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INTERVIEW

Q: OK, today is the 27th of March, 2008, and this is an interview with George M.
Staples, S-T-A-P-L-E-S, and what does the M stand for?

STAPLES: McDade, M-C-D-A-D-E. It was my grandparents' name.
Q: And you go by George.
STAPLES: That's correct.

0. OK, well, George, let's start kind of at the beginning. When and where were you
born?

STAPLES: I was born in Knoxville, Tennessee, on December 7th, 1947.

Q: Let's talk a bit about the Staples family. What do you know about them? How did they
end up in Knoxville?

STAPLES: Well, my father was originally born in Oliver Springs, Tennessee, but his
parents, they all moved to Gary, Indiana, when he was a little boy, and he grew up there.
My mother was born in Knoxville, Tennessee, a McDade, my grandfather was an
attorney there and his wife a housewife. My grandfather has a very unique history. For
many years he was the only black criminal lawyer in East Tennessee. At the age of nine
or 10, he left home and joined what was the Barnum Circus, which eventually became the
Barnum & Bailey Circus, and he played the coronet in the circus band. The sharpshooters



in the circus taught him how to shoot. And he traveled around that way and eventually
left and got his education.

Q: Where did he go?

STAPLES: He went to school in Chicago, became a lawyer there, one of the first black
students at the University of Chicago Law School, came back to Knoxville, Tennessee,
and began his practice. He and his wife, my grandmother, they had two girls, my mom
and her sister, and had a very interesting and unique life together.

Q: Do you know anything about the prior life? Had they been slaves, or had they kind of
come from the free...

STAPLES: My grandfather's father was a freed slave, and he came from Alabama. He
moved to Knoxville after gaining his freedom and established a little store and a bar.
Above the bar was where my grandfather went to school until he left and joined the
circus. My grandfather had three brothers, one of whom died in a railroad accident.
Another, my uncle Fred, his youngest brother, went on to become a contractor in
Cincinnati, Ohio, a builder.

The middle brother, my uncle Louis, became a football star at the historically black
Knoxville College, and a referee and eventually electrician. And my mom's sister,
Mildred, who my sister is named after, died tragically at age 19 of a brain hemorrhage,
and it affected my mom very much.

Q: Of course it did.

STAPLES: My mom grew up in Knoxville and when the Second World War was
underway, Clyde Staples, my father, passed through town. He had joined the Navy, and
my father grew up, as I say, in Gary, Indiana, one of I think four or five brothers and one
sister, who was quite well known. Her name was Yjean Staples. She just passed away a
few years ago. She stayed in Gary, was educated there and became a nationally know
professor of linguistics at Purdue University.

My dad joined the Navy and trained at Great Lakes Naval Facility, came through
Knoxville, met my mom, a World War Il romance. They married and went off to live in
Norfolk, Virginia, during the Second World War. My dad served in the Navy on
destroyers in the Second World War.

After the war, they moved back to Knoxville and had me in 1947, and my sister was born
in 1949. It was just me and my sister. And that's what [ know about them from those
years.

Q: Well, let's talk about what you got from them. In the first place, was your father — I

hate these definitions, because they're so imprecise, but was your father white or African
American or what?
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STAPLES: African American, black, on all sides of the family.

Q: Saying, looking at you, that's why this thing is such a lousy way to classify people, but
there we are.

STAPLES: Oh, yes. In America, we still have, I guess, the one-drop rule, and it certainly
applied in my family. On my grandmother's side, she I had I think 11 brothers and sisters,
and they ranged from very dark people to very light people. Her father was an Indian,
full-blooded Indian. I don't know about her mother.

On my grandfather's side, he was light skinned. His uncle Fred, very dark skinned. And I
think black people from that time, you found that huge mixture of colors, from
migrations, from the post-slavery years, from intermarriage that was on the Q.T., that was
quiet. You never knew, but everybody considered themselves Black or African
American.

Q: What were you getting from your family about the pre-World War Il years?

STAPLES: Yes, those were interesting years. I was born, as I said, in Knoxville, lived
there until I was five, and then my parents divorced. My mom moved me and my sister to
California, and we'll talk about that in a little bit. That's interesting, too. She was a
schoolteacher. But as money ran out in the summers because she wasn't teaching, we
always used to go back to Knoxville. And we would talk about those times, because one
of the reasons for leaving Knoxville was that she didn't want us to go to segregated
schools, as she had been forced to do in her life.

While Knoxville wasn't certainly like the Deep South, if you will, in Mississippi or
Alabama, there was still segregation. There were still places you couldn't go. You had to
watch your step. My dad would tell me about the days in Norfolk in the Second World
War, where he would go to and from the naval base, riding in the back of a segregated
streetcar, serving the country in wartime. I'd ask him, "How could you do that?" And he
would say, "Well, that's what we knew. Those were the systems, those were the laws, and
we all believed in better days to come." So he put up with it.

But the times were difficult. My grandfather, being the only black criminal lawyer, he
defended people accused of very serious crimes, like raping white women, and he would
sometimes receive death threats. As a little boy, I still have in my mind the image of a Ku
Klux Klan cross burning in his yard. He sometimes had police protection going to and
from his office. But he also was quite an interesting person and had a range of interests
you might not expect to find in a small town lawyer.

He learned to fly, had his own plane in the '40s. A World War II fighter pilot taught him
to fly and he had to go out to Knoxville Airport to take flying lessons at 6:30 in the
morning because he wasn't allowed to take flying lessons or be seen doing that at during
more normal hours, because he was black. He owned a plane and his insurance rates were
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three times as high, because people thought that wasn't what a black man was supposed
to do.

Besides being an upstanding, law-abiding person, my grandfather also, with a partner,
had all the slot machines in Knoxville, Tennessee. And, as a little boy, I used to go into
these funky little bars in the back where the machines were and help roll quarters and
nickels and pennies and those kind of things.

But my grandfather was very well read. He was a pianist and he learned violin and had an
opportunity to go to Italy to study the violin. But when the people in one of the
conservatories, and I'm not sure what city, when they found out he was a black American,
the invitation was withdrawn. So that didn't happen, but he was a very wise person, well
read, and by all accounts an excellent lawyer.

He helped many people, rich and poor, and, in his later years, he even ran for office in the
state of Tennessee, as a member of the Republican Party. He was very close, in his older
years, to Howard Baker and other politicians. He was the father figure that I didn't have
in my life after my parents divorced.

Q: Yes, what happened — your father really just disappeared from the scene?

STAPLES: Not in the least. He stayed in Knoxville, Tennessee and remarried years later.
My father ran a series of little bars and small businesses. We would see him in the
summertime when we came back to Knoxville. Most of his business enterprises and the
little bars, they all failed, and I think probably the mistake of his life was to come back to
Knoxville with my mother and try to get something started there after being in the Navy.

I imagine, looking at it from this distance, that he was probably very much
overshadowed. He didn't have a college education, and he went back to the South with
discrimination and limited opportunities, overshadowed by my grandfather, who
probably felt my father was probably not good enough for his daughter. My father was in
his own way a good person, but was not a major influence in my life. I did, however,
become closer to him in later years thanks to my wife Jo Ann's encouragement.

Q: What do you recall about Knoxville as a place, as a kid? Do you recall much about it?

STAPLES: I remember Knoxville in the summertime, and going back there driving
across the country. My grandparents ran a motel out on the Chapman Highway, on the
road to the Smokies, and I would help them check in guests, clean rooms, mow grass, etc.
Knoxville was a small town. It had the University of Tennessee, which was not as big as
it is today. Football was still important. A pleasant place, nice little parks and places to
picnic. I couldn't tell you much about restaurants or cultural events, because we didn't
really go to those places because of concerns about race.

Being in Knoxville, just for the summertime, you had to be careful, because you never
knew. Always, in the back of your mind, you wondered, will there be an incident? Can |
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go in this place and eat or buy something, or am I going to be turned away? You just
never knew. So you just didn't put yourself in those situations, if you could help it.

Q: Did you have friends there? I mean, run around with a bunch of...

STAPLES: No, because we didn't go to school there. We grew up in California. I guess
there were other kids, but my sister and I played among ourselves, spent a lot of time
with my grandfather, tagged along with him to see what his office was like and went to
court a few times to hear him on a couple of cases.

One summer, he put me to work. He also was a real estate investor. He owned houses and
built buildings and he was remodeling a building for the Atlanta Life Insurance

Company. And it was a great thing that he did. He made me do construction work with
his crew, and I got paid when they got paid and waited my turn to get paid. I had to do
what the foreman said and I got to work with often uneducated men and women. It was a
great experience, to learn that you're no better than anybody else and that others no matter
their perceived station in life just might be smarter than you or have something to teach
you..

Q: Did you get a feeling, considering the background of your family, that there were very
definite class distinctions within the African-American community?

STAPLES: Oh, yes. My grandfather was one of the members of the so-called black elite.
He and my grandmother had a certain level of people, the professors or the small business
owners or the dentists, doctors, who they spent time with. Others like the bus drivers and
the other people who worked for them they were cordial towards but weren't the people
they associated with very much. My grandmother was always quite conscious of telling
you who to be seen with. Her mantra was you're known by the company you keep.

Q: How important was the Episcopal Church for you?

STAPLES: Well, important for my grandparents, but not for me at all. I'm not — well, I
am religious, but in a very different way. I'm a Muslim, but I never even started out as a
Christian. I went to church with my grandparents, to make them happy. In Los Angeles at
one time in the '50s, when I was going to elementary school, they had a system where
your mother could sign a permission slip and one hour a day you could leave the school
and go get religious education somewhere.

When my mom went to church, she went to — I think it was a Presbyterian church. I
understand the difference between Catholics and Protestants, generally. But if you asked
me what's the difference between a Presbyterian and an Episcopalian and a Methodist, |
couldn't tell you, to this day. I don't know. The service is probably a little different, but
the essence and the reason why someone decides to be known as a Methodist, a
Presbyterian, a Baptist, etc., confuses me.

Q: In Tennessee, you said — was the whole family Republican?
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STAPLES: No, my grandfather was but nobody else. He felt the Republican Party was
best for business development. But politics was interesting and sometimes humorous. |
remember one summer there was an election of some kind and they printed out these
sample ballots. My grandfather would take one and he'd check off some blocks and say,
"Here, Mabel." That was my grandmother's name, Mabel McDade. And he'd say, "Here's
your ballot."

And I asked, "Grandma, do you really vote the way he wants you to?" She said, "Well, he
thinks I do." I think my father was probably a Democrat, my mom and grandmother too.
I'm an independent.

And he did one very, very good thing for me in my formative years. I think this, if we're
going to put this on the record, needs to be understood. My grandfather believed that
going to school and doing enough to get a grade didn't mean you were educated. You had
to do more. You had to read the classics. My grandfather, his valued possession was a set
of the Harvard Classics. My mom bought for me and my sister the Great Books of the
Western World.

Q: This is part of the University of Chicago, Hutchinson.

STAPLES: Exactly. We had Encyclopedia Britannicas in those days. We had books. And
when [ was 11 years old one summer, my grandfather said, "This is for you." I was 11
years old, and it was a copy of the Wall Street Journal. And he said, "An educated man
reads this every day." And he started a subscription for me to the Wall Street Journal
when [ was 11 years old.

0: My God.

STAPLES: And he said, "It has the news and it has business and an educated man is to
know both."

Q: Were you much of a reader, I mean, sort of on your own?

STAPLES: On my own as well, and to this day. I read everything.

Q: Do you recall as a kid any books that you liked or were influential?

STAPLES: Well, I read I guess the normal — well, not the normal, the Mark Twains and
the adventure stories and things like this. But, again, Great Books of the Western World,
encyclopedias. I would get up in California, say, on a Saturday morning and pull out an
encyclopedia, the first book beginning, for example, with the “A” and for a couple of

hours, just read, page after page after page.

I've always liked anything to do with ancient history. And I remember in elementary
school I would read Gibbon, “The History of the Roman Empire,” Plato, Aristotle, and
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other philosophers. Elementary school, sixth grade, I had a friend down the street who
liked history as well. We'd come back from vacation and the teacher would have us do a
project about what we did that summer and make a presentation to the class. The other
kids would talk about how they did this or where they went on vacation. Jeffrey, my
friend and I, we made up a scale model, about half the size of this table, of Alexander the
Great defeating the Persians at Gaugamela!

Q: Oh, yes.

STAPLES: We explained the intricacies of the Macedonian phalanx, the use and misuse
of calvary, etc., and we were in the sixth grade. We liked that kind of stuff. Weird,
maybe.

Q: Well, no.

STAPLES: We were a little different, but I do read, and we have way too many books
everywhere.

Q: Well, you went to California. Where did you go in California?

STAPLES: We left when I was five and my sister was three and a half years old., We
moved to Los Angeles, and that's where I grew up.

Q: Where in Los Angeles?

STAPLES: We first moved over near the L.A. Coliseum on Budlong Avenue, and we
lived with my grandmother's sister, my Aunt Nan — and my grandmother's brother who
lived with her as well, Uncle Calvin and his son Norman, Calvin and Norman worked at
the L.A. County Jail, and they were custodians. And my Aunt Nan had retired. I don't
remember what she did, but the house they lived in belonged to my grandmother's other
sister, who had just passed away, who was an interesting woman.

I'm sorry I never got to meet her, and I don't remember her name right off. But the one
who passed away, whose house we all lived in, worked as a wardrobe person in
Hollywood. And to that house to visit her, because they loved her so much, came Cary
Grant and other famous actors and actresses. I think it was Gary Cooper, I'm told, who
offered her a chance to buy this wonderful oceanfront property that was absolutely vacant
at the time in this strange place called Malibu, and she passed it up, unfortunately!

We lived in that house because we didn't have much money, and my mom became a
brand-new elementary school teacher in the greater L.A. city school system. In those
days, this would have been 1952, you started out teaching the furthest way out. So my
mom in her little car every day had to go all the way to San Pedro to teach. The freeway
or interstate wasn't in existence then, so she went as far as it went and then it was a two-
lane road all the way to the harbor and back. And that's what she did every day to earn
money to pay her share of the rent.
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My sister and I went to the local elementary school, and we lived there four years, until
my mom had enough money saved to buy a house on her own.

Q: Well, let's talk about that.

STAPLES: Yes, let's talk about those years there.
Q: Those years there.

STAPLES: It was interesting.

Q: Was Los Angeles at that time sort of divvied up into racial — or I imagine it was
economic divides. How did it work?

STAPLES: Well, of course, my frame of reference was Knoxville, and for me Los
Angeles was wide open. You didn't have to worry about where you could go or where
you could eat or whether you could go to a certain school or not. I seemed to remember
our area, where we lived, was somewhat integrated, maybe a little bit more black and
Hispanic, but there were white children there along with Asian kids.

I had lots of friends and people to play with and in Los Angeles — I've always liked
sports. And in those days, until all the way through the time I graduated from high
school, and maybe to this day even, during the school day, one hour every day was
mandatory gym class. And that was required from elementary school all the way through
high school, even if you later in the day played a sport like football or basketball. I think
this is one of the reasons that California produced so many outstanding college athletes
and pro players.

And the schoolyard was open, the gates never locked, so you could come back after
school and shoot baskets or run around and play, and I had lots of friends up and down
the street, many good friends.

We had good, good years there. In those days, they still had the streetcars in L.A., and my
mom and sister and I saved money on gas and wear and tear on our car, so on the

weekends we would go to the movie together on a streetcar.

Q: Well, one of the things, and I think it's interesting to point out, is I think parents at that
age were still turning the kids pretty much loose.

STAPLES: Oh, yes.
Q: They'd say, "Dinner will be at such-and-such a time. Now get out of the house."”

STAPLES: Oh, absolutely. And other parents would sort of — the only time I ever saw it
like that was my second assignment in the Foreign Service, we were in Montevideo and
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we had our daughter Catherine with us. And the kids would go out to play and a parent
would wander out and watch the kids and another one would come out and it was the
same kind of thing in Los Angeles in those years. You could feel free. The idea of
someone coming along and kidnapping a child, who could imagine something like that?

Q: And so if you're an adult and a kid was misbehaving, any kid was misbehaving, you'd
say, "Hey, don't do that."

STAPLES: Sure. Or whoever it was would come out and grab you and stop you. It never
happened to me, but I saw it — and march you up to your parents' house and that parent
wouldn't say, "I'm going to sue you," they'd say "Thank you," and appreciate it, and "if |
can do anything for you," or "would you like to stay and join us for dinner?" Or a parent
would even — there were people up and down that street who would say things like, "We
hear you're a good student and you like to read. What are you studying?" And they'd
spend time and talk to you and exchange views with you, and that was nice.

Q: Oh, I know. I recall as a kid, I was a great reader and our next door neighbor and my
best friend, his mother asked me if I'd read and help him get interested in reading, which
1 did.

STAPLES: Right.

Q: How about movies? What sort of movies? Do you recall any movies that really
impressed you?

STAPLES: All Walt Disney movies and anything to do with World War II. I liked the
combat movies and the bombing movies and adventure stories, Robinson Crusoe-type
stuff, anything like that. And always a good mystery movie.

Q: 1 used to sit on my behind and wiggle all during the Bette Davis movies, but I saw
them all.

STAPLES: I always liked a mystery, and, in fact, that's what I read a lot to day,
adventures and mystery stories. In my later years in the State Department, nothing
serious, thank you. I liked to escape. Even as a kid I liked to escape to a different world.

Q: Had you gotten a pretty good idea of geography from your reading?

STAPLES: Absolutely! Geography was taught in school and you were tested on it. And,
in fact, my parents, my mom, bought me an atlas at an early age and encouraged us to
read all the time about different places in the world. Speaking of reading, I'm told I could
read when I was three. My mom said it drove her crazy, but being the good teacher, she
would teach us our letters and alphabet, and she would encourage us in the car to read

signs.
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So I'd say, "Lucky Strikes," and my sister would read what she saw, and it must have
driven mom crazy, but we were shouting out the words we knew on the signs. On
geography, we would play state capitals. OK, what's the capital of Idaho, what's this or
that? And whoever got them all right would get a little candy. She taught us that way.
And she bought us this game I remember that had plastic snap on pieces in the shape of
the states so you had to put them in the right places to form the US. We had a globe. We
had a world map. My grandfather would do this game — not a game, but I guess he was
elderly and in his 70s or so. And his health was failing and he lay on the bed and I'd sit
with him. We'd talk about things and he'd say, well, "Georgie," — he called me "Georgie."
"What's the capital of Greece?" I'd say, "Athens." He'd say, "OK, who are the people who
live there?" I'd say, "Athenians, Grandpa." He'd say, "What were they known for, what
did they do? Who was their great rival?" "Sparta."

"Well, did they have a conflict about plays, about fishing or whatever?" I said, "No, they
fought." "Where did they fight?" I said, "Well, all the time, and then they fought each
other really seriously." "Oh, really? It was a war, wasn't it?" "Right." "What was the
name of it?" "Peloponnesian War." "Why did they call it Peloponnesian?" "Well, that was
a part of Greece." That's what we'd do, and we had great discussions with my mother and
grandparents.

Q: I've got to stop here for a second.

(END FILE)

Q: How were the Mexicans treated at that time? The Hispanics, but they're mostly
Mexican American. Was there much division there?

STAPLES: In Los Angeles in those years? Not really that [ remember at all, among
anybody. No one that I remember — maybe these are child's memories, but I don't

remember people being mistreated.

Q: I'was just wondering because of the language and all, but I guess the kids were pretty
well speaking English.

STAPLES: Yes, you spoke English. I don't remember, we didn't have bilingual education
or anything like that in those days. So I don't remember that. I remember differences and
sometimes gang-related activity in high school, and you had certain areas of Los Angeles,
like East L.A. was Hispanic.

Q: I imagine — did you have a bike?

STAPLES: Yes, I had a bike.

Q: I imagine Los Angeles being flat, you could go all over the place.
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STAPLES: Oh, you could, in the neighborhood and all. I had a bike, especially after we
left my Aunt's house and moved to our home, which was about three miles away but in a
totally different area. We moved, as I say, I think it was '57, to our home which was over
on Westside Avenue in the Crenshaw-Leimert Park area of Los Angeles. And the street
we moved to and the area we moved to was all white, with a few Asian families. And
that's where we ran into a few problems, even in Los Angeles, in those days.

Some people in the neighborhood let it be known that we weren't so welcome on that
street, et cetera, but it kind of passed over after a while, and we played with the other kids
and so forth. But those were big, long beautiful streets, all with palm trees in front of the
houses.

Q: What was the name of the area?

STAPLES: Crenshaw-Leimert Park area. Today, it's almost 90 percent African
American, but in those days it was almost completely white. And the elementary school,
the junior high school, and also our high school were integrated. We had a situation
where it was just about one-third black, one-third white, one-third Asian. And everybody
got along. Absolutely everybody got along. It was one of those unique experiences. You
think, well, life should be like this, but regretfully it's not.

Q: Well, in school, were you the sort of kid everybody hated because you were the
smarty-pants who knew all the answers?

STAPLES: No. But I didn't have too many friends. I'm not all that outgoing. People liked
me. People respected me. The teachers really liked me because I studied hard. I got a lot
of A's and did well in school, but I also played sports, so I was on the team where |
played with the other kids, especially basketball and football. I ran track, wasn't so good
in baseball. But if it was a game, I played it. I liked games that had the physical contact,
and I was tall. I was I think in middle school almost six feet. I'm 6'1" now, so I shot
straight up and stopped.

Q: As you sat around, did politics intrude or not? Were you sitting around the TV or
something and watching news and things of this nature?

STAPLES: I remember in school we did care about politics, about who would be
governor of California. We didn't worry so much about the national political until the
Kennedy-Nixon election came along in 1960. Everybody followed that. My mom thought
Kennedy was just marvelous, what we needed: change, a fresh face. About that time, I
think I became interested in politics, presidential elections.

I don't remember who our congressman or woman was. We did care about gubernatorial
elections in California, but that was about the extent of it. More than anything, I
remember caring about international affairs in those years, because the '50s, early '60s,
Cold War, Cuban missile crisis. We used to have the drills in school where you'd drop to
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the floor and hide under your desk away from the windows. Today, that seems just so
incredible, as if that was going to protect you from a nuclear blast.

Q: Well, you had to do something.

STAPLES: The radios still had the little arrow on them for the emergency radio network
dial. We had an emergency supply of canned goods and a little water in the middle room
by the bathroom, the place to go to where you could best be shielded from a blast. I
always liked history, so I was very aware of the Cold War.

I followed very closely events in divided Germany. I very strongly believed that we had
to stop the communist effort to change the world. I followed NATO (North Atlantic
Treaty Organization). I knew who the NATO allies were, and treaties. I remember the '58
Lebanon crisis, the Berlin Wall, and the Cuban missile crisis. Remember Herman Kahn's
book on nuclear war, nuclear deterrence?

Q: We'll only lose 43 million, but they'll lose 62 million. Therefore, we come out ahead.

STAPLES: That's right. We will come out ahead. I bought into that. I look back at that
now and I think, "Really?" And the idea of diplomacy ever stopping a conflict, of course
not. It's military might that deters another country, or so I believed at the time.

Q: You went from high school from when to when?
STAPLES: I went to high school from '63 to '66.
Q: What high school was this?

STAPLES: Dorsey High School, Susan Miller Dorsey High School, named after the first
female superintendent of the L.A. city school system. And in those days the yearbook
still showed Dorsey High School with a big sheep on the front of it, because that was
farmland, just to the west of us. It was still pretty rural, still being developed.

Q: Los Angeles always had this problem. I think they're trying to change it now, but
there's no downtown there.

STAPLES: There was a little bitty downtown by city hall, but whoever went to
downtown? It's a city of neighborhoods. It was the Crenshaw-Leimert Park, Baldwin
Hills area, by the way, here the really upper-class/ middle class whites, blacks, and others
lived. And then there was the area down by Inglewood, and Westwood where UCLA is
located, Hollywood up to the north and Pasadena over here. It's a city of neighborhoods.

You got around on these marvelous freeways, and I remember growing up thinking that
that was just so wonderful, so many things to do. But we would go back to Knoxville
every summer, drive cross country, which was for part of the way the old Route 66. And
we'd even race trains. Mom would honk her horn and the engineer would honk his horn
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and we'd race along for a while. We would always stop at the Painted Desert, the Grand
Canyon. But when you started getting close to Amarillo and then Oklahoma City, then
you remembered you were in the South again. The laughter stopped, you had to be
careful.

We'd get back to Knoxville and I loved my grandparents, but there was nothing to do
there. We'd always go to the Smokey Mountains, the big family picnic, but I missed my
friends and life in L.A. I think back to those times now, and I tell you, how could I have
lived that way? The smog didn't bother me. The traffic didn't bother me. Here today I'm
living in Pineville, Kentucky, outside of a town of 3,000, up in the mountains, and I'm
back sort of in Knoxville. It's an hour and a half north of Knoxville.

Q: By the time you were into in junior high and then high school, the civil rights thing
was going. You were in a way outside, you might say, the belt of this, but at the same time
this must have...

STAPLES: 1t affected the whole country, and I followed the sit-ins and Dr. King and the
marches very closely. And there were sit-ins and lunch counter demonstrations in
Knoxville, and my grandparents let me know what was going on.

When we were back there in those summertimes, '63, '64, '65, you were right in the
middle of it and there were college kids from U.T. (University of Tennessee) and from
Knoxville College going further south to demonstrate.

Q: Well, how about your grandfather. He had sort of made a place for himself. How did
he react?

STAPLES: My grandfather defended kids who were arrested. Of course, in the '60s — he
was born in 1890, so he would have 70 years old, so he wasn't going to be marching. But
he supported everything that was going on. My grandfather was a great admirer of Dr.
King, as I am still today. My grandfather thought that once a year everybody in the
country should read Dr. King's, “Letter from the Birmingham Jail,” one of the greatest
documents, I think, of American history. I think on Martin Luther King Day, every
American should ask what has changed — I think, today, a lot — what hasn't and
understand still why we have issues that need to be addressed in America.

Q: Now, something kept me awake most of the night so I thought I'd quit a little before
two and go home and take a nap.

STAPLES: OK, that sounds fine.
Q. How engaged were the students? I mean, did you find, were the activities of the

freedom marchers and Martin Luther King and all this driving any sort of a wedge in
your community?
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STAPLES: If you remember those years, and this is something that I think every person
of my generation who lived through those years had to deal with, you had what was
going on in the deep South, a more subtle form of discrimination in southern California
and other places. You had Dr. King, nonviolence, but you also had the Stokely
Carmichaels and the Black Panther movement and on and on and on.

You had the influence of my grandfather and my father, who I saw in the summertimes,
other people in the community who agreed, disagreed, this group's right, this group's
wrong. All of that was floating around, and what it meant for you and what you hoped
people could achieve, and I think all of that influenced your bigger image of America and
what it was like. And also, right at that time came our growing involvement in the
Vietnam War.

Q: Just one second here. OK, yes.

STAPLES: So those were tumultuous years in terms of defining yourself as a young
person, as to how you felt about the country, felt about yourself, felt about Americans in
general, felt about questions of race, ethnicity. Those were challenging times.

Q: What was happening to you?

STAPLES: Well, I was conflicted, and I think that was true for everybody. I absolutely
believed that Dr. King and what he was doing was absolutely right, forcing people to take
a real look at what the country stood for and stood for on paper versus reality, and finding
where we were as a people in this world It was the right thing to do. But when you'd see
officials set loose police dogs on marchers and beat people, there were times when you
felt like the Black Panthers had it right. Just get a weapon and to hell with America and
all it claimed to stand for.

But what grounded me and what also shaped me — I alluded to it before — was my school
and the kids in it, one-third black, one-third white and one-third Asian, and we were all
close, not just me and my group, but the school. Most everyone liked each other, our
parents got along. We did things together. We used to have, and again I always think it
was unique, my junior high school, everybody had to take music, and I went a step
further. I learned an instrument. I learned how to play clarinet.

We had a music teacher named Mr. Inocenzio. He was Hispanic. He must have been a
savant, because he taught anybody any instrument they wanted to learn. He could play
everything, absolutely everything.

We had an orchestra, in 1962, in my junior high school, and we made recordings. We
played professionally, junior high school kids. We had a jazz band made up of people
who were called the Crazy Cats, and they would go and perform where they could in
clubs, even, as kids, but before liquor was served. It was absolutely amazing, and he just
inspired people to love music.
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We had a school newspaper at my junior high school. I was the sports editor. "Staples
Speaks" was my column's name. We just had so many things. I thought that was normal. I
thought other kids had it, too, at their schools. I just didn't know.

Q: How did the Asians fit in? One looks at it, Asians, from my observation — I don't know
if it was at that time — of really insisting that the kids study and all.

STAPLES: Yes, and that, regretfully, remains the stereotype today: they're all smart, all
of them are going to get the highest ACT/SAT scores, go to the best schools, and they're
very clannish. But it wasn't true. In my schools the kids played with one another, they
dated one another. We had Asian kids who were on the football team, the track team, in
the band, in the orchestra. Many had good grades, but in my high school, I think probably
98 percent of my senior class went on to college somewhere. The idea of not going onto a
two-year school, four-year school, that was unheard for us.

We had the Ephebian Society. I was a member of that, which was recognized for
academic achievement in the L.A. City school system. We had teachers who, in pre-
college courses, saw that we learned how to take college level notes in the 10th grade.
We had public speaking classes, we had debate teams. In my junior high school ( I pulled
out the yearbook the other day. I had it at home in Kentucky) we had 36 after-school
clubs. We had music clubs, chess clubs, sewing clubs, debating societies, science clubs,
etc. And the idea of somebody dropping out? Why, who would do that?

Q: Of course, this shows peer pressure, because this has been one of the tragedies of so
many almost all-black schools, where boys dissuade many of their contemporaries from
doing anything but sort of hanging around. The girls keep going.

STAPLES: Exactly. Honestly, it was our school, and we were in what was known as the
Southern League, my high school, which was an all-black league, if you will. The other
schools were 90 percent-plus African American. We were mixed, as I say, one-third
white, one-third black, one-third Asian. I played football. We would go to other schools
for away games, so to speak, and I remember we went to Jefferson High School.

We went to that school and we were waiting for the kids to go to the last class. Then we
could take the field and start practicing before they finished up and the games would
begin. I remember the bell rang and there were hundreds of students just walking around.
I mean, we joked. Half the school is tardy. No standards. The kids weren't dressed
properly, because we had a dress code in those days, too, in the L.A. City school system.

But I remember thinking, "What kind of schools are these?" But our teachers and we
ourselves and our student organization folks, we would find someone who was
struggling. We had students who would do after-school tutoring to help other kids. We
took that for kind of granted, until we'd go to these other schools and see what was going
on there.
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Q: You mentioned your music teacher, but do you recall any other teachers who
particularly influenced you? 1'd like to just get their names in, since it's going to go out
on the Internet and we might as well. It's a small slice of immortality, but let's get it.

STAPLES: I wish I could. One I remember in middle school, her name was Ms.
Lefkowicz, and we called her "Lefty," for short. And all I remember about her is that she
was tough, she would not take anything but the best from the students. If you didn't turn
in your homework on time and it wasn't prepared properly, she would send you out of the
room. And I remember afterwards that one time there was the orientation, the PTA
evening where your parents came to school and you went to visit the teachers. And |
remember looking at her and her room so forlorn and alone because no one had come to
visit her. People tried to avoid her.

My mom asked me, "Who's your toughest teacher?" I said, "Ms. Lefkowicz over there."
She said, "Let's go talk to her." We went to talk to her and she told my mom what a good
student I was and so forth and so on, and I thanked her for what she had done, because
she was tough, but she was good. And I don't remember the other teacher, but she was
excellent because she taught us in the 11th grade how to prepare for college, that there
would be no bell, that you were on your own, you had to set standards, you had to be
organized. And she taught us how to take notes and how to do it in an outline form, and
she taught us how to write for college. This is in the 10th or 11th grade, how to do correct
papers. And sometimes we would have student teachers from USC (University of
Southern California) who would come over and explain what college was like and what
we could do to prepare.

I just remember that we had lots of people who taught us how to succeed after high
school. And the idea of just getting a grade never occurred to me. You wanted to learn.
The grade was secondary. You wanted to learn and do well.

Q: What about dating during your time in high school?

STAPLES: I had a few dates here and there, but nothing really serious and the problem
was mainly financial and physical, physical in the sense of I didn't have a car in Los
Angeles. That was a limiting factor, and the reason for it was my mom could only afford
one car. | had a driver's license, but I never got a car until after college — couldn’t afford
one.

Q: 1 didn't get one until I came in the Foreign Service.

STAPLES: I went in the military and then got my first car.

Q: What about the attitude towards the military when you were there, and Vietnam and
all?

STAPLES: Well, in my high school years, the military was still held in the highest of
esteem, no problem. We did not have an ROTC (Reserve Officers' Training Corps)
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program in high school. When I started college in 1966 at USC, the military was held in
high esteem. But around 1968 the anti-Vietnam War demonstrations started. But that's a
whole separate story, if you want to do that, from my time in ROTC.

Q: We'll come back. But how about when you were in high school, and even junior high,
did you have after-class jobs and all that?

STAPLES: Yes. For a brief time I had a paper route, and in junior high school I had a job
in what was known as the Cash Math Society. This was for people who were pretty good
at math, which is funny, because I stopped being good after algebra. But what we did was
not only do our math class, but we were also the cashiers in the cafeteria. You did the
cashiering, handled the money and the accounting, and then you got to eat for free, which
I didn't need to do necessarily, but it was sort of an honorary thing. I suppose that was
kind of a job. But I really didn't have real jobs until I got to college, and then I worked
three jobs for three years.

Q: Well, did your mother, being a teacher, did she have a strong influence on you?
STAPLES: My mom was a huge influence. She set very high standards.

For an example, we'd come home and she knew we had a test that day and she'd say,
How did you do, what did you get?" I'd say, "Well, mom, we just took the test. We won't
know the grade until a few days from now." She said, "No, no, no, you know how you
did. How'd you do?"

Oh, yes, she set very high standards. She insisted on absolute honesty and integrity. She
would even ask us to help grade her students' papers, so we would find out what that
meant. She had a tremendous influence on my life and she was the kind of person who
struggled so much to give me and my sister a good life. My mom never remarried. A

couple of men came along, but nothing came of it. Everything she did she sacrificed
totally for us, to give us a chance and make sure that we would have a good life.

The worst thing I could have ever imagined would have been disappointing my mother or
letting her down or doing something that would have been illegal or shocking or that
would have hurt her. I'd have rather died than hurt my mother, so her influence was
tremendous.

Q: Well, then, you graduated in 1960-what?

STAPLES: From high school?

Q: High school.

STAPLES: February of 1966.

Q: February of '66. Were you pointed towards anything?
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STAPLES: Oh, yes, my family had the plan, the master plan. I was supposed to go to
college and do pre-law and then be a lawyer and then return to Knoxville, Tennessee, and
take over for my grandfather in Knoxville, Tennessee. I got to school, to college, I went
to USC, which was expensive, a private school, not the public school, UCLA (University
of California, Los Angeles), because, again, how life does things to you, UCLA I applied
for and I had the grades and I was eligible automatically to be accepted and they made a
mistake and rejected me. I got so upset, I didn't even want to find out why. I found out
later, a clerical mistake, but I just went right over to USC and did an application and was
accepted the very same day.

But the tuition was $750 a semester, and I could not therefore live in the dorms, so I lived
at home all my years in college. But I went to USC, walked in the door and had no idea
what I wanted to do. So I took general studies and I realized right away, I didn't want to
be a lawyer. The law, I admire people who do it, very interesting, but not for me. To
graduate, you had to have a year and a half of a foreign language. I'd studied French in
high school, so I signed up for French, and my first semester at Southern Cal, struggled
with French.

But there was a guy right next to me, and I'll give you his name for immortality. His
name was Phil Loga, L-O-G-A. I'll never forget Phil. He was an excellent language
student, and the walked in one day wearing this blue uniform and I said, "What's this?"
And he said, "It's Air Force ROTC." I said, "What's that?" Remember that this was during
the Vietnam times. You either went in the military or you had a college deferment, and I
had a deferment.

And he said, "You've got to go sometime." The idea of getting out of it never occurred to
me. You had to serve your country and it was just a question of when. And he said,
"Well, if you're going to serve, you should serve as an officer." He said in AFROTC you
get this great experience, and if you really want to become an officer the third and fourth
year, after you sign a contract, they pay you $50 a month and you don't have to take a
gym class. And I said, "That's great."

So I signed up and came to love it, and for me, [ wanted a military career, which flew
right in the face of the anti-Vietnam movement, and so some interesting things happened
as a result of that. The other thing that happened to me my first year in college was I
wanted to play sports, but I didn't have an athletic scholarship.

I played football in high school, which ended my musical career, by the way, because we
had a marching band and you couldn't play football and be in the marching brand, so the
clarinet came to an end, which I regret because I was very good in clarinet. I was first
seat in the orchestra and the band in my junior high school, so I had musical talent, but I
didn't pursue it.

So, when college came along, I went out for basketball, which I was good at, and I was
able to make the freshman basketball team as a walk-on, but I could see the next year, the
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big recruiting class was coming. My place, if I had remained, would have been at the end
of the bench, so I quit and concentrated on academics.

And, for the record, in this day when we worry about college recruiting scandals and
what they do to make sure the athletes are eligible to play, in 1966, before I turned in my
class cards, the old, long IBM cards from which they printed out the sheet from which
you paid your tuition, there was a coach right there, and the coach checked your cards
before you turned them in. And he said, "No, you've got to take this back," and it was a
history class. He said it would take too much time. And he said all athletes first year have
to take this, George, and you too. And I looked at it, and what it was, was the History of
Film 101, and so I signed up for my other classes, plus the History of Film 101.

Well, for five nights a week, after practice, you went in an auditorium at 7:00 in the
evening, the lights came down and you watched movies so you could sleep and rest. And
the questions on the exam were really tough ones (kidding) as to what were your favorite
films you watched, and why, etc?

So, USC, 1966, made sure that athletes stayed eligible, and one of the courses was
History of Film 101. And today we still have fits when we hear about academic scandals
involving athletes at universities.

Q: Oh, boy.

STAPLES: At USC, I majored in political science, but what I really majored in was Air
Force ROTC. I wanted a military career, and nobody but my father in my family, both
sides, had ever served in the military. I'm sorry, I take that back. One of my uncles, one
of my father's brothers, had served in Korea and actually had an illustrious career in the
military in that he survived. He fought off the Chinese human wave attacks at the Chosin
Reservoir and other terrible places.

But I never knew him until within the last 10 years, maybe, 15 years. So he had no
influence on me growing up, but I thought that — remember, my Cold War orientation.
The United States was right. We were right to fight in Vietnam. We can't let that country
fall because the rest of the countries will fall, the domino theory I believed in it 100
percent. And, to this day, a strong part of me believes that a great country doesn't lose,
that we should have gone north and defeated the North Vietnamese and their allies, and if
we had done so maybe that wall in Berlin might have come down in 1979 and all those
people who died in re-education camps and on boats, the boat people, would have lived
and we wouldn't have the problems we have today if the United States had made sure that
no one questioned our capabilities or will to win.

Q: So how did you find ROTC? Because I would imagine, I mean, with your strong

interest in history and all, that you would find that sort of the ROTC courses weren't as
challenging or not? How did you find them?
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STAPLES: Well, I thought they were very challenging, because you learned about the
military and I count my success as a Foreign Service officer and a United States
Ambassador to my time in ROTC and the Air Force. It goes right back to there, because
even in ROTC, as a cadet, you learn about leadership. You learn about respecting people
who rank above and below you. You learn about organizing and time management, about
meeting standards, about, even though you don't want to, doing as you're told, which is a
good lesson in and of itself sometimes, about discipline, about self reliance.

You learn about the history of the military and how it works and why it works as an
organization. You learn about the different fields, very challenging and technological
innovations coming into being: new planes, new weaponry, the space race, new
technologies, the whole missile field itself. So I felt that I learned a lot and the standards
and practices I learned there carried over into my other academic subjects, which helped,
again, get me organized and so forth. Because, as I say, to pay that tuition I had to work
three jobs for three years.

Q: What were you doing?

STAPLES: Well, I worked at J.J. Newberry's in the stockroom as a stacker and a stock
clerk. Then I went on to work at Sears in the catalog department. I'd unload the truck and
then freshen up, put on a tie and work the counter. I did those jobs after school and on
Saturdays, and for one year I also had a job in the business library at USC.

So I had all those jobs and my last year I got an ROTC scholarship that paid the full
tuition my senior year. You learned how to be organize your time and how to study. I
would study on the bus, going to and from a job. During breaks, I would outline my
readings and then memorize my notes and I found in all of the jobs, and ROTC as well,
you come into contact with so many people. And you understood or learned, maybe
without even knowing it about people who were and the different walks of life from
which they came.

If you just lived at USC in those days, which was upper class and private and so forth,
you would have had a view of the world very different, I think, than from other kids who
went to other universities at those times. But I'd leave USC and go work with poor people
or kids who weren't even in school or dropouts, working in the warehouse or working
here and there, and it was good to do that and to understand how you could relate and talk
to and get along with and understand and appreciate people from all walks of life.

Q: Well, did USC ROTC have any specialty? I mean, were they preparing you to be
pilots?

STAPLES: All kinds of career fields, all of them. The pilot field, as well as the non-rated,
or non-flying fields. I wore glasses even then. My eyes were not perfect. I couldn't be a
pilot, but I felt that the future was with the Air Force and that I wanted to be in the branch
of the service that would lead the way for the United States as it confronted new
challenges out into the future. I wanted to be a part of that and to have a say in how we
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would prepare and fight our next wars, which shows, looking back on it, how naive I was,
because organizations, including the State Department, are slow to change. We have our
traditions, and the idea, as I found out later in my military career, that a non-flying
officer, no matter how good you were, would ever rise to senior positions where you
would affect policy and decision making, it wasn't going to happen, which is one of the
reasons I left after 8.5 years, worked in the private sector, and later became a Foreign
Service officer.

Q: Were you seeing any distance between what you were learning — you were a political
science major. Is that right?

STAPLES: Right.
Q. Between what you were getting there and what you were getting from the ROTC?

STAPLES: Not really. The political science courses were more — a lot of it was history.
Well, ROTC, you learned history. Especially you learned about the influence of the
military in shaping events. International law, we also studied that in ROTC.

I had philosophy classes. I had classes on the technical side of political science, too,
which I found interesting: voter analysis, voting patterns. For example, one of my most
interesting things, I wrote a paper on it, too — I wrote a paper on the PRI (Institutional
Revolutionary Party), the revolutionary party in Mexico and its influence. I also did a
paper on northern Europe, the Scandinavian countries, why people who technically were
so close to each other, ethnically and geographically, but had voting patterns that were so
different with parties that developed in different ways.

But the political science and the military subjects and my other subjects I studied in
college were not that incompatible at all, not in the least. The difficulty with ROTC was
that in my third and fourth year, the antiwar movement came in a big way to even
conservative USC, and those were difficult years. We had to wear our uniform only on
campus to our ROTC classes. You didn't wear it elsewhere. We participated in, as ROTC
students, and demanded to participate in, different student forums that centered on the
war, and we stood up for American policy.

There were efforts to remove ROTC from Southern Cal, as there were on other campuses,
which we fought off successfully. And the only time in those last two years [ wore my
uniform anywhere else on the whole campus was to my graduation. We had our ROTC
swearing in and commissioning that morning, which my grandparents came from
Knoxuville to attend. It was a great day. And then we went over to the big commencement
ceremony and I wore my uniform to that.

I don't remember any boos, but I remember second, third and fourth looks and angry
stares, but that wasn't a problem. What it did for me, however, was in a — I don't know if
to this day it was a negative development or a positive development, but I was isolated.
The normal kinds of things that college students do, maybe dances, parties, after-school
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things I didn't participate in because, number one, I was working, so I left campus after
my classes. But, number two, being in ROTC, everything seemed to have an antiwar bent
to it, and so I just didn't participate.

Q: Well, did you get any feel for the antiwar movement? Were these, the leaders, sort of
young people trying out their wings?

STAPLES: Everything. We had that. We had young socialists, young communists,
sincerely troubled people who questioned the war, etc. We had flag burnings. There was
a sit-in or two at the president's office and the police had to come in and remove people.
Nothing on the scale of across town at UCLA, and we had people who were conflicted,
like my sister, for example.

Q: Was your sister going to USC, too?

STAPLES: She did for a while, but she quit, and it was a big disappointment to our
family.

Q: Well, did she quit because of the money or just lack of interest?

STAPLES: Not the money. In fact, my grandfather was going to pay her way completely,
whatever it took to get my sister educated. She dropped out. I think years later she went
back to school.

My sister is still alive, by the way. She eventually found work with the State of
California, where she works today. She lives in Sacramento, but we aren't close. But her
life's OK. She has a house, she works for the state, she's financially secure and has health
care and this, that and the other. But we sort of drifted away in the college years.

Q: So you graduated, went into the Air Force. You graduated, this would be?

STAPLES: Nineteen-seventy, June of 1970. I had to wait a few months because I' started
ROTC a semester late, because I didn't meet Phil with his uniform in the French class
until I started, so I had to wait until the next summer. So June of 1970, I was
commissioned as one of the few non-flying officers in the country that year to earn a
Regular rather than a Reserve Officer Commission. It's the same as that year's academy
graduates received.

Q: So what were they doing with you? What did they do with you?
STAPLES: What'd they do with me? First of all, they paid me! I got a check, my very
first check, of $416.70, and with proof of income I could get my first car, a 1970 Chevy

Vega, with the aluminum engine, and a black and white TV.

They turned me into a personnel officer, which was a great field, because you know
everything that's going on with respect to people. So I first went to training school at
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Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, Mississippi, the year after Hurricane Camille had come
through. So I got off the plane there in July in sweltering Gulf heat and took a taxi passed
these abandoned, ruined buildings taking me to the base.

I went to personnel school for eight weeks, learning all about how to be a U.S. Air Force
personnel officer. And an interesting time because I had some free time to myself and |
joined the Aero Club, where I started taking my first pilot lessons. At Biloxi, the Air
Force was training South Vietnamese Air Force pilots, and I got to meet some of them.
Little did we know that most of them would be killed or exiled in just a few years.

After Biloxi I went to Hill Air Force Base Utah, my first real assignment and lived in the
bachelor officers' quarters. I had a roommate from New Hampshire, Parker Dawkins,
who was another second lieutenant. He was an engineering officer.

And Parker took this kid from L.A. out into Utah and taught me how to ski and do other
fun things in nature. And the boss I worked for, Major Bob Keane, was a great outdoors
man. They both introduced me to activities I had never even thought about while growing
up in southern California. And after Parker got married, I had another roommate, Jerry
Rolwes, who I admire very much and who has become a life long friend. I spent almost
two years in Utah and learned a lot there.

Q: While you were in the Air Force, did you run across any discrimination?

STAPLES: No, no overt discrimination, so to speak. In fact, the Air Force was making a
real effort in those days and in the '70s to do cultural sensitivity training. Remember, this
was is the aftermath of the Watts riots, the King assassination, Vietnam War
demonstrations. You still had the turbulence of the '70s. You didn't want that in the U.S.
military. So, no, I wouldn't say so at all. I wouldn't say so. I got along with everybody. I
had a very good experience in that regards.

Q: Did you feel that you were on a track in personnel that was limiting you?

STAPLES: Not in the least at the time. In fact, after Hill, I was going to be assigned to a
NATO — no, I'm sorry, to Incirlik Air Force Base in Turkey, which would have been
interesting. But before I left, the personnel staff called me up and said, "Look, you've got
a great record." I did very well as a young Air Force officer in a first assignment. Hill
was Air Force Logistics Command in those days. I was the junior officer of the year for
the whole command. I had awards. [ was doing good things. I also was a Little League
baseball and football coach and on and on.

Anyway, so they called me up from the personnel center and said, "Look, we have a deal
for you. We still want to send you to Turkey, but how would you like to go to Monterey,
California, to the Defense Language Institute, learn Turkish for a year and then go to
Turkey in a NATO job?" And I said, "Well, yes, OK, I'll do that."

So I went to Monterey and I studied Turkish for 52 weeks, and that was a wonderful year.
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Q: How'd you find Monterey?

STAPLES: I 'loved it, and it's very interesting, because I later on had the chance to learn
Spanish here at FSI, the Foreign Service Institute, so I could compare in my own mind
the military way of learning a language, Defense Language Institute, versus the State
Department way.

Monterey was absolutely fabulous, a great experience for me. The school and the way
they taught was that you had a lesson in Turkish and you memorized the dialogue and
you had to memorize about 30 words a night. And then you went to class from 9:00 in the
morning to 3:00 in the afternoon, six hours a day. That was it. Or, with a lunch hour, 8:00
to 3:00.

So I would memorize my 30 words, and I'd do it quickly. I'm very good at memorizing. I
have a photographic memory. Well, after about the first three or four weeks, my
homework was done in about 40 minutes, and the Monterey peninsula is famous for
Pebble Beach and Spyglass and Cypress Point. Fort Ord, around the point, had one of the
best military golf courses in the world, and Fort Ord in those days — it's closed now. I
don't know if you know that, but it's shut down. In those days, it was the advanced
infantry training center. Everyone was going through there before going off to Vietnam.
So what I would do is after school was over I would play a few holes of golf, then go
over to Carmel, sit on the beach and watch the sun go down and memorize my 30 words.

Monterey was heaven. It was fabulous.

Q: I'm a graduate of the Army Language School. I go back. I went there, I joined the Air
Force as an enlisted man and I came in 1950, and so from basically all of '51 I took
Russian.

STAPLES: It's a great place to learn a language.

Q: It's a great place to learn a language and I used to get out. I couldn't afford a car, but
1 used to hitchhike all over the place.

STAPLES: That was fabulous, and the Turkish went well. I did real well. I graduated
with a 91 percentage. This was '72 to '73. Yes, '72, we were starting to begin the
drawdown of Vietnam a little bit, and the Army had all these people they didn't know
what to do with, so they would send them to the DLI (Defense Language Institute). And |
would meet soldiers who had learned German, and they didn't put them in Germany, so
they stayed on and learned Chinese or other languages.

It was really a wonderful experience, but also for me a time of real tragedy, as well, in
my own personal life. One night I got a phone call from my sister. My mother had died, a
sudden heart attack. She came home and complained of chest pains and not feeling well,
heart attack, went to the hospital, but she was gone.
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I think that was about the eighth or ninth month of the program, and I had to leave there,
go to Los Angeles, and we had to make arrangements in Los Angeles and then with her
body fly back to Knoxville. My grandparents were quite elderly. You're quite elderly and
you lose your other child, so we had to deal with that.

I had never experienced something like that in my life up to that point. I guess I was just
lucky. But it seemed like after that point, for the next two to three years, [ had a negative
leave balance because my grandfather passed away, my uncles, a few aunts, other
relatives, and about all I did for the next three years in the military was take leave to go to
funerals or take no leave at all, or see about my grandmother, who was alone then in
Knoxville.

After my mother's funeral, I went back to Monterey, but I had to go on some kind of
tranquilizers. I felt I had all of these responsibilities on my shoulders.

Q: Were you married?

STAPLES: No, I was not married. What saved me, in a sense, was going on to Turkey,
because I was away. I could finally be far away. I don't know if you want to move on to
the assignment in Turkey.

Q: Why not? You were there from when to when?

STAPLES: I was there from '73 until the summer of '74, a year and a half, almost two
years. [ was in Izmir, Turkey, at the NATO headquarters, serving as an American officer
working for Turkish Air Force Command. My supervisors were Turkish officers,
including a Turkish general and two colonels.

I ran a financial operation with NATO funds that supported Turkish military personnel
assigned to listening posts all over Turkey. I lived in Izmir, was rated by a U.S. Air Force
officer, a colonel, but I spent all of my time with the Turks, and it was marvelous.

I'd get on a plane in Izmir — I don't know if you know Turkey — but I'd get on a plane in
Izmir, this wonderful tourist city in the west, and travel to the Black City, tea country,
green and beautiful, with my Turkish colleagues. We would have a meeting or go to this
site and do this, that and the other. That evening we'd get on a plane and go down to
Diyarbakir in the southeast — desert, hot and dry. And then from there, get in Land
Rovers and go down to these outposts down by the Syrian border on these mountaintops.
My rule, was whatever they did, I would do. Wherever they ate, I would eat. Little not so
clean hotels, I would stay at the same places.

I met people who literally had nothing but would share whatever they had with you. And
then I'd go to Ankara, Turkey's capital. I think maybe to this day — I've had some Turks
tell me years later when, for example, I was in a NATO job with General Jones — I was
the only American who had an unrestricted pass to Turkish General Staff Headquarters.
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And our military attachés, Generals and Colonels at the US embassy in Ankara would
call me, a young captain, and ask if I could help them get an appointment with Turkish
generals because I knew them.

Q: This is tape two, side one, with George Staples.

STAPLES: So those were wonderful, wonderful years. And we had the NATO listening
posts on Cyprus, as well, and I would visit them. In the NATO headquarters in Izmir, we
also had Americans who were dealing with the Greek military living and working there
as well.

And I would go to Cyprus, and I've been all over Cyprus and to the British bases on
Cyprus, in my NATO capacity. And you saw what was going on, how Turkish Cypriots
were being mistreated, even beaten in the streets for going out of their “ghetto” areas
after dark. It was terrible.

Q: Well, what were you picking up with your Greek counterpart? Because I speak as
someone who spent from '70 to '74 in Greece. This was not — the Greeks and the Turks, to
put it mildly, particularly nice in those times. That's when colonels are in charge.

STAPLES: Well, exactly. I remembered so well, we never had any issues at the
headquarters in Izmir. The Greek staff, the Greek personnel, there were over 100 of them
in Izmir at the NATO headquarters, lived out among the people. They had good
relationships and local friends. But, as you know, along came the coup in Cyprus and
Makarios was overthrown.

Q: This was July 14th, 1974.

STAPLES: Yes. And, you know what? It happened just before I was due to be reassigned
from Turkey on July 30th! Olympic Airways planes came and took the Greeks away, and
those of us who were young American officers were designated to go into the Greek
residences, or quarters, wherever they were, and pack up their effects and ship them back
to Greece.

That was a sad time. The Turkish people in those apartment complexes were crying when
the Greeks left. They were afraid that we'd have a war, but they were also sad to see
people leave. I mean, the kids had gone to local schools together. They were friends.
They were neighbors, and it hurt them, but the Greeks left and those of us in the military
were quite upset about the Greek's behavior. Basically, a big Olympic Airways plane
came in every Saturday. They loaded up all the things they purchased from the BX and
commissary, shipped them out.

When we went into their quarters to pack their effects, we found illegal ration cards,

merchandise that had been missing, had been shoplifted, it turned out. So we had to clean
that mess up and get that straightened out, and nobody wanted to raise a stink because
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both Greece and Turkey were very close to going to war. But I'll never forget, like you
say, July 14th, because I woke up in Izmir and right by my apartment building was a
minaret, and usually there was the call to prayer. But this time, there was marching
music, and I said, "Oh boy, they've done it." Sure enough, that day the Turks had gone
into Cyprus. The military action had begun and we were basically out of business. The
Turks took all the NATO listening posts, which were pointed at Russia, and they turned
everything towards Greece whether it would be useful or not.

At my apartment complex, there was this incredible sound two or three days later. The
Turkish military was bringing up in pieces antiaircraft guns to put on the roof. Little boys
went around in the streets and painted your headlights blue, because they thought there
would be air attacks on Izmir. There was a curfew, and the Turks, remained my friends.
In fact, the family I was very close to gave me this bracelet that I still wear, with
"George" on it. They gave their son one with his name on it.

But over time the Turks became rather distant, because they were sure that the U.S. was
going to stop the Turkish military from doing what it needed to do, as they saw it, in
Cyprus. And my American colleagues who worked with the Greek military received
similar treatment from the Greeks who were certain the US would help Turkey. My last
two weeks in Izmir were not pleasant because of what I just described.

But overall, I learned a lot from this assignment. I was fortunate to have the opportunity
to learn a language and use it daily, and to travel extensively to get to so many out-of-the-
way places. I used to ride buses and I'd say something in Turkish, and people would say,
"Oh, you're from Germany," because those were the years when the first Turkish guest
workers were going up to Germany. They assumed a foreigner who spoke Turkish must
be a German there to recruit more workers. They couldn't believe an American could
speak their language.

I remember visiting Afyon, which in Turkish means poppy, with the fields outside the
city bare to the end of the horizon because the fields had been cut, so all of these angry
men were standing around who had no jobs, no way of making a living. But the Turkish
government had agreed to do end poppy cultivation. And I thought about that when we
talk about Afghanistan today and the need for alternative livelihoods.

Q: Well, what was your impression from your fellow officers about the Greeks pulled this
coup. This was done by the colonels on Cyprus and they put a man who was just

impossible, Sampson.

STAPLES: Sampson, I know. As soon as that happened, I knew the Turks were not going
to allow him to remain in power.

Q: This was essentially like putting Osama bin Laden in charge of the government.

STAPLES: Sampson was a man who used to brag about killing Turks.
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Q: I mean, was there — did you feel a strong sympathy towards the Turkish cause?

STAPLES: Again, I had been on Cyprus, inspecting the NATO listening stations there. I
had been in Famagusta, and they had the equivalent of a ghetto there for the Turkish
Cypriots, where if they were found on the street after a certain hour and not in their
section of town, they could be beaten.

I saw a Greek policeman roughing up a Turkish man leaving his shop and people
laughing at him. I heard stories of the two different educational systems on the island and
the strict segregation and how Turkish Cypriots were not allowed to go to certain schools,
they weren't allowed to go to certain parks at certain hours. It sounded just like the worst
of America in those days, there on Cyprus.

And on one of my inspection trips, leaving checkpoint A and the Turkish enclave here
and Famagusta, with all of that going on there, we went to one of the British bases. |
visited both, and we were at the officers' club and it was like another world. You went in
this gate and there's quiet and peace, and people were lawn bowling at one place.

But I remember asking the Brits about this, what was going on here and how people were
being treated and so forth. And they said the Greeks hated Turks, but one day it would
come home to haunt them, and it sure did. So I knew when Sampson took power that it
was just a matter of time. Before the crisis I spoke sometimes to Greek officers who I
knew, I said, "You know, I've been there and I saw what was being done." And they said,
"Well, you don't understand what the Turks did to us historically. These things aren't
right, but it takes time to get over the wrong that was done to us." The Turkish position
was that they didn't want to conquer the whole island., just protect the Turkish Cypriots.
And when the colonels fell, the Turks would say, and will tell you to this day, they
actually helped the Greeks because the invasion helped end the dictatorship. So there you
are.

Q: It was a very — ['ve gone to some Greek-American meetings, got roped into a few of
those. The history of Cyprus, the present-day Cyprus starts when the Turks parachuted
in. They will not talk about what they had done before.

STAPLES: Right, right.
Q: It's a real problem. [ mean, the hyphenated Americans.

STAPLES: In 1990 to '92, I was the senior Turkish desk officer at the State Department,
and the first thing I did, we had a little more money in those days, I took an orientation
trip. I was in the Office of Southeastern European Affairs, so I visited Turkey, Greece
and Cyprus. Those are the three countries covered in that office.

I first went to Turkey with my wife Jo Ann, who has been my strong right hand, a

fabulous mother, and at times my most observant critic. She had never been to Turkey,
Greece or Cyprus. So much had changed. In Ankara, I met with the embassy staff and
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people in the ministries and so forth. My Turkish was still pretty good. I also went to
Adana, Izmir, and Istanbul. In Turkey, finally, at some point, with a Turkish official in
Ankara, I said, "By the way, how are things with Greece?" We'd talked about it, et cetera,
et cetera.

Then I went to Athens - first meeting, second meeting, every meeting, was all about
Turkey. Every official was obsessed. Thessaloniki, the consulate there, I went there. The
same thing. You know, after a little bit of time, "What are the Turks thinking? What are
the Turks going to do? Do you think they'll invade? Do you think they're going to
invade?" I said, "It's all they can do to maintain what they've got." Invade? I couldn't
believe the paranoia.

So the third stop, we went to Cyprus. We flew into Larnaca on the Greek side, went up to
Nicosia, and we went through the checkpoint into the Turkish side and came back. It was
a shame to see the economic differences and the division of the country.

But I remember at the hotel, we met one of the waiters who was really nice. Jo Ann asked
the guy, "You know, do you think there's any chance of everyone getting together again?"
And this man had been a soldier. He said, "Madam, I hope so. Right from your balcony I
look and right over that hill on the Turkish side is my little house and I love to see it.” He
said, "We'd really would like to go back, and I know we can live together." And she said,
"Well, if you go back, what do you think you'll find?" And he turned red in the face and
he said, "I've heard about those animals, what they did to my property." And I'm thinking
to myself, yeah, you're going to live together and go back and it's all going to be okay?
It's so sad.

Q: It is.

STAPLES: It's so sad. And we didn't want to ask anything else like heaven forbid, "Well,
why did it happen?" Oh lord, then you open the doors, and you just don't want to hear it.
And on the other side, too. They have their view of life as it was, and I'm sure if you
talked to their leaders you'd hear that nothing was ever any good.

But I saw it early on, in 1973, '74, as a young Air Force captain, and I had to leave in '74
and come back to the States. Again, another tragedy, when I was in Turkey, my
grandfather passed away. I had to go back, take care of his funeral arrangements, and my
grandmother was alone in Knoxville, Tennessee.

I had lined up a follow-on assignment to NATO headquarters up in Brussels, because,
you see, | had a “master plan” which was after leaving Turkey I was going to go to
Europe, to NATO headquarters, because I knew we had stripped Europe for the Vietnam
War effort. We were coming out of Vietnam, we were going to rebuild NATO and I
wanted to be a part of that effort. But I couldn't do it. I had to return to the States to see
about my grandmother. So I got an assignment back here at Andrews Air Force Base in
Washington, and I walked into a base that two weeks before had failed an 1.G. (inspector
general) inspection and the Base Commander and Wing Commander had been fired.

37



Q: 1.G. being inspector general.

STAPLES: Morale was rock bottom. It was in absolute turmoil and here I was, at
Andrews Air Force Base, working in the base personnel operation for people who didn't
want to be there. It was absolutely awful.

The only thing good that came out of Andrews Air Force Base that was good, in the sense
I got to see it, was to see President Nixon fly away when he resigned. That was it. But I
stayed there 1974 to 75, lived over in Oxon Hill, Maryland, in a little condo. And in 1975
I was reassigned to San Antonio, Texas, to the Air Force Military Personnel Center. I
really liked Texas. I got to stay in San Antonio from 1975 until November 1978.

I had two wonderful jobs. I ran the selection boards that sent officers to all the senior
service schools like the National War College, Naval War College, etc. And in my last
job, which was fabulous, I headed the Office of Officer Accessions. So all the second
lieutenants coming out, brand new from officer training school, ROTC and the Air Force
Academy, the non-flyers, I gave them their first job. And I got to say, "You are going to
go into intel, or missiles, or personnel, or aircraft maintenance." And it was very pleasant
in Texas at the time, where I learned a lot and bought my first little house, right outside
the base from Randolph Air Force Base, where I was stationed.

Q: Had you met your wife by this time?

STAPLES: Nope. Now we're getting to the good part. It's 1978 and the military is in this
drawdown, post-Vietnam era, and we're breaking contracts to kids who've signed up to be
pilots and sent for pilot training. We didn't need them. They could leave or we were
going to turn them into personnel officers or maintenance officers, and they were
unhappy. We had a number of lawsuits.

Morale was down, equipment was shot, all of which we're maybe going to see again as
we come out of Iraq and Afghanistan. You can see it coming, eventually. The same kind
of thing. I just did not see how staying in the Air Force would mean very much. I
probably was going to be a colonel, I was sure, maybe a general, but in charge of what?
So I decided it was time to start looking at other career opportunities and get out. And
this was very hard for me, because I had so badly wanted a military career.

So I went to a job fair up in Dallas and met Ross Perot at EDS, Electronic Data Systems.
I didn't like him at all, but they were really hiring former military officers. I think
Electronic Data Systems at the time was 90 percent former military.

But I also met people from Procter & Gamble, and it sounded interesting, what they were
doing in terms of consumer products, and they had openings in Cincinnati, Ohio.
Cincinnati was just a few hours north of Knoxville, where my grandmother was located,
and I needed to be near my grandmother.
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So I went to Cincinnati for an interview and to Knoxville afterwards, saw my
grandmother, and I'm in Knoxville Airport, ready to fly back to San Antonio and put in
my separation papers, and it's the fall of 1978. And I was going through the metal
detector and going up to the gate and there was this beautiful woman coming through the
detector with a good friend, and something was in her purse and it caused them to check
and stop her.

I was almost going to go back and help, but she got through and it turned out later these
were dumplings that registered a black shape in the x-ray machine. So I go to the gate and
I'm sitting there and she's coming. And I said, boy, she's beautiful, just a great-looking
woman. My goodness. And what if we met? Ah, no, that's the stuff of movies.

I get on the plane, sit down on the plane, and she's coming down the aisle of the plane.
You've got to be kidding me. This is a flight from Knoxville to Dallas, where I switch
planes and go on to San Antonio. And she comes down the aisle and she stands right next
to me here in the aisle. I had the aisle seat. She says, "I have the window seat."

Can you believe this? So I stand up, she sits down. I bought her a drink and we talked
about our grandmothers. She had been in Pineville, Kentucky, visiting her grandmother,
and I had been in Knoxville, visiting mine.

We hit it off, we liked each other, and she was absolutely beautiful. When we got to
Dallas we switched planes as she was going on to the west coast, to Los Angeles, where
she was living at that time. So we exchanged phone numbers and I promised to call. I
flew to San Antonio and she flew on to Los Angeles.

I got to San Antonio, and I told the people there I was going to get out. Great
consternation, but I made up my mind, and I tried to call her, Jo Ann, and no answer. |
stuck this paper with her number in my briefcase.

I left the Air Force and San Antonio in November of 1978 and I went to Cincinnati. I got
a little apartment and started to work for the Procter & Gamble Company in the
purchasing area, in developmental chemicals. Procter & Gamble had the idea that if you
were smart, a college graduate and had anything about you, they could teach you
anything.

I had been a very poor science and chemistry student, and suddenly I was ordering vast
amounts of toluene, which is a petroleum derivative used in foods items, traveling to
Switzerland to buy a gram of this or that for the Winton Hill research facility, and going
to remote places in Wyoming that had a certain type of clay, which is used in Tide, as a
surfactant.

Absolutely incredible that I was doing all of this stuff, and it's January of '79 and I have a
rule, every New Year's, I clean out my briefcase, because stuff accumulates. And |
cleaned this out, and out popped this name and phone number, and I said, "Oh, I
remember her. She was really nice. I'll try one more time."
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I called up and I got her, and she remembered me, and we talked. And in March she came
to see me in Cincinnati, and in June of '79 we got married.

Q: When you were at Procter & Gamble, how long were you with Procter & Gamble?

STAPLES: Well, after I was an associate buyer, I got promoted to full buyer in — let's
see, it would be August of '79 or early '80, and I was switched to packaging machinery. I
was the buyer for all the machinery used on the Bounty line. The Bounty material, in
those days, was produced in the Macon, Georgia, facility. I got to go to Minnesota in the
wintertime. P&G likes to find one supplier who does one thing right. They help them
improve the plant, improve the machinery, do training, fund them, do everything they
can, and they do that one thing for Procter & Gamble until they die.

Procter & Gamble is a wonderful company. They talked in those days of hiring only from
within. During the Great Depression, they never let anybody go. They just reduced hours.
Once you got in, you had a guaranteed career, but it was too slow for me.

Q: I have a cousin named Franklin Corbin who worked there. I don't know if you ever
ran into him.

STAPLES: No, I don't know him. Anyway, I left P&G because it was a little too slow
and raises would come, but they would be sort of slow and a little late. And I went down
the street in Cincinnati to another completely different world, Federated department
Stores, which is the corporate headquarters for Bloomingdale's and now Macy's, Sanger
Harris in Texas, I. Magnin in San Francisco in those days. Great stores, and I was the
buyer for capital goods, such as the vehicle fleets, light bulbs, escalators, all those things
that went into high-scale, up-end department stores.

It was a great job. I was making a lot more money. I was on a fast track to break out of
the corporate headquarters and maybe in a short time head a whole store division. I had
very useful trips to all the Federated Divisions, and I'd always bring a little something
back for Jo Ann.

But at Procter & Gamble and at Federated, something was missing, and it was the fact
that I missed government service. Lots of money in the private sector, but national
service, public service, is just a part of me, and I missed it. We had a nice house out in
New Richmond, Ohio, near Cincinnati, but Jo Ann knew I missed public service. I'd talk
about the military all the time.

We had, as you recall, the hostage crisis in Iran, and I was in the Reserves going to
Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton, Ohio once a month, doing my Reserve stints.
I called the personnel center. I said, "You can't tell me anything, but if you're going to do
a rescue operation, you might want to base it out of southeastern Turkey. I speak Turkish.
If you need me, call me." But they never did, and I still missed being a part of events
affecting our country.
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One Sunday we were reading the Cincinnati Inquirer, the Sunday edition, and Jo Ann
said, "Look at this notice, the Foreign Service, State Department. They're looking for
people. You ought to contact them. Maybe they could use you." And that's how I got to
the State Department!

Q: Had diplomacy ever crossed your radar?

STAPLES: You know what, in another one of these funny stories, never. I remember
being in Turkey, and I'd go to Europe for meetings and travel around, and I used to think,
what if I get in trouble? What if I get injured? What if I get sick? Who would I turn to for
help? And I knew immediately: the American Express office. Why would you go to an
embassy or the diplomats? They're doing diplomacy. Why would you bother them?

I knew nothing about American citizen services. Your passport needs to be renewed?
Well, you took it to the person in the military office and they took care of it. I knew
nothing about welfare and whereabouts operations. I knew nothing about how diplomacy
was done.

Treaties? Well, good, it's signed. How did that get signed, negotiated? I knew nothing. It
never crossed my mind in college, never crossed my mind in the military. Never, never
thought about it. I had no idea.

The Foreign Service, I started reading a little bit about it and American diplomacy, and
our first diplomats. I knew the French had helped us in the Revolutionary War. How'd
that happen, and Benjamin Franklin and his mission? The first time in my life I started
learning about all these things. I knew nothing about it, and I found it fascinating.
Diplomatic immunities and people representing a country, going to a court or a
presidential palace and doing these things? I knew nothing about it. It was absolutely
fascinating to me.

I had no friends who were diplomats. I don't think I'd ever met anyone from the State
Department. People from Ankara who I'd meet when I'd go there were personnel from the
attaché office.

Q: Going back just a bit, it's a little off the subject, but you're talking about putting
people in professional schools in the Air Force. And one of the things ['ve gotten from
people who've gone to the war colleges — these are Foreign Service officers, who do a
little bit of ranking. They put the Marines, the ones who get through that, at the top, the
Army next, the Navy off to one side. They do it, there's the right way, the wrong way and
the Navy way. They don't really meld in. And then the Air Force, which seemed to be
more involved with the technicalities and not very intellectually dealing with problems.
Did you find this?

STAPLES: The Air Force people that we picked, there was a pecking order of schools.
The National War College was the grand, the big one, better than Air War College, for
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example, better than the Navy War Colleges. At least, most Air Force officers thought
this way.

The people who you thought and the board thought were going to be the Wing
commanders, the generals of the future and so forth, you sent them to the National War
College, Air War College being right behind. People who were sort of different you
would send to the Navy War College.

Now, it's funny you say that, because as Director General of the Foreign Service, I was a
member of the board of the National War College, the board of trustees. The State
Department students, and now we send 40 there a year, would tell me that the Marine
Corps always sends its best, the Army, really good people, the Air Force, so forth. They
Navy guys were different.

I heard that last year, talking to people when we were there. I said, "Well, what did you
think of the military students?" And they said, "Well, the ones who are really sharp are
the Marines."

Q: Well, I suppose. I mean, one always thinks of the Marines as being sort of ham handed
and charge up a hill and all, but that's a certain type of Marine officer, but the ones who
end up in high command are a different breed of cat.

STAPLES: Very different breed of cat. I dealt with some Marines on occasion in the
military and in the State Department who were the take the hill, we're all going to die
anyway, we're going to take that hill. The job before I became director general, I was the
political adviser, or as I like to say, diplomatic adviser, to General Jim Jones, a Marine
Corps General and SACEUR, the Supreme Allied Commander of Europe. I was his
political adviser, and I found him to be a most thoughtful, knowledgeable person about
world affairs, and a person respected by every single leader in NATO, be they a head of
state, a foreign minister, or a defense minister. And it was because of his knowledge and
leadership, and the way he dealt with people.

He was absolutely fabulous, and it was a pleasure to work with him. I'd tell him
sometimes, "If you weren't doing this, you'd be a really good Foreign Service Officer."
He'd give me this look.

Q: Well, how did you get into the Foreign Service? What attracted you towards the
Foreign Service?

STAPLES: Well, I couldn't go back to the military. Remember, this was post-Vietnam.
We were reducing our military strength. I would have had to come back as a junior
Captain, but [ wouldn't have been very successful as a non-flying officer. I couldn't have
gone into the Army or the Marine Corps. You just didn't do that.

So the military was out. The State Department had one thing that always interested me,
and that was travel. I love to travel, different people, places, cultures, et cetera. But also
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the idea of doing things diplomatically, and I was beginning to figure out what that was,
in dealing with governments and foreign leaders who were not just military members and
perhaps moving along America's interests so we wouldn't have to use the military.

And the other thing that struck me was that we have embassies and consulates all around
the world. In the military, you have to go where we have the bases, so all of these other
countries, the whole world was out there to maybe go and travel and see and work in and
live in, and not just where we had our military bases. So, putting all that together, I
contacted the State Department, filled out the paperwork, applications, the test, and then
came a call, you've been accepted to this point. The next step was the oral exam.

The State Department sent me to Chicago for the interview at the federal building, so I
flew up there and went in, did the oral assessment with three people, and I can't
remember them, except one who was Bill Bennett, a former Foreign Service Officer and
a great guy who has since passed away.

I think it took most of the morning and after lunch, briefly, not the all-day assessment we
have now, but [ remember we had a group exercise. We also had an inbox exercise and
then an individual interview. I knew I did well on the inbox part of the exam. I had
everything organized just like in the military.

I knew the group exercise had gone well. Our group was very collegial and we got a lot
done without interpersonal conflict or disputes. But the individual interview centered on a
question about somebody arrested, and you're the consular officer, and you have go get
this person out of jail. And I said, well, why would a consular officer who's dealing with
visas and issues like that — I knew that much — why would they go get someone out of
jail? Well, there was a pause, and they explained to me that part of the job was going to
look after our citizens. And I said, "Well, if that's part of the job, I'm perfectly willing to
do it and I assume there would be instructions to do so." And they said, "Well, what if
that person just was a bad actor and you couldn't assist them and the parents told you that
that person should stay there and face the music and on and on and on? Would you still
feel responsible?" I thought about it and said, "You know, whether you're in the State
Department, the military or the agriculture business, as a farmer, you can't be everything
to everybody. Some people have to take responsibility for what they do in this world." 1
left there and I thought, that's it. And if they want me to go hold hands with the world,
I'm sorry, I'm not interested. I was sure I had failed!

I got back to Cincinnati and Mr. Bennett called the next day and said, "You passed and
you had about the highest score of anybody we've seen in a long time, and how soon can
you come to Washington?" I said, "I've got to sell a house and give a notice and do all of
these things."

Q: What was your wife's reaction on this?
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STAPLES: She was pleased that I pursued it that far, and when the call came to go to
Washington, she was enthusiastic. She thought, OK, let's do some traveling — at least for
a little while. We had no idea we would do this work for the next 26 years!

Q: I never asked, what was her background?

STAPLES: My wife was born and raised in Pineville, Kentucky. Her dad was a coal
miner, but he was killed in an auto accident when she was eight years old. She's got three
brothers and a sister, and her mom raised her there, and when she was out of high school
she married her high school boyfriend George Brooks and went to Cincinnati, Ohio, and
worked there, got out of southeastern Kentucky and the poverty associated with
Appalachia. But understand that Jo Ann's father made good money in the mines and
provided pretty well for his family.

She later divorced and continued to work in Cincinnati in different jobs, and eventually
lived and worked in California. She would come back to Kentucky and visit family and
relatives and friends, and that's how we came to meet on the flight from Knoxville.

She too, like me, had no idea, really, what diplomacy was all about or what people did at
an embassy. But she learned quickly and was always an outstanding representative of our
country, understood that everything we do abroad reflects on the views that others come
to hold about Americans, and eventually became an incredibly effective Ambassador's
spouse and a leading, influential figure in every country where we served.

Q: All right. Well, then, the Foreign Service, when did you come in?

STAPLES: September 1981 as a member of the Sixth Class under the Foreign Service
Act of 1980.

Q: Did you feel a little bit old and all, with the group that you came in with?

STAPLES: Not really. I guess I was 33, almost going on 34. We had a wonderful A-100
(junior officer) class, and I'll talk about our members. I came in as a junior officer, by the
way. I was offered a chance to come in as a political officer or I could come in as a mid-
level administrative officer. I came in as a political officer and worked my way up. But,
in my class, there must be 15 or 16 of us now who made Ambassador. There was Maura
Harty. There's Pru Bushnell..

Q: Whom ['ve interviewed.

STAPLES: Pru's fabulous. She's an A-100 colleague of mine. Mike Guest, who just
retired; Jim McGee, who is our Ambassador in Zimbabwe. Let's see, Dan Mozena, who
is Ambassador in Angola, Roman Popadiuk, who became our first ambassador in to an
independent Ukraine. Roman's career is interesting. He's someone to interview. He's now
the curator at the George H.W. Bush Presidential Library in Texas, and I could go on and
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on and on. Clyde Bishop is Ambassadors in the islands of the Pacific, just a number of us,
and I don't know how it all happened.

Maybe the answer is, we were all stars, ha, ha, but we all just did very, very well. I don't
think any class in the Foreign Service has produced so many ambassadors as our class
has. Let's see, there's also Wanda Nesbitt who was PDAS (Principal Deputy Assistant
Secretary) in C.A. (Consular Affairs). She was ambassador in Madagascar. She's going to
be ambassador in Cote d'Ivoire.

You name it, but wonderful people.
Q: That's great. Well, how did you find the class was run?

STAPLES: I found it real well. Our coordinator, who's retired and very active in DACOR
House now, Gene Schmiel. He was our lead instructor who taught us about writing, life
in the Foreign Service, etc. We took a couple of trips, we had good speakers. I think in
our classwork there was more of a concentration on writing, and we practiced delivering
demarches and so forth.

I thought it was a pretty good introduction, but more than anything, what struck me was
the diversity in terms of work of the Foreign Service, the different bureaus and different
regions. I didn't know about the work that was done, say, on law of the sea, refugee
affairs and all of those things. I had no idea, and it was amazing to me to learn about all
that was being done and the different parts of the State Department that work on such a
variety of issues.

And our class was also the first one, where the Bureau of Human Resources decided to
see if we would have people who would have junior officers who would volunteer to go
to our then major conflict area, El Salvador.

(END FILE)

Q: So they came around and talked about San Salvador.

STAPLES: There were two positions for junior officers open and three of us volunteered,
myself, Maura Harty and Kevin Brown. Kevin worked for an NGO (Non-governmental
Organization) or had done Peace Corps work, and of course I was from the military and
Maura was the youngest of our class, although she's done very well. We love her. Maura
was right out of school so they decided to take the two more experienced people and send
them to San Salvador, so that's how I got to be assigned there.

Q: You were there from when to when?

STAPLES: I was there from — just one second. I'll tell you exactly here. Let's see. Well,
after the A-100 course, I went to Spanish language training at FSI and then after that to
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San Salvador, so it was the spring of '82, I believe March or so of '82, until November of
'83.

Q: OK. Let's talk a bit about the situation in El Salvador that you ran into.

STAPLES: Right. Well, we got there, and of course the situation was very tense. When I
first arrived, my wife couldn't even join me. It was an unaccompanied assignment. The
situation in San Salvador had broken down into a real civil war, with the whole eastern
part of the country off-limits. Two years before, we had the murder of the American
nuns, the assassination of Archbishop Romero, and the situation was not good. The main
concern was whether the war would spill over into neighboring countries amid
allegations of Soviet and Cuban support to part the Farabundo Marti, the rebel group,.
The American embassy was a fortress.

I used to wonder as Director General, in a somewhat they-don't-get-it kind of way, when
my friends in AFSA (American Foreign Service Association) would say that duty in Iraq
and Afghanistan was too dangerous and we shouldn’t have our diplomats in war zones. In
San Salvador, we had Marines sandbagged around the roof because the embassy had been
rocketed. We went to and from work in armored shuttle cars with the chase cars full of
armed people behind us. My friend Al Schaufelberger, Navy attaché, was assassinated
when I was there. The night he was killed, in fact, I was the duty officer. I saw him that
afternoon and then later that evening I had to go to the morgue and identify him and
handle burial arrangements.

So San Salvador was a very demanding place for a first assignment, and of course you
never forget your first post. Well, that was burned into my memory. I had the pleasure
and the good fortune during my career there to work for two great ambassadors, Dean
Hinton, and he was followed by Tom Pickering. So to get started on my State Department
career, I got to work for two of the best.

My first boss was Bill Wood, who is now our ambassador in Kabul. Bill Wood was my
first boss and he was head of the economic section. I was there doing commercial work, |
think because of my background at Procter & Gamble. My job was to try to assist the
American companies that were still operating in El Salvador, Texas Instruments and
others.

I had the opportunity to organize and run the American pavilion at the San Salvador
International Fair. So I got to run that, and I convinced all the American companies to
exhibit. Some didn't want to, like IBM and others because of security concerns. But I got
them all to agree to exhibit and we had a very, very big and successful international fair,
despite the trouble in the San Salvador and more assassinations. In fact, the head of the
fair, who lived very close to me, was gunned down outside his home, just shortly before
the fair commenced, but we went ahead and had the fair anyway. The people there had a
strong determination not to be intimidated.
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San Salvador, what else about it? Well I guess now when we're asking ourselves whether
we ought to be talking to the Iranians or not, I think back to El Salvador when we
brokered a deal between the Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) and the
Salvadorian guerrillas to allow an American-operated mine to keep operating in the
guerrilla area.

We had a U.S. Company that owned and operated a mine that was operating there and the
owners came to the embassy to ask for help in getting OPIC insurance! The initial
reaction by everybody was no way in the world are we going to go to Washington and get
insurance on anything operating in guerrilla territory. The United States government is
just not going to do that and risk money in the middle of a conflict zone.

And I said, "Well, wait a minute now. They are operating. I bet they're paying off the
guerrillas, but on the other hand it's employment in that whole area for large groups of
people. You close down the mine, you're going to get more people to the guerrillas
because what else are these young men going to do, and how are their families going to
eat?"

So we managed to make the case to Washington, convince people, and we succeeded in
getting OPIC to insure a mine, backed by guarantees from the guerrillas.

Other things in San Salvador...
Q. Go ahead.

STAPLES: San Salvador was absolutely beautiful, volcanic country. Great scenery,
volcanoes everywhere. My colleagues in the embassy, people I worked with, were
wonderful. In particular, John Collins, the administrative officer and his wife, Philicia.
They sort of took us under our wings.

My wife was able to come down after six months. Jo Ann was the first non-working
dependent to be able to come, the first spouse, and she worked very closely with Alice
Pickering and the other ladies.

A thing or two about San Salvador was that, again, not the normal Foreign Service post,
anybody who wanted a weapon could carry one. I was used to weapons. Jo Ann had
grown up in Kentucky. She was used to weapons. All you had to do was go out and shoot
at the range and the RSO (Regional Security Officer) would issue a weapon, even to
family members. I carried a weapon, Jo Ann carried a snub-nose .38 in her purse. San
Salvador was the only post in the world, to my knowledge, at that time, and maybe even
today, where going out to the range, all the Americans and all the local staff went and
qualified with the Marines.

And we all went out, we all shot all the weapons, the idea being that if we were ever

penetrated and a Marine went down, a local employee could pick up the weapon and fight
back. Today in Iraq we don't do that. That's how dangerous San Salvador was.
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I must say, however, that we worked hard, but after work we had a good time too. Those
kind of places, I think, bring people together. All the Americans from all the agencies
were very close. We all looked out for each other. Everybody was a colleague and when
someone asked for any kind of help, we gave it.

The other thing I remember about San Salvador were the delegations. We had all of the
Senate and about 90 percent of the Congress come down on congressional visits during
my time there. After working eight months in the Economic Section I moved to the
Consular Section to meet the requirement that every Foreign Service Officer had to do
about a year of consular work in their first or second assignment as a precondition for
gaining tenure. I'd do my visa interviews in the morning and then go off and be an
interpreter for one of the delegations, come back, write a summary of the meeting, give it
to the control officer, go back and do visa work in the afternoon, that evening go and
attend a dinner with a delegation and again be the note-taker in a meeting.

I remember one time we had 16 delegations in town at the same time, senators,
congressmen. Once we even had the head of the Boy Scouts of America on a visit
because there were rumors that all the Boy Scouts had been murdered in El Salvador, so
we had to take him around.

The first time I met Jerry Falwell, the Moral Majority leader, was when he came to see
about the status of religious groups in San Salvador. You name it, they came to San
Salvador. So in many ways it was a great learning assignment. I learned how to handle
CODELSs (congressional delegations), how to write, how to report, and do visa and
commercial work. And of course I got to see how Tom Pickering and Dean Hinton dealt
with Roberto D'Aubuisson and the right-wingers who were involved with death squads.

I went to the beach. There was a black sand beach we could go to, wonderful experiences
there. We had Salvadoran friends who were fabulous. But you know, Stu, the very best
thing about San Salvador before we left, we had our daughter, our child. That was the
very best. We only have one daughter. Her name is Catherine Staples, and just to put it on
the record and let you know, Catherine came into our lives through adoption. There were
just so many children here and there because of that conflict.

Q: Oh, yes.

STAPLES: And my wife and I, we felt we had to do something. My wife talked to me. I
guess [ was sort of enthusiastic, but I didn't know, sort of, and she went out with a good
friend, named Salvador, who was a coffee grower and a lover of art. We like art, and at
all our posts we've acquired good art, and we have Salvadoran art that's wonderful.

Salvador took Jo Ann around and they went to one orphanage, the Rosa Virginia
Orphanage, and Jo Ann found a little girl that just seemed right. Jo Ann brought me out,
and I didn't know what I felt and there were all these kids. But she took me, and then they
brought down this little girl, and this little girl and I, our eyes connected and I was in the
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middle of saying something, but it stopped me cold. I couldn't even speak. And she was
the one.

Q. Oh, how wonderful.

STAPLES: So we received approval to bring Catherine home followed by a home study
and then settled on an attorney and on and on and on, and a few others at the embassy
followed our example, I'm very proud to say. In November of '83, when we left, we left
with Catherine, left with our baby.

Q: That's great. Well, how about consular work? Did you have to get anybody out of jail?

STAPLES: Well, I had to deal with the Al Schaufelberger situation, the death situation. I
had to deal with that, as I mentioned. I had to deal with all kinds of visa cases, bribery
attempts. I never had to go get anyone out of jail, although I kept a couple of really dumb
Americans from going to jail, one person in particular in a Ford — what was it, oh, an
AMC Pacer that had the wraparound windshield.

But he had pitched up, wanting to know where to spend the night, because he was driving
the Pan-American Highway all the way to Panama City. He just looked on a map and
there was the road. And I said, "You can't do that. East of here on the Pan-American
Highway, there are guerrilla bands, bombs, land mines, and you will be killed. The east
of the country is off-limits. No one has been able to drive the Pan-American Highway in
safety for about four years now.”

So he got in a hotel and that night his windows were knocked out and the car broken into
and nobody had any glass for a Pacer and on and on and on, a few people like that.

Oh, and we had mercenaries, usually unemployed Vietnam vets who'd lost their jobs and
come to San Salvador to sign up, with whom they weren't too sure!. They usually ended
up in a bus up in guerrilla country, taken off by the army, thank goodness, who turned
them over to us and we would repatriate them.

The main thing that all of us did, one way or another, was try to encourage Salvadorans
to stop the violence and build a better country for themselves, and it was difficult,
because that was a country — I mean, as you know, I was eventually — later in my career,
we'll come to it. I was U.S. ambassador to Rwanda after the genocide. I think
Salvadorans were more bitter towards each other than Rwandans, to this day.

Rwandans are more, perhaps, ashamed of themselves that it got to that point. But
Salvadorans, there was a bitterness there, a meanness, a viciousness, based on the class
divide, economic divide, and it was just hard to fathom. Absolute hatred of one group for
another. It was a real shame to find out that people who you liked and who'd been in your
home and were, you considered, colleagues and friends of the embassy, after you left the
dinner party, later that night, their death squad friends would bring people to their cellar
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and there were torture chambers there. That was hard to take, when we learned about it in
later years.

And then people who worked with you, women in particular, in the consular section, their
husbands were involved in activities that were not good, as you found out later. But it
was a great first post. You got to do it all. I'm telling you, you saw it all, everything. The
work of the Foreign Service, you saw it all in San Salvador, and it was a great first post.

Q: Well, I think that's a good place to stop, and we'll pick this up the next time, whenever
you're back here, in 1973, would it be?

STAPLES: No, this is '83.

Q: It'd be '83.

STAPLES: Nineteen-eighty-three.

Q: And you left El Salvador, whither?

STAPLES: Onto my second assignment, Montevideo.

Q: OK, we'll pick it up then.

STAPLES: Yes, that would be good.

Q: Great.

STAPLES: OK.

Q: That's incredible.

STAPLES: Boy, there's a lot to tell, and I've only gotten to 1983.
Q: Well, look, I'm doing Tom Pickering now.

STAPLES: Oh, really?

Q: I've done I think 30 hours and ['ve got a ways to go.
STAPLES: Yes. Very interesting.

Q: A lot of people. Tony Gillespie, you'll find that I did an awful lot with Tony. I think

you'd find it quite interesting.

(END FILE)
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Q: OK. Today is the 23rd of June, 2008, with George Staples. George, we're going to
pick this up when you're off to Montevideo.

STAPLES: OK.
Q: When did you go there?

STAPLES: I went to Montevideo after San Salvador, my first post, and we arrived in
January of 1984.

Q: OK, this I assume was sort of a routine assignment.
STAPLES: Not in the least.
Q: Oh, OK, then what happened?

STAPLES: After San Salvador and the violence there and the efforts to work towards
political reconciliation and settlements and all the other things that we had talked about
previously, the department decided in its wisdom to reward me with a nice place, not a
hardship post, but a pleasant place — it was Montevideo, or so I thought.

I did not realize fully until I arrived there that Uruguay, like Argentina and Brazil to
follow, was in the midst of a return to democracy from military rule. Montevideo was
ruled by a military junta that had taken over the country a few years before in response to
violence from the Tupamaros, and had a host of human rights problems. It was a very
harsh dictatorship. We arrived shortly after the Falklands War had been concluded, only
to discover that we were basically restricted on where we could go because there were
rumors for the first three months of our assignment there that the Argentine secret service
in revenge for the defeat in the Falklands were sending agents over to Uruguay to try to
kill Americans.

So my very nice assignment in lovely Montevideo, peaceful and quiet, turned into
something else. Our job there was to promote and push forward the return to democracy,
so it was quite a challenging time.

Q: You were there as what?

STAPLES: I'd come into the Foreign Service as a political officer. In San Salvador, my
first post, I'd done my consular work, a year of consular work, and worked as an econ
commercial officer. But in Montevideo I had my first taste of political work, so I was the
junior political officer in the political section, and my task — there are two main political
parties in Uruguay, the Blancos and the Colorados, and my main task was to make
contact with these political parties, who were operating somewhat openly, but with a lot
of restrictions, to encourage them to behave responsibly and to get organized for free
elections that were going to come. And then on the other side, maintain contact with
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military figures to urge them to follow through on their promise to restore democracy,
keep on the path of a schedule towards free elections.

Q. Now, who was our ambassador?

STAPLES: The ambassador there was Tom Aranda. Tom was a political appointee from
Arizona. He had worked for President Ford and he was a Hispanic American with strong
ties in the business community and he was I think a very, very good ambassador, but very
cautious. The man who really moved things forward and helped us a great deal and what
to do and showed me a lot was our deputy chief of mission, who was Richard Melton,
who eventually became ambassador to Brazil. He also had various other assignments
afterwards in the WHA Bureau (Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs).

Q. How big was the political section?

STAPLES: The political section consisted of three people. The political counselor was
Jerry Hoganson and there were two of us who were junior officers, an OMS (Office
Management Specialist), a secretary, and a political assistant. And we had a lot of work
to do.

Q: Well, now, OK, you're there. What are you — first place is brand new to a country, a
political officer, how did you kind of both read and learn your way about? Because every
political system is different and different personalities and all that.

STAPLES: Well, I had done some reading in the department, but a lot of the work I did
in Montevideo in the section itself. We had extensive files, because Uruguay had a long
history, and it was formerly known by many as the Switzerland of the Americas, very
peaceful, very calm place. But then in the '70s, as revolutionary activity swept through
the hemisphere and in Argentina, as well, next door, you had the military coup, the
crackdown. We also lost a couple of Americans through the Tupamaros, who were one of
the main leftist groups in the region, who had established prison cells in houses and at the
university. They kidnapped our labor attaché and killed him.

And then the military cracked down and basically imposed a very, very harsh
dictatorship, arrested all the Tupamaros they could find while their supporters among
trade unions and other anti-government leaders fled abroad. When I arrived, the military
had set a schedule for a free election and return to civilian rule, and the political parties
were able to go out and campaign rather openly. I became eventually the main contact
with the Broad Front, the Frente Amplio, a coalition of leftist opposition groups, in
addition to being the embassy's human rights officer. And I got to be the main embassy
contact to for the mothers of the missing, a womens group similar to that which
developed in Argentina.

Q: Were there a lot of missing?
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STAPLES: There were. Not like the 10,000 in Buenos Aires, but we had about 1,000 in
Uruguay.

Q: Well, was this military dictatorship sort of a copycat of the Argentine one?

STAPLES: Yes, it was. Very much so, and they were very closely connected to the
dictatorship in Brazil, as well, which was also under military rule. When I arrived in
Montevideo, just a few months before, Raul Alfonsin had come in as president in
Argentina and democracy had returned. Of course, it was helped by the defeat of the
Argentine military in the Falklands War. So the policy objective (hope) was Argentina
first, Uruguay second and Brazil next. And, amazingly, it worked. It was a very
interesting time in Montevideo, especially in sort of two steps forward, one step back.
That's how we did things there in the political section in the embassy.

We would push the military. The military would reaffirm its decision that there was a
date for elections and they weren't going to change it. So the political parties would have
meetings and rallies, and we would meet with their leaders to urge them not to go too far
while reassuring them that we were indeed monitoring the generals to ensure there was
no back sliding.

I really learned in that situation how to go out and make contacts among key decision
makers. All of the political parties and the military as well wanted to know who we
wanted to win the election and take power. The Colorados were a moderate, liberal party.
The Blancos were the traditional farm-based party and very conservative. Who did we
want? And we had President Reagan in power here at the time.

People tried to link the parties to the policies of the Reagan Administration, but we really
did a very, very good job of making the point that we were only interested in the return to
democracy. It was up to the Uruguayan people who they wanted to govern them, and we
went out of our way not to take sides. For example, I would have a lunch with the number
two or three person in the Colorado party to talk about what their leader and future
President Julio Sanguinetti, was thinking of doing, what he wanted to do.

Two days later, I would meet with the Blanco party youth leader to find out what Blancos
were thinking. Three days later, we would have an event at the residence, perhaps a
lunch, for both groups, together. Two days after that, the ambassador would take me
along and we would meet with the military leaders and tell them what we were doing,
which they knew about already. We were all closely watched and every word we said
was closely analyzed. But in the process we came to be viewed by all sides as an honest
broker.

Q: Well, trying to understand this. I mean, Uruguay is way down geographically, and
traditionally, at least Argentina has quite a European population. And I would have
thought that they would have been looking more towards Europe than the United States,
because I don't see why we had much influence.
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STAPLES: Yes, good question. I think we had the influence because of what had
happened in Argentina. The military regime had looked to the Europeans to help them
with influence with Britain and to keep the Falklands War from happening, and it didn't
work.

We had played a very prominent role in the return of democracy to Argentina, and the
United States was still the most important power in our hemisphere. Also, the Europeans,
I can't remember the leaders of Spain at the time, but they had a very hands-off attitude to
a lot of things in that period. Remember that Spain was just finishing its own democratic
transition following Franco's death. So Spain was not that influential. The Uruguayans
are mainly of Italian and Spanish descent. Italy was not a prominent player at all in the
hemisphere so it fell to us to play that leading role. I should also say that we had in
Montevideo the Alianza de los Estados Unidos (United States Alliance), which was the
USIA (United States Information Agency) operation, a very big building in Montevideo,
where we ran cultural programs and offered English classes at night. It was a platform for
a lot of outreach, and it still exists there today, very closely tied to the American
Embassy.

All of us who were junior officers would go at night and as native speakers we would
help with the English classes. What that did, all those young people who wanted to learn
English and more about America, a lot of them turned out later to be representatives of
the youth movements, young leftist members, et cetera, and when the leftist parties began
to emerge in this broad front, the Frente Amplio, I knew a lot of these young people.
They really liked me and my family, and we would have cookouts and other informal
gatherings at my house.

They liked my daughter Catherine who was about four at that time. And all of that came
together when about three or four months before the transition, politics was allowed to
come into the open, and all of the political parties began to openly campaign, openly
compete. I ended up having responsibility for covering and reporting on the leftist parties
in the Frente Amplio. And the exiles returned, former Tupamaros and others who had
lived for years in Europe.

I must say that I was very, very proud of Ambassador Aranda's hard work. He did not
have to do this, and a lot of people urged him not to do it, but he would have former
Tupamaros and former leftist exiles for drinks at the Residence. We would have these
one-hour sessions where we would just sit and talk. Some of these fellows who were
elderly, influential, members of the Socialist International would say that they had never
met an American diplomat before, much less an ambassador, and had never been in the
Residence. And what a great opportunity for us to spread the message of moderation and
tolerance once democracy returned, and not to blow it this time.

It was a really good experience for me on how to bring people together, and the skills I
learned in Montevideo I used later as ambassador to Rwanda, to bring people together.
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Q: Well, now, let's look at the Tupamaros. Now, I realize, what were you getting, first
about — it was at its height, because the papers were full of what they were up to. Who
were they? What were they doing and what was driving them? And then we'll talk about
how they — where they stood by the time you got there.

STAPLES: Before I arrived, back in the '70s, they were one of the most violent leftist
groups in Latin America. They very much wanted to establish a socialist, communist
government. They did not like democracy, and undermined the elected government at
every turn. They were very much influenced by Cuba.

And what they did was to copy, in a sense, a lot of the violence that had occurred in
Central America and elsewhere, kidnappings and murder and assassination of key
business leaders, government figures. And basically the country, economically and
politically, just imploded. What the military did was to infiltrate their ranks and locate
their cells throughout Montevideo.

The Uruguayans, who had such a high standard of living and who were such a peaceful
people, understood and recognized that there was this group within them that had
established these detention centers and cells in homes, at the university and so forth. One
of the main causes for this was throughout Latin America in the '70s, in my opinion, was
the lack of employment opportunities and job opportunities for young people, which led
to high degrees of frustration and anger. And you saw that everywhere. Maybe it was a
part of the '60s, '70s, Vietnam. Who knows?

But Montevideo in particular is very small, and even when I was there, there weren't a lot
of young people. The people who were taxicab drivers were PhDs and so forth. There
were more Uruguayans in southern Brazil and Argentina than in Uruguay, and they
mainly left because of employment. It was a country modeled on the state run economies
of Europe, in which if you got a job you had lifetime security. It had state-run medical
care. All that would work in that small little enclave, but as population pressures grew,
there weren't opportunities.

Q: There was one of these things that I saw in Italy in the '80s, '70s and part of the '80s,
where jobs really relied on whom you knew. It was basically family connections, and if
you didn't have that, no matter what you did in the university or something, there wasn't
much of an opening.

STAPLES: It was sort of like that in Uruguay. And I must say, in Uruguay it was
interesting as well, because the bulk of the population lived in and around Montevideo.
There were small cities in the interior in a rural area, but the agriculture, it was small
scale, not open to export and Uruguayans had settled for something of a simple life.

There were a couple of American packing plants that had been there that had closed.
There wasn't much of an economy. You add to that the violence and uncertainty and
tourism was lost. And I'll say this, that was an interesting fact. It's a long way down in
Argentina and Montevideo, whereas in San Salvador we knew key government figures,
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military figures and all who had gone to school in the States, worn their high school
letterman's jackets, satellite TV. They watched TV from Florida and so forth. You'd see
someone and ask, "Where did you buy that?" "Oh, Florida, Miami."

Way down in the Southern Cone, in Montevideo, we had all kinds of senior leaders who
had never been to the United States, could not speak English. Tourism for them meant
going to Chile or Argentina or Brazil, regional tourism, because traveling to the US was
so far away. Or maybe if the peso was good, they went to Europe. I came there thinking
that, well, everybody knows about America, but there was a whole group of people in
that part of the world who are isolated, who don't travel that much.

I would go into government offices and you'd have a world map, but it would be, in my
view, upside down, where at the top was the South Pole and then Argentina and Chile
and the U.S. and then Europe and all are down here at the bottom, and it just reflected the
way of thinking.

Q: Well, in society there, at the time you were there, were there racial divides, Indian,
black, other countries or something like that?

STAPLES: Another interesting fact that I found there, coming, again, from Central
America and San Salvador, where you had this strong Indian influence, in Uruguay it was
98 percent, shall we say, white, mainly people of Spanish and Italian descent. I asked a
couple of friends about it and they said, "Well, we killed them all off."

Q: Well, this was basically true.

STAPLES: It was true. The ones that are left, the big place for the Indians in that part of
the world, people of that descent, is Paraguay, not Uruguay or Chile or Argentina. Also in
Uruguay, if you like World War II history which I do, that's where the Graf Spee was
scuttled.

Q: Graf Spee scuttled.

STAPLES: Yes, right there in the river, and you could still see it by taking little boats
that would take you out there. And there were two or three places where you'd go and
people would say, if you get a chance, talk to the owner. He's an elderly guy. He speaks
German and he's been here for a long time.

A lot of the crewmen who were interred during the war were still there, were still running
around. And I got to meet a couple of those men who just said there was no reason to
return to Germany after the war so they just stayed.

Q: Oh, yes. I remember as a kid — I'm old enough to remember following by the news
accounts the chase of the three cruisers going after the Graf Spee and when it finally
went up and went to — it was scuttled right there, and the captain, Langsdorff, I think was
his name.
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STAPLES: Langsdorff, that's right. Langsdorff.

Q. Committed — can you imagine remembering that name? Committed suicide, went
down with the ship.

STAPLES: World War II history in particular, the Pacific, not so much Europe, but it's a
passion of mine. And so the first thing I did — well, I did two things when I arrived there.
I wanted to see the remains of the Graf Spee, and the little museum and get to know some
more about it, which I did. And back in those days, I guess I was unusual, too, because I
was a big soccer fan, football fan.

Well, Uruguay is one of the world's, and has been one of the world's leading soccer
powers. So on my first weekend there, jet lagged and all, I got my wife and daughter in a
car and I took them out and we drove around in the parking lot looking at the Centenario
Stadium, one of the most famous sports venues in the world of soccer. It was like going
to Mecca. But my family didn't appreciate that too much. Ha, ha.

Q: Let's talk about the army. I assume it was mainly the army...
STAPLES: Right.

Q: ... that was the driving force in the military. Well, where did they come from? So often
the army is used in other places as how you — if you're not in the elite, how you move up.
How did this move at that time?

STAPLES: The army fellows that I knew mainly were, as you say, the ones who had not
done well in the universities. They were working-class kids who had worked their way
up, very resentful of the intellectuals and some of the political party leaders. And their
heroes, their models, were European generals, mainly Spanish and I suspect Germans but
they didn't want to talk about it much.

They liked to talk about the Spanish Civil War and how Franco had defeated the
communists, very anti-communist and in many ways similar to the military in Central
America. And a lot of them had gone to school — the senior officers had gone to school in
Argentine military academies or in Spanish schools, which meant Falange schools, the
Franco schools.

Q: The School of the Americas had not penetrated there?

STAPLES: I didn't find anybody. Maybe there were some, but I never found anybody. I
think the School of Americas focused mainly on Central Americans and maybe
Colombians and so forth, maybe Argentines that went there, a few, but Uruguayans, I

never found anybody.

Q: What sort of a role did, first, Brazil play there?
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STAPLES: Brazil was a big trading partner, a big giant to the north. I didn't sense any
kind of close ties between Brazil and Uruguay. The Uruguayan military rulers were tied
to the Argentines, and that was their...

Q: Of course, there's a linguistic barrier, too, as well.
STAPLES: Yes.
Q: Was there a sort of smugglers' haven? Small countries like that...

STAPLES: Yes, there was, especially southern Brazil. We took just little trip on our own
as a family up into southern Brazil, which I found fascinating. You cross the border and
there were little German communities, right out of Bavaria. Ten miles further up the road
was a small Japanese community. Ten miles up was a Slavic community.

Southern Brazil had nice ski resorts. The whole idea of regional tourism and how they
developed it and supported it on their own, without a lot of Europeans or Americans or
foreigners coming to tour, was a study in and of itself.

But there was definitely smuggling on the border, cigarettes, contraband and so forth. But
the Uruguayans, to digress a minute, they were terrible businesspeople, but in that kind of
statist society, I guess it worked. They didn't bargain, unlike in Central America. Things
would be on the shelf and they would just sit there. Whenever it sold, it sold.

I guess men had status because when had a store, even if it wasn't profitable. No sense of
inventory cost, so it just stayed there. But I will say this as well. We also hit it right in
this time of transition, which was a time of great uncertainty for local people. When we
arrived it was extremely expensive, and even our drivers were taking trips to Europe.

Well, things balance out and after we were there five or six months the highly over
valued peso just collapsed. And then, with the uncertainty surrounding the election and
transition, the Uruguayans started selling their valuables. You would have roll-top desks
from 19th century Europe that sold for $300 and $400, baby grand pianos that had come
from Spain and Italy, etc., that were available for a few hundred dollars.

Q: Well, what about the role of Argentina?

STAPLES: Argentina, when the military there left power, ceased support for the
Uruguayan military. President Alfonsin was not in a strong position at that time, because
he had just been elected. And there were rumors, of course, of counter-coups coming
soon in Argentina. The Argentine government established close relations with Uruguay in
anticipation of democratic elections and a transition to a civilian government. The
Argentines also pushed the government to follow through on the transition to democracy,
knowing it would be good for regional stability, good for trade, etc.

58



Q: Did you have much contact with our embassy, particularly in Buenos Aires? It was
right across the river, practically.

STAPLES: We did. We coordinated closely on ideas as to how to support the democratic
processes that were developing. And out diplomats would go to Buenos Aires to relax,
shop, and attend cultural events. Our colleagues in Buenos Aires would come our way
quite often. To give you a flavor of the atmosphere, we would go to Buenos Aires
whenever we could to enjoy the big city, and it was wonderful. There was the opera,
there was shopping, there were the parks. There were hundreds of things to do. And our
colleagues at the embassy in Buenos Aires would come to Montevideo and they'd say,
"Ah, it's so quiet here. It's so peaceful. It's so wonderful to get away from the large city."

We had a lot of filmmakers who would come and make movies at the Punta Del Este
resort area. And in Uruguay I had my first experience with summer hours. In the
summertime, the Uruguayans would work from 8:00 in the morning until 12:30, and they
were gone. They love their beach time.

Q: This is, of course, Southern Hemisphere summer.

STAPLES: Southern Hemisphere summer, that's right. So that's November, December,
January. And we had this rule where we had to work the full eight-hour day like in
Washington, and so we would be sitting around the embassy until 5:00 with no one to
talk to. And if you did need to meet with someone, it was a junior person because the
Ministers and the senior people were out at the beach at Punta del Este. So we used to
have vehicles that would take you the hour and a half out to the resort area to do
meetings.

Q: Well, what about the university or universities? [ mean, as a junior officer, I would
imagine this would be part of your beat.

STAPLES: It was. There was one university, but it was very tightly constrained by what
was going on there, because, you see, up until the last six months of my assignment, it
was run by the military. It had been a hotbed of revolution, as most universities were in
Latin America. But, when I was there, they had regular classes. The classes were
monitored. A lot of the professors were government professors. If you wanted to get a
job, you had to graduate, and, if you wanted to graduate, well, you had to do what the
military told you to do. No dissent, none whatever.

If a diplomat wanted to visit, you had to have permission from the authorities, so there
was not a vibrant intellectual life at the universities. And the newspapers in Montevideo,
there were dailies and weeklies. And the weeklies were a vibrant source of information,
because some were tied to certain parties, some were tied to people from the past. Some
published weekly, some published quarterly.

There might be 30 things to read, 30 papers to plow through in a week. But if they got a
little bit out of hand, the military would shut them down for a while, then after a few days

59



allow them to publish again. If an editor said something that wasn't quite on track, he or
she might be arrested for two or three days.

Q: Well, would you have much contact with the — I mean, the professors. Would they
unburden themselves at home, or not?

STAPLES: Not the professors, because they were government appointed, government
approved. But the leaders of the various periodicals, writers and so forth, they would
meet with us. And they would talk about what they wanted to do and they would always
push us to do more, of course, to speed up the democratic transition.

They also would, in private, tell me as the human rights officer about someone still in jail
who had even mistreated, or someone that the government said was in jail but had been
killed. That would help us in what we would try to do to get people out or get people
released or ensure better care for people.

Q: Well, were we keeping track of missing, possibly dead? In other words, I would
imagine that it would be a little bit difficult for a human rights organization to exist in
Uruguay, but sometimes the human rights officer can sort of perform this function.

STAPLES: We had a couple of international human rights organizations that would send
people to Uruguay. But the government had to allow them in and they were monitored, et
cetera. As things got looser and looser, as we headed towards the election, they would
make statements and so forth, one of which managed to get me in a lot of trouble.

One of the activists said, "You know, we have a human rights officer at the embassy
named George Staples, and anybody with a complaint can go see him." That was put in
the paper. I always wondered why the Ambassador and DCM put me in charge of the
leftist groups and so forth. I think I was the youngest and expendable.

My immediate predecessor was Bill Wood who later became our Ambassador to
Afghanistan. Bill's predecessor was Jim Cason, who the military government PNGed
(persona non grata). Jim's been our ambassador in a couple of countries now, but Jim was
PNGed from Montevideo by the military, and everybody thought the military was going
to throw me out at some point to show that they were still in charge until the election.
Some of my colleagues told me on occasion to tell Jo Ann to start packing.

Well, the military didn't do it, but I would go down into the lobby of the embassy and
meet with human rights representatives to review our lists of missing persons and
exchange views on the human rights environment. We could try to track people. The one
thing we didn’t' have in Uruguay as in Argentina, to my knowledge, were hundreds of
children who were seized and then spread around and adopted by military families.

Q: Yes, that was horrible.
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STAPLES: We didn't have that. There may have been a case or two, but we didn't have
that horror to deal with during my time in Montevideo.

Q: Well, did you get the impression, were the military people in the Uruguayan army —
were they really bloody minded?

STAPLES: They were very hardheaded, but realistic. They were extremely proud of what
they had done to break the back of the Tupamaros and end the kidnappings and
assassinations. And I think if Argentina had not had its war with Britain and the military
forced to give up power, the generals in Uruguay might have never have let go. I really
believe that.

Q: What was the connection? Was this that Argentina was their supporter?

STAPLES: Argentina was the supporter, and while we were doing what we were doing in
Uruguay, Brazil, which was under military rule at the time, was moving right along
smartly to its first democratic election in a while. So everything was — the ground was
just shifting in the whole Southern Cone. These were major countries, and to bring back
democracy and see the end of military rule was one of our major foreign policy
achievements during that period.

I'll never forget, when we had the election, Julio Sanguinetti won it, and...
Q: He was a Blanco?

STAPLES: A Colorado, the leader of the Colorado party. And for the inauguration,
Secretary of State George Schultz came down with a large delegation. We had a great
experience when the came to Montevideo, and that sent a huge message that was very
warmly received. And he himself, personally, spent time at the embassy, thanked
everybody, all of our local people.

The military government welcomed him, and then after they said their welcomes and so
forth, they left and then the civilian government coming in had to do the same thing, and
that was the transition. But it went very well.

And one sign of how well we succeeded, I was told that before I had arrived, the previous
year or two, for the ambassador's July 4 reception at the Residence, he had separate
rooms for the military government, the business community and the political party
leaders. They would not even talk together, even though they came to the Residence.

That last year, right before the election was held, things had progressed to a point where
in the Residence they were all together, mingling and talking, the leaders from the Broad
Front including people who had come back from exile from Europe, the Colorados and
Blancos, all the business figures and they were all in the same room, all mingling, all
talking about the future and how they were going to work together. And, you know, the
interesting thing, Stu, is that it's a small country. They all knew each other.
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They had gone to school with each other. They all had lived together and their families
were related. They all knew each other and were ready to turn the page. And I thought
looking at the different groups together at that reception that it really signified that we

had done our job.

Q: Well, this is a story that I've heard in a number of countries, where the American
embassy or the American consular general — this is true in South Africa, but many other
places. This is the one place where all sorts of people can all get together.

STAPLES: Exactly.

Q: Because, otherwise, everything else was tainted sort of- How did we avoid being seen
as, particularly Ronald Reagan who is perceived, probably unfairly, as being such a right
winger.

STAPLES: Well, I really again go back to the key role that Tom Aranda carried out as
our ambassador. Tom was a little concerned when I said, "You know, the next group
you're going to meet with and have at the Residence need to be returned exiles and
leaders of the leftist groups" The DCM and Pol Counselor were concerned how that
might be viewed in Washington. But I said, "We're going to be do an up front reporting
cable and we're going to tell Washington we did it, right?" And we did it and it proved to
be no problem.

The press and political leaders would say, "But we know, you're really supporting the
Colorados, you're really supporting the Blancos." And I would say, "Oh, really? Who'd
we meet with last week?" And you'd tell them who you met with and who you had lunch
with. We really went out of our way to talk to everybody, and our message was the same.
We only wanted democracy to return. It was up to the Uruguayan people who they chose
as the next leaders of the country. And we were truly the honest broker in this sense.

Q. Now, was everybody sort of on the country team, including the attachés, the station
and labor, the other people on the country team, did you feel that you were part of a
team, or were there ones that had favorites or not?

STAPLES: No, we had a very good country team and everybody was on board with the
policy. We were going to talk to everybody, our message was the same. We wanted the
election to take place as scheduled. Democracy's coming back. Whoever the Uruguayans
pick, that's fine. The military is going to go.

There were some differences amongst certain organizations as to whether the military
would really let it happen, and those of us who thought they would were right and
another organization or two, who were on board, but they were sending messages back to
Washington, as we found out later, saying it wasn't going to happen. But, in the end, we
were right.
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Q: Well, what was your impression of, let's say, the Colorado types?

STAPLES: The Colorado types were sort of like modern Democrats today, if you will, if
you can think of it that way. Very open, very gregarious, very much wanting things back
the way they had been before military rule, but they knew they had to modernize a bit.
And very — I don't know, probably social democrats would be something, a way to
describe them, if you're thinking about — if you want to label someone.

But the Blancos were a different sort. They were very conservative. They were
historically representing the farming classes, conservative ranchers. They thought that
there ought to be some changes to the way the state had been run and that there ought to
be more restrictions on who could vote, that people should be property owners and that
people with better educations should be in leadership positions.

They were also very much tied to a father figure on their side, long time politician Wilson
Ferreira. His word was law. The Blanco youth leaders sort of chafed at this. They wanted
change, but things move slowly in Uruguay.

The Colorado Party leader was Julio Sanguinetti. He and his senior colleagues agreed not
do anything stupid, no demonstrations to give the military an excuse to cancel the
elections. And the one thing they didn't want was to have the Frente Amplio, the leftists,
the folks with links to exiles and Tupamaros to win this thing, because that for sure
would have given the military perhaps an excuse to lose it.

It was interesting, too, you remember hearing about the pot banging of the ladies in the
evening?

Q: Well, I heard about that in Chile.

STAPLES: In Chile. Well, we had a few of those in Montevideo, too, a couple of nights
when the military would close a newspaper for a few days or imprison an editor or
somebody would come on and say, "If things don't change, we may have to rethink the
election date." Well, that night, the ladies would all get out and bang their pots for about
30 minutes all through the city, and the next two days later after we talked to people and
so forth, someone would come out and say, "Well, he didn't really mean that. The
election date is set and we're going forward, but we have to do it responsibly."

Q: Well, I would think that sort of the left-wing students would be chafing at the bit.

STAPLES: Were chafing at the bit, but they were being held down by their leaders, and
no violent demonstrations, because everybody understood, and that was my message to
the students and the radicals, who I met with. I met with them and would say, "I
understand what you're saying and you're angry about the arrests that have happened.
And your brother, your brother's been missing. He's probably dead, isn't he? We know
that. But is the way to honor him, is the way to get what you want, to do something that
causes the military to cancel the election?"
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A lot of them got it. A lot of them wanted to hear us say it again and again and again. A
lot of them knew it very well.

Q: I found it sort of astounding that this country, way down the line, had basically
European ties and not American ties. It's so easy to say American, but that's what we are.
Did you run across that problem?

STAPLES: Oh, I did.
Q: When people say, why do you call yourselves American? I mean, we're all American.

STAPLES: Oh, yes, or people would say, "Oh, I'm an American." And they'd say, "Well,
soam L."

Q: But, anyway, did you get from any elements, "What the hell are you talking about?
This is our country and why are you interfering and all that?"

STAPLES: No, no. I never did, because most people honestly thanked us, because we
were the only ones with influence to pressure the military, to make sure that the transition
to democracy would happen on schedule.

Q: Well, I mean, was it sort of the feeling that they'd tossed a date out sometime before
and sort of, well, we can negotiate and all that. In other words, we were holding them to
a promise that they probably hadn't taken very seriously.

STAPLES: I think that initially that may have been true. The military rulers probably put
it out there so there wouldn't be any pressure after what happened in Argentina. And then
we praised them for this and welcomed their decision and there were messages from
Washington and from the Ambassador. The local press would interview the Ambassador
and he would say that we now have a date for the transition. It gives the political parties
time to come back to life and reorganize and to hold a responsible campaign, to think
about how they're going to reenter politics. It gives the military time to work with the
parties so everyone can come together, etc.

And, before you knew it, that date was in stone, and that was good. That was very good.

Q: This is often very important, just to take what may be a pie-in-the-sky promise and
hold them to it.

STAPLES: Hold them to it, yes.
Q: Let's talk about the Europeans. They had embassies and all, and the exiles as a group

basically headed to the — Scandinavian and other countries, particularly the socialist left
in that area was always very supportive.
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STAPLES: Some were in East Germany and other places, too.
Q: So what were they doing?

STAPLES: The other embassies in Montevideo, I must say, from my memory, were
doing nothing. I don't know how many times I've served in countries where the European
embassies were just missing in action, very small or inactive, and that was the case in
Montevideo.

They were not big players at all. They were never in the press. They never said much. I
can't remember meeting many other diplomats. They just weren't there. They just weren't
around.

Q: This is sort of a theme, as I've been doing these interviews — I've done probably over
1,000 now. The question always comes up, and I can't help coming away with the
impression that sort of the United States is really an indispensable country. I mean, there
are plenty of things we do wrong, and our blunders are well publicized and all. But when
you try to think about what would the world be like if the United States was out of the
picture, blunders and all, I mean, it's kind of horrible.

STAPLES: Exactly. The United States is without question an essential country, and not
just because of our perceived status as the superpower. But in Uruguay, it was driven
home again to me the importance of how we are perceived in terms of our values. We are
a country that stands for decency, that democracy is not just a word. We mean it. That
people have suffered or been under a dictatorship and we say we want to help them and
have them have a say in their lives, have a democratic kind of life, a better life. We mean
it and we back it up. That message was really driven home by what we did in
Montevideo.

Q: What was the role of USIA?

STAPLES: USIA had a huge role. The PAO (public affairs officer) there was a man
named John Graves.

Q: Public affairs officer.

STAPLES: Public affairs officer was John Graves. I liked him a lot, and he along with his
Cultural Officer Pamela Corey Archer, did outstanding outreach by having events that
brought people together, where they reinforced our policy messages. They were really
excellent with the editors, as well, saying, look, you're trying to play the game like they
play in Africa, the got-you game, looking for the one quote to show the U.S. really is
taking sides. And they made it clear, as we did, we're not playing that game. We mean
what we say. And if you want to have continued access to us, if you want that interview
with the Ambassador, quite trying to plant something, trying to foment something. It's
pointless.
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USIA also ran and managed, as I said, the Alianza, the big building downtown with the
cultural outreach, the media training and also the English language program. If there's
one thing that we could do today to reassert and strengthen our influence in the world, we
ought to start teaching English again, around this world. Because that was the best
program ['ve seen and all over this world, and when we stopped that, when we did with
USIA and we cut down or contracted it out to like AMIDEAST (America-Mideast
Educational and Training Services) and companies like this in the Arabian Gulf, it's not
the same.

But the chance for these people to come and learn, I remember the stories, the news on
the recent crisis in Cote d'Ivoire when it melted down, and people outside the French
embassy saying, "We want to learn English." And in Montevideo, it was essential,
because all those people who you sort of had to be careful with around the military, they
would come in the evenings to our Alianza and we could talk to them.

Somebody who had a brother who was tied to a former Tupamaro leader, that brother's
sister was an English student and you'd tell her about our policy and hope for the return
of democracy — she'd say "Thanks a lot," and you'd say, "How's your brother?" "OK. You
know, he wants to talk to you. Is that OK?" "Yes." For us, those were great ways to make
contacts.

Q: What about the visitors program, student exchange, that whole thing, of getting people
sort of to get away from Europe and take a look at the United States?

STAPLES: Well, we did some of that, but, regretfully, we couldn't do a lot and get the
people we wanted to go a lot because the military government wouldn't let them go.
Remember that we were working in a country ruled by a military dictatorship. They
carefully vetted who they wanted to go, and a lot of people who you might want to
identify to visit the US, it would immediately have made them suspect in the eyes of the
military.

Sometimes you'd sit down with the members of the military-controlled foreign ministry
and say, for example "We have slots for a media training program. Who do you suggest?"
Boom, up would come five names tied to a right-wing publication. But these weren't the
people who were going to be important to the future of the country. So you ended up
picking a couple because you had to and then convinced the government to accept three
others you really wanted to go, and those were your five. You had to walk a fine line.

Q: You were there now — well, first place, how did you find social life?

STAPLES: Social life was limited, and that's because Uruguayans are a private people, in
that atmosphere. It got better our last six months, after the transition to democracy
occurred. But a lot of people didn't want to invite or be seen to be too close to foreigners,
especially Americans. Under military rule you had people who denounced their
neighbors. You had to be careful.
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The big icebreaker, if you will, for us, and the way into somewhat of a social life was
through our daughter, because the people at her school — she went to a little Montessori
school. You'd get to meet the teachers and some of the other parents, and the Uruguayans
love children. The kids would go out on street to play and a parent would come out to
watch, and then two or three others, and pretty soon, the parents would all get together
and talk, keep an eye on the kids. So that's where there would be social opportunities.

The other aspect of social life I found interesting for the first time was, again, the Spanish
tradition, If we wanted to go out to a restaurant, they opened up about 10:30 at night. We
did things the European style.

I remember when I first arrived, David Nelson, the officer I was replacing said, "You’re
in for a treat." Julio Sanguinetti, the leader of the Colorado Party, who may be the next
president, wants to have a dinner and he wants to invite you so he can get to know you. I
said, "Great," so he said, "I'll pick you up tonight and take you." I said, "Great, what
time?" He said, "I'll pick you up at eleven-thirty." Oh, really? And he did, and we ate
about one o’clock in the morning! So we had to adjust to that.

Uruguay has, interestingly enough, Stu, a very small black community from Brazil, I
guess, former slaves, who are still there, with a rich culture tradition. They kept a very
low profile during the military years, and I didn’t get to know any of them. They were
keeping their heads down. Some of them were linked to trouble in the ‘70s and had had
their citizenship canceled, or had been expelled to Brazil. Only one person in our mission
got to know some of them. But now I hear that their community is flourishing again, in
Montevideo, and most people don’t know that. Not an Indian community, but a small
community, historically, of former slaves, and I found that to be extremely interesting, in
Montevideo.

Q: Bring me up to date, what’s the history of Uruguay. How did it come about?

STAPLES: Oh, gosh. Settled by Spanish and Italian immigrants about the same time as
they came to Argentina, the 1800s or so. Mainly farmers. At one time, Uruguay had — it
was quite wealthy, because of wool. It had trading, and so forth. That market collapsed.
Montevideo looks like an old European capital. There’s casinos in the grand European
style. You’ll find pictures of people in the 1890s and in the ‘30s, train travel, ships to
Europe and back and forth. Beef as well, like in Argentina, which was a major export.
But sandwiched between the two giants, Argentina and Brazil, it’s always been sort of the
poor cousin. As I say, I think we had the Armour Company with a meatpacking plant
there in the ‘20s. Very highly educated people, by the way, literacy rate 98% or better.
Our maid used to ask for time off to go to the opera!

But it kept out of war. It was not...

Q: Didn’t get involved in the Chaco War, and that sort...
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STAPLES: Didn’t get involved in anything like that. No problems with Paraguay or
anything like that.

Q: I think Paraguay — I mean, it’s way up the river, but did Paraguay — I mean, was
Montevideo sort of the entrepot for Paraguay or not?

STAPLES: Not really, not really. More the way Paraguay is more tied closely to Brazil
and Argentina, I think, not so much Uruguay. No. But Montevideo was a quiet place, and
a place of apartments, and so forth, and people like to stroll on the rambla, drink mate,
which is sort of a tea drink.

Q: The one with the straw?

STAPLES: The metal straw, and they hold it under their arm this way. A place of great
literary tradition. A lot of writers and artists have been produced in the past. Many of
them had, of course, gone into exile during military rule.

Q: Let me just stop here, for just one second. Well, George, by the time you left, the new
government was in?

STAPLES: Yes. We had elections in November of ’84, and the actual inauguration of the
new president, the actual transition was March 1, 1985, with Secretary Schultz’s visit.
And as I remember, I left that summer and we had — it was quite a year, one that was very
good.

One thing I didn’t mention, here, that also helped me in my career a little later —
remember, in San Salvador I had worked as the econ commercial officer for a little bit of
time. Trade fair, and all that. When I got there, we had — shortly after I arrived there, we
also had our econ counselor, a senior person, became very ill and left the country. So I
did all the things I’m telling you about and for some few months, I went and headed the
whole Economic Section. Even doing that, I wrote the human rights report while
handling all the commercial work. Looking ahead at the transition to democracy, we
concluded a bilateral textile agreement with the Uruguayans, and a few other trade
agreements that [ was very pleased with. It was my first time supervising a commercial
staff. We went out of our way to make sure that Uruguayan business people were made
aware of American products and American business services. A lot of that had not been
done; we just had a commercial library and whoever wanted to could come in and read
magazines. But we had not done extensive outreach, so I really pushed on that, and as a
result we had a number of American business people who indicated willingness after the
transition to democracy to come over from Argentina and consider investing. That
actually happened, and our colleagues at the embassy in Brasilia looked at what was
happening in Argentina and how things were opened in Uruguay, and they used that as
arguments to further push along the Brazilian military rulers to follow through with their
own democratic transition.
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Q: Let’s talk a bit about the inauguration. Was there much representation from Europe at
all at that?

STAPLES: No, no. We were shocked. I think a couple of foreign ministers came, no
heads of state. But Secretary Schultz — you know, it was funny, there was one, big nice
hotel in Montevideo in those days, and the Uruguayans were going to give us one floor.
We eventually took every floor but two. You know how US missions are with the
Secretary of State. And the Uruguayans at first were quite upset that we pushed so hard,
but on the other hand, nobody was really coming from Europe, so they really didn’t need
the extra rooms, in the end.

The big delegation was headed by Secretary Schultz. All the coverage was about
Secretary Schultz. Ronald Reagan had sent a personal message, which was publicized all
over the papers. There was nothing from out of Europe. I felt like you did, and I told the
Uruguayans, I said, "What’s going on?" and they said, "Well, we’re descended from
them, but we aren’t really close to them."

Q. Were we doing anything military-wise?
STAPLES: No.
Q: I mean, I was wondering whether we were trying to sell them planes or...

STAPLES: No, not at all. Now, again, it was the military regime. We were not doing any
military sales, not in the least. The support they had had come from the Argentine
military, and that had gone away.

Q: By the time you left, had the Malvinas/Falklands thing pretty well died out?

STAPLES: Yes. That had died away, and the Uruguayans would say that — at first, when
I came, they were not so pleased that the Argentines had lost. It looked like the big
Western European powers had ganged up on them. By the time I left, no one was talking
about it. But if they did, the theme was the Argentines were so stupid, and who did they
think they were to take on the UK?

Q: All right. The new government takes over. How well would you say they got into
place?

STAPLES: They got into place well. The first thing they did, which was extremely smart
— Sanguinetti made it very clear that there was going to be no retribution against the
military. That was part of the deal, but he did it publicly. I don’t believe they pushed
through — they did not push through a general amnesty law, but they just made it clear
that they were not going to go after people, and in fact, there were a couple of junior
people in the foreign ministry who he allowed to stay on. Some of the members of the
military government they sort of took care of. He appointed, I think, one ambassador who
had been an ambassador in the military regime somewhere else.
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The Blancos and the Frente Amplio were so pleased to be back in the Parliament again
that they didn’t complain too much, and the Frente Amplio did very well in the elections,
came very close to winning the mayoralty of Montevideo, which is a big deal. So they
had a basis to establish themselves and go forward. And our message after the transition,
“ Okay, don’t mess it up. Now you have to show that you can be constructive partners.
You have to recognize that Uruguayan democracy is fragile, and you’ve got to work
together to make sure that it continues, and that it’s strong.” That message was well
received.

Q: Did you find that when the new government took over, that you were kind of the
repository of an awful lot of missing and other elements of stuff? If nothing else, sort of
turning your files over to anybody?

STAPLES: No, we didn’t do that. They established, as I recall, a commission to look into
human rights issues, and that commission not only knew what I had, or what we had, so
to speak, but now that the military government was gone, a lot more people who had been
afraid started to come forward, and the word out of Argentina by that time, now, Alfonsin
had been in almost two years. That’s when we first really started hearing about up to
10,000 missing, and the mothers were starting to first begin to march. And that’s when,
shortly before I left, they were starting to put out word in Uruguay that up to a 1,000
people had been missing, the first stories of some of them, who had been pushed out of
helicopters over the water, and that kind of thing, was coming up. And not then — I can’t
remember, Stu — but then, or shortly thereafter, there were arrests of one or two military
people who were known torturers, and so forth. But the new government didn’t go after
the senior people.

I remember that we had, about that time, too, after the inauguration, I think, a visit from
the Spanish Prime Minister and a visit or two from some senior people in Europe. Some
trade talks, and so forth. They weren’t there as the big guys pushing with us, before the
transition. So these were just sort of nice visits. They weren’t really too important.

Q: Starting from when you arrived through the whole thing: how would you describe the
role of the Church, and did we get involved? Of course we 're talking of the Catholic
Church.

STAPLES: Yes, and I asked that question as well, when I first came, because of course,
the role of the Church was so important in Central America. So I got to Uruguay and I
said, "Well, who’s in this with us?" Well, some of the students, especially the news
media, the newspapers and the editorial writers and so forth, intellectuals, the political
parties. And I said, "What about the Church?" Uruguayans, to my surprise — and they’re
again, unique in this way — are very, very secular people. Supposedly Catholic, but very
few people go to church. And in fact, Christmas, they call it something else. They call it
the dia of something else, and you don’t find Christmas lights or Christmas trees or
displays. Those who are really Catholic have those such things in their homes. No
decorations in the street, nobody gets off for Christmas, it’s the dia de la familia. Very,
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very anticlerical, in a sense, which was unusual for me, I couldn’t get used to it. Uruguay
is one of the most secular nations in the world.

Q: It sounds like a happy hunting ground for the Pentecostal churches, because they re
all over Latin America and winning hands down, usually.

STAPLES: Yes, Mormons, or whatever. But yes, not then, of course, because in light of
the so many military dictatorships there. A small group of Jehovah’s witnesses were very
persecuted, arrested, thrown out. But not a Catholic country. On paper, maybe, but not a
Catholic country at all. The Church — I don’t remember ever meeting anyone from the
Church. We didn’t go and call on Church leaders.

Q: The papal nuncio was not a figure?

STAPLES: No. I don’t even think there was a papal nuncio. Uruguayans like their
beaches, and they like their life and they don’t spend much time on religion. You don’t
find crucifixes or anything for sale. You don’t find people wanting time off to go to
Mass. Not in Uruguay. Again, what a change from Central America, where I served.

Q: Well, then, you left there in the summer of — what was it — '87?
STAPLES: 1 left there in summer of ’85.
Q: So where did you go?

STAPLES: Well, I went to another country where Spanish was spoken, Equatorial
Guinea, off the coast of West Africa.

Q: Oh, boy, so all you had to is skip across the Atlantic.

STAPLES: It’s right across the water. It was one of those things where I got this call
from Washington, and somebody said, "You know, you’ve seen two posts in the WHA
and Latin America and you’ve done real well." Oh, and Montevideo was also quite
important because I got tenured. That meant the State Department decided I could stick
around. But the HR assignment officer said, "Well, how would you like to go to a place
where you could be the number two at a little embassy and the people speak Spanish? 1
said, "OK, where’s that?" And they said, "Malabo." And I said, "Where’s that?"
"Equatorial Guinea, off the coast of West Africa, Central Africa." I said, "Really?" And
they said, "Yes, and your family can come and there’s no political violence and you
might find it interesting." So I talked it over with the family and we said OK.

We looked it up, and it seemed to be have beaches and a was in a nice little part of
Africa. I told Rick Melton, the DCM who later became Ambassador to Brazil, what I was
doing, and he said, "Why do I know that name?" He said, "Wait a minute. Is that where
those two guys killed each other in the vault?" I said, "What?" Well, I did a little research
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and yes, that’s where one of the more infamous State Department crimes had happened,
but before my time.

Q. I mean, we've had several accounts of people who have investigated it, there have
been books written on it.

STAPLES: Oh yes. Well, it happened, and the interesting thing was John Graves, who
was the Public Affairs Officer in Montevideo, was in Cameroon at the time when it
happened, across the water, and they got the frantic call from the guy who had murdered
the other person. So John and two other people went over to the island to check it out,
and of course, were immediately arrested by then President Macias’s thugs. John's stories
are legion about how they finally found the body after the other person fled to the hills
before he was eventually tracked down and arrested. Well, that’s where we went next, to
Malabo, Equatorial Guinea.

Q: OK. You were there from when to when?

STAPLES: I was there from September of 1985 until — let me refresh my memory — the
summer of 1987. Two years.

Q: Describe where it is and all.

STAPLES: Equatorial Guinea — Malabo, the capital, is on an island, Bioko island, off the
coast of Cameroon, and there’s a land mass to the part of the country that’s to the south
of Cameroon. So there’s a continental part of the country, and part of the country is an
island, where the capital, Malabo, is located. A very interesting history there. Back in the
1800s it was ruled by the British