was important to empower the people who work for 
you, allow them to make mistakes, provided they were not fatal mistakes, but allow them 
at least one or two mistakes. If they learned from those mistakes that was terrific. If they 
didn’t, then of course you had to take more corrective action, but too many people, I 
think, tried to micromanage rather than to work with their staff with shared vision, shared 
goals, and to then empower the people to go out and do their jobs while supervising and 
monitoring what they do. I think it is very important for morale for people to feel a 
professional satisfaction from the independence they get from doing their jobs. 
 
Q: Why, just going on the bad ones for a minute, what motivates them? Is it fear, 

insecurity, lack of experience? 

 

HULL: I am sure it is individualized, but I think there is an ego issue where this 
authority, this image goes to one’s head because you are the personal representative of 
the President of the United States of America, allegedly with all the authorities that go 
with that position, although in fact you are told what to do by Washington generally. I 
think one of the great things about working in Africa is that quite often you are in 
countries that are low priority for people in Washington, and therefore the Ambassador 
had considerable independence of action on how to implement and pursue American 
interests in a particular country. Obviously you have to be judicious about what you do, 
but also you are empowered as much as you want to empower your own employees to do 
what makes sense with the resources that you have. The other thing a good Ambassador 
has to be able to do is recognize the reality of resources and where your resources are. 
Increasingly in recent years they have been on the Department of Defense side, with the 
Defense Attachés side of the shop. But how do you use those so they support wider 
interests. I mentioned the patrol boats that we gave to the Sierra Leonean navy. At one 
level it was to strengthen their military capacity, but at another level it was to strengthen 
the rule of law capacity of the country in terms of being able to interdict illegal activities, 
or the HIV activities through the military because we had no other resources. But we 
ensured that the message as it went to the military was also going to a wider public. So 
you have to identify where your resources are and take advantage of them and try to 
maximize them. 
 
Q: In a situation of political strife or rivalry what is the proper role of an ambassador 

versus the role of subordinates? 

 

HULL: Political strife within an embassy? 
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Q: No, in a country. You mentioned yesterday about dealing with chiefs rather than…. 

 

HULL: Oh sure. I don’t think it is just political strife. You are the Ambassador to the 
Government of the country, so whether you like that Government, whether you like that 
leader or not, you have no alternative but to deal with that leader. That does not prevent 
you from communicating dissatisfaction with the way a country is managed. But at the 
same time you have to be careful not to engage too deeply in the internal affairs of a 
country. Yes, you can support the principles of human rights and what have you, but once 
you start getting identified with one political party or another, whether it is the people in 
power or the people out of power, you undercut your neutrality. Therefore, I think it is 
important to engage with politicians throughout the political spectrum, but an 
Ambassador is a little bit more removed from what individuals can do. One thing I have 
always liked about the Foreign Service working in Africa is junior officers and mid-level 
officers in the Foreign Service in Africa interact with higher level personnel. Their jobs 
are broader, less narrow than in a larger embassy in a place like Rome for example. Your 
first tour officer might very well be out meeting with a Government Minister, and I 
always said, that as a public affairs, as a public diplomacy officer, my most interesting 
and exciting tours were at the beginning where I could be out at the grass roots, meeting 
the musicians and meeting the professors and so forth. Whereas when I was a PAO, I was 
more likely to be meeting with the editors rather than with the reporters, with the 
university presidents rather than with the professors. So the grass roots of our work in 
public diplomacy is always extremely interesting. I think you can take that a step further 
to say when you are a junior political officer in Africa you can go out and meet all sorts 
of interesting people to whom as an Ambassador it might be inappropriate for you to be 
getting that close. 
 
Q: Is this different from the model let’s say of Eastern Europe 1980’s dealing with 

dissidents which all embassies did. Are you saying this is just a different paradigm? 

 

HULL: Well I think in that situation, having lived through it, you wanted to have your 
Ambassador to have contact with the dissidents because that contact symbolized our 
opposition to totalitarianism. But at the same time you would have to interact with those 
governing, with the President of the country and everybody else on a Government to 
Government level. But you had to find a ways to signal your disapproval to the ways a 
country is being governed. I think one of the things we commonly do in Africa is show 
American Ambassador support for and involvement with civil society organizations as a 
neutral force, because political parties as an institution are generally corrupted; whether 
they are in power or out of power. 
 
Q: So Ambassadors should not censor or limit their contacts with people who are not 

obedient to the regime. 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely not, but I do think ambassadors have to be careful to understand 
whom they are dealing with so they don’t suffer the pitfall of being exploited. I think you 
have to go in with open eyes, that just as you are trying to send a message by engaging 
with certain people, they are tying to use you as well. And maybe that is your objective to 
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give them the opportunity to use you to signal the Americans support for what they do. 
But if you extend, you can have your reporting officers engaging with all sorts of people. 
Sometimes governments will complain about that, and the job of the Ambassador is to 
defend our right to talk to anyone in the country, but at the same time the Ambassador 
has to be a bit removed from how much a person engages. I certainly, as Ambassador, 
engaged at the grass roots. Now I engaged with the people, for example, who were 
defending women’s rights, the need for inheritance rights or who opposed female 
mutilations, so there was a signal there that was also a political signal. Those who were 
opposing female genital mutilation, FGM as it was known, they were taking personal 
risks in the society. By the American ambassador associating with that person you hoped 
that would reduce the risk to show there was world attention to what was going on. So 
there were those types of situations. The same with journalists; American ambassadors 
should defend freedom of the press, freedom of speech, what have you, which is always 
under pressure. 
 
Q: Did you find in Sierra Leone a healthy number of people taking personal risks for 

freedom of expression, greater inheritance rights. 

 

HULL: Oh yes. 
 
Q: This risks being socialization. 

 

HULL: Well, it is not just being isolated or ostracized. It is even at times a fear of people 
might get beaten up or what have you. In a society that can be very volatile, some people 
see the solution through physical action, attacks on people. 
 
Q: So your last tour, Sierra Leone, your tour as ambassador from 2004 to 2007, looking 

back. No first I insist on this lively anecdote you told off the mic about a person asking 

for political asylum against himself. 

 

HULL: Well there is always a certain problem that I think that people in Embassies have 
with political asylum in the United States. Obviously if people need political asylum, 
they should have political asylum. But in some cases people only need political asylum 
because they asked for political asylum. A good example was the head of Parliament in 
Ethiopia, who had gone to a conference in the Caribbean and was transiting an American 
airport on the way home when she decided she would ask for political asylum. One could 
logically ask how could the head of Parliament need political asylum since she was from 
the ruling party and had been in that position for a decade or so. Furthermore the country 
was about to replace the incumbent president of the country, a largely protocol titular 
type position with a new person, and the new person was likely to be she. It just seemed 
to be very illogical. Well there were personal reasons involved why she left her family 
behind. There were other reasons why she decided why she wanted to go and stay in the 
United States. Well this person ultimately sought and got political asylum, and was last 
seen being fired from her job working in the mini mart of a gas station in the Washington 
DC area after having been part of ruling elite. She was Oromo which was one of the 
minorities in Ethiopia, and when she sought asylum she said, “I support the Oromo 
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Liberation Front.” So by simply announcing her support for the Oromo Liberation Front 
she needed political asylum. 
 
Q: Well we are now on the home stretch unless you have something more to say about the 

MP who got fired from her gas station job. 

 

HULL: No, it is just interesting that the act of proclaiming political asylum itself was 
what prompted the need for political asylum in the country. Then that of course led to 
another anecdote which was the person who actually became the President of the country, 
a man. The president had to be somebody who was not a political threat to the Prime 
Minister of the country in an odd sort of way. They ultimately selected an elderly 
gentleman, a very nice man, who ran an environmental NGO and who had been a pilot in 
Haile Selassie’s air force and so on. A wonderful person, but at the time he was selected 
to be the President, he was awaiting a scheduled interview for a green card to live in the 
United States with his wife and his children who were already living in Alexandria, 
Virginia. So we had to consult with the INS or its successor ICE to get some assurance 
that this application could be suspended and re-activated once he finished his term of 
office as President, so he could go live in the United States. 
 
Q: In failed states or rickety unstable states, is there anyone in the elite who does not 

want to have a green card? 

 

HULL: This is how I know the brain drain is always such a loss for Africa. It is always 
such a dilemma when we, for example, send people on Fulbright grants with the purpose 
of having them study in the United States so they can come back and help their own 
countries, but in many cases they are helping our country by staying. So it is an 
investment for America, and then you say well shouldn’t the money be spent on 
Americans for scholarships. That is a whole other debate we shouldn’t get into, but I 
think the brain drain has been just devastating. I think it is understandable because of the 
environment people have to work in in Africa, the low salaries, the limited professional 
opportunities, and just management styles of institutions. People find just so much more 
intellectual freedom in the United States and professional freedom as well as a more 
secure environment. 
 
Q: Are we in fact hurting more than helping by providing alternatives to people to live 

and work here? 

 

HULL: It is hard to say because what is the absorptive capacity of countries for some of 
these people who study abroad. It certainly helps the diversity of our country to have 
these people here and we welcome them, but at times a certain frustration that people go 
and they don’t come back. 
 
Q: The original wording of the Fulbright text was mutual understanding. That is in the 

law and it doesn’t, the emphasis was not intended to be on enriching the U.S. but 

creating understanding. So have we gone astray from the original Fulbright concept? 
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HULL: Well I think it is just reality, economic and political reality in the world. I always 
try and put myself in the other person’s shoes. If I was an African going off to the United 
States often with every intention of coming back and helping my country but facing the 
reality of what can I do when I come back. And most people come back, at least those on 
official exchanges. I don’t want to suggest that they don’t. But there has been an 
enormous loss of talent from Africa to the Untied States and other countries that I think is 
very regrettable because I think Africa might be a better continent if they still had these 
very capable people. 
 
Q: OK, 2007, can you tell us just a little bit about what has been happening since that 

last day when you rushed back to Washington to try to get an FS-50 and did not succeed. 

 

HULL: Well it is fascinating to me that after you had a very long career of more than 
three decades in the Foreign Service, if you are an Ambassador, they give you five days 
to leave the Foreign Service, wrap up all your affairs even though you are retiring from 
overseas. You are given five days from the moment you depart post to retire. 
 
Q: That includes the time spent in traveling. 

 

HULL: Absolutely, so if you are spending a couple of days traveling you are given three 
days for your exit medical, and if you are coming from a post like Freetown where you 
cannot have a medical exam because of the limited facilities, and submitting all the other 
paper work which generally has been submitted but you have to do out briefs and just so 
much to do in a very short period of time, not to mention your retirement flag ceremony, 
which is done with the Director General of the Foreign Service. But nevertheless, in my 
case I had my future sort of set up. I had the good fortune to be selected the Warburg 
Professor of International Relations at Simmons College in Boston, a position that 
usually goes to a former practitioner of diplomacy. I replaced Ambassador Walter 
Carrington who had been my Ambassador in Nigeria. He had replaced Ambassador 
Charles Dunbar who had been head of the World Affairs Council in Cleveland for a long 
time. He now teaches at Boston University. Charlie Dunbar was Ambassador to Qatar 
and to Yemen, as well as having been chargé in Afghanistan at one time in his life and 
other interesting work. 
 
Q: He negotiated a position very successfully. 

 

HULL: Many other ambassadors have held the position including Harry Barnes who was 
Director General of the Foreign Service. In Boston I frequently see Tom Simons who was 
in the Cold War period a critically important person as he was in charge of Soviet affairs 
in the 1980’s in the State Department and after the fall of the Soviet Union was 
responsible for coordinating aid to the newly independent states of the Soviet Union. He 
is now at Harvard but he had my chair at one time, as did Monteagle Stearns who I 
sometimes see was Ambassador to Greece. So it is a distinguished chair to have and there 
is a maximum three year limit in holding the chair so there can be some rotation and fresh 
blood in the position which I think is a good idea except for the fact that I am now in my 
last semester of my three years. So I am going on to a new phase which is unclear. 
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Q: Would you consider taking the Foreign Service exam and going in as a junior 

consular officer? 

 

HULL: Wouldn’t that be wonderful. At times I thought of joining the Peace Corps all 
over again. I am not sure that my wife’s health would permit it, but I would do it 
individually. 
 
Q: It would be in Africa perhaps. 

 

HULL: Oh absolutely. It would be back at the grass roots. You know I would emphasize 
that we do have so many Foreign Service Officers who are former Peace Corps 
volunteers, and emphasize how critically important that is because of cross cultural 
experiences they have had, and their understanding of life at the grass roots in a country. 
It is very hard when you only deal with elites to understand those elites are only the 
surface of a much deeper society, and the true issues of countries are the issues of the 
grass roots. 
 
Q: A profound moment to wrap up the conversation. 

 

HULL: Well thank you very much. 
 
Q: Ambassador, it has been a wild ride. Thank you so much for sharing all this 

experience. 

 

HULL: I thank you very much, Dan. It has always been a pleasure to work with officers 
like yourself throughout my career. Much like societies, Ambassadors are only the 
surface, and what Ambassadors achieve depends on all the people throughout our 
diplomatic establishment who are invisible. 
 
Q: Well without wanting to be treacly, I would say that working with a person with your 

professionalism, your high standards, and your human touch, for the rest of us we have 

died and gone to heaven. There are so few of you. 

 

HULL: But it has been great those qualities masking my ineptitude. 
 
Q: On that note, we conclude. 

 
 

End of interview 


