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CARL F. NORDEN
Consular Officer
Prague (1940)

Carl Norden attended boarding school in Switzerland where he became bilingual
in English and German. He served in Yugoslavia during World War I1I. He then
received a Master's in political science from Harvard and worked for City Bank for



six years before he entered the Service. He has served in Prague; Paramaribo,
Suriname,; Havana, Cuba and with ARA. This interview was conducted in 1991 by
Ambassador Horace G. Torbert.

Q: You went to Prague by way of the Foreign Service school, did you get some training? Were you
doing the same thing in Prague as in Berlin?

NORDEN: No. I went to Prague because there was a scandal, a visa scandal. Our local staff had
been selling visas, I was sent to put a stop to it which I did.

Q: I had one of those in Salzburg after the war. Did you leave Prague because Prague was
invaded?

NORDEN: It already had been invaded when I went there. The Germans treated the natives quite
well, their motto was give the Czechs plenty of beer and feed them well and they will make no
trouble for us. Which it turned out to be so, the Czechs were not about to make any trouble of any
kind.

GEORGE F. BOGARDUS
Vice Consul
Prague (1945-1948)

George F. Bogardus was born in lowa in 1917 and graduated from Harvard
University in 1939. He served in the U.S. Army in 1941 and joined the Foreign
Service in 1941. His overseas posts included Canada, Kenya, Czechoslovakia,
Algeria, Germany, and Vietnam. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on

April 10t 1996.
Q: You were in Prague from when to when?
BOGARDUS: December 5 of '45 until Easter of '48. That was a most fantastic period.

Q: We want to talk about this, but first, how did you get there? I mean, this was right after the war.
Things must have been in pretty bad shape.

BOGARDUS: That was an odyssey, it certainly was.
Q: Your wife came with you?

BOGARDUS: Yes. We took the Queen Elizabeth from Halifax. It was still a troop ship, basically,
but they allowed some civilians on board. That took us to Southampton. Our objective was Prague
and I had written ahead to the ambassador (you had to do this sort of thing). On the way, I said,
"How are we going to communicate with these people? They all know German as a second
language, but we know that's very unpopular.” It just happened that Czech colleagues who had



been in their consular service in Montreal, who had met me earlier, were going back, too. So, |
wandered around to them and said, "How do you say, 'I'm an American and I don't know how to
speak Czech. Do you speak English perhaps?" "No, no, of course not." And then, "French
maybe?" "No, no." "Well, what about German?" "Oh, yes." So, they did, they told us. That was
very, very useful at that time because in Prague they were grabbing people who looked Germanic
and putting them into a little concentration camp until they found out whether they were Germans.
It worked like a charm, especially for my wife, who has some German ancestry, partly, and looks
pale and blue-eyed and so forth. It worked. When we got there we went through the routine, and
invariably the Czech answer was "Natuerlich, Was wollen Sie?".

Q: Did you take a train?

BOGARDUS: Oh, that's right. The train took us from Southampton to London. We stayed around
several days there in London. The embassy was trying to figure out, "How are we going to get
these people off on their way?" Eventually, they got us on a Channel boat to France and Paris, a
train, the boat train. We arrived in Paris and nobody knew we were coming. It was not terribly
easy, but as soon as they did find out we were there, then the Embassy was very helpful. It was late
in November. When we got word that we were going to fly to Prague, I sent a telegram to the
American embassy, the ambassador, saying, "Here we are. We're going to be there." Well, the
airline said the airplane was not going to fly after all. Two days later, we finally did take off. It was
to go to Prague. We put down near Frankfurt and they said, "No, we've been diverted. This plane
goes to Berlin." Eventually, they flew us to Prague. So, it was a three, four, or five day delay in all
this. When we arrived in Prague airport, the only American around was a man to meet the courier...
Well, he was designated to meet the courier and trade pouches. He wasn't going to pay a bit of
attention to us. And we didn't know, for example, the word for "men" and "women" at the airport.
And my wife took our little daughter, who was two years old that day into the men's room.
Anyway, that's the sort of thing. Eventually, we got a colleague -- we called downtown. We got
through to the embassy to the duty officer, Walter Birge. He was a third secretary like me. Then
our odyssey was over, except not entirely because we stayed in the Alcron Hotel for several days,
which is one of the two finest hotels, or had been pre-war. But it had just been vacated by the
Russian officers who left their lice behind in the beds (bedbugs). The milk was not in bottles at all,
all food was severely rationed. We had a hard time, especially with this little two-year-old
daughter. You'd go across the street to the milk store and take your own pail. There was no real
cereal even, no real bread even. The coffee was ersatz. Well, the embassy helped us out a bit more,
but even they couldn't do so much, except the ambassador got us a supply of canned milk a few
days later.

His name was Laurence Steinhardt from New York. He was a non-career ambassador but he was
the first ambassadorial or chief of mission appointment by Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1933, who
sent him as minister to Stockholm. Then he went to Peru after that, and then to Moscow during the
early part of the war, and then they had gone to Ankara and finally to Prague. The Steinhardts had
arrived in early June of '45, six months earlier. The chancery is a big, old building, the Schonbrunn
Palace that the U.S. government bought in 1921. It's baroque, one of the finest places. It's very old
and extremely interesting.

We didn't get settled into our house really until early January of '46. The embassy gave us the



German equivalent of a jeep, called a "Hanomag," which apparently had been to Stalingrad and
back. The motor jumped from extra low to high gear. It was entirely open in the winter, and the
winter can be quite cold there. But the Czechs were so eager to see foreigners that they
immediately said, "Oh, we're a western people. Remember, we're a western people." That's true.
I'm going on and on and on here.

Also in January my father in Des Moines very naively forwarded through to me in the open mail in
an official brown envelope with official letterhead a routine appreciation of my loyal services to
the OSS! This arrived by mailman after having undoubtedly been opened and scrutinized by the
Czech intelligence, including the Communist Party. There was nothing I could do to make them
believe that I had left the OSS. Years later, in 1955, the East German Communist Party printed a
book ostensibly of all CIA covert agents, and there I was, correctly listed as in Hamburg. Of
course, we chuckled at their wasting energy watching my espionage actions.

At the same time I did get a letter through APO mail from my cousin, Katherine Bogardus, a
school teacher in Clinton, Illinois. She asked me to get in contact with a Czech lady, a Mrs. Kohak
with whom she had gone to college before the War in Monmouth College, Illinois. Most
fortuitously, at the same time John Bruins, the DCM, told me to carry an official request for the
regular exchange of the Congressional Record with the equivalent of the Czechoslovak National
Assembly. And, who was the National Assembly Archivist, but Dr. Miloslav Kohak? It was his
wife who was Katherine's friend. We quickly started the permanent exchange of the two records,
and my wife and I became good friends with the Kohaks. And through him I received the basic
biographical data on all members of the Assembly, officially confidential for Czech officials.
Although the Department encouraged confidential biographic reporting, I never received any
recognition from the Department or the Embassy for this minor coup.

Q: Can you tell me a bit about Steinhardt and how he ran the embassy and your impression of
Steinhardt? He's a major figure in American diplomacy of that period.

BOGARDUS: You've heard about him already?
Q: Oh, I've heard about him, but I'd like to hear your impressions about his way of operating.

BOGARDUS: He was a very astute and shrewd individual. I remember talking to him four or five
months after we got there, just chatting around one afternoon with other people there. Fortune
magazine had published the pictures of a number of ambassadors of various kinds. They classified
them as professional, semi-professional, and amateur. Fortune put him in the semi-professional. I
said, "Are you pleased with your classification, Mr. Ambassador?" He said, "No, that's not right.
I've had on-the-job training for 12 years now, running embassies and legations!" That was quite
right. So, he was very, very shrewd.

In early May of '46, there was the first big election. The communists and Social Democrats as the
two joint Marxist parties were really running against the democratic parties - the National

Socialists or the Benes Party, and the People's Party, which was largely Catholic, coalition on the
democratic side. Of course, we had the very best relations with those two. As the results came in,
we were there in the national headquarters of the Ministry of Interior in Prague. It turned out that



the communists were getting a plurality and, with the Social Democrats in their coalition, they
were going to have 53% or 51% of the national legislature. All these journalists were hovering
around Ambassador Steinhardt, getting his comment on the returns which were most
unsatisfactory to our side. He was basically an attorney and very strong for property rights. In this
case, he was really acting like an attorney in a criminal case. They would come at him and he
would begin with an oblique answer which was just five degrees off-line, not direct, and maybe
add a little more comment, going farther, farther, farther from the subject. Five minutes later, he
was still going strong, talking about something entirely different. He got away from the subject
beautifully. I just admired that. That was very useful at that point.

I must say also that, later on, he could be quite severe and properly so, too. He discovered that three
of our secretaries of the embassy were ordering through the embassy commissary large amounts of
hard liquor from abroad. One instance came up in which three young female secretaries each
ordered 10 cases of whiskey. That really caused him to blow his top. He said, "You're lucky. I'm
going to let you have one each. The rest of it is available for the whole staff." But he really gave
them a reaming out for that, very properly.

Q: They were selling it, I take it?

BOGARDUS: Well, that was the surmise. At that point, my wife and I could have bought lots of
things with cigarettes. We certainly didn't want to do it, absolutely wouldn't. We know one other
embassy colleague in the USIA, who acquired large Oriental rugs, unfortunately. Two cigarettes
would be a very good tip at that point. If you could offer a carton, you could get a lot of things. You
could buy furniture, and so forth. We bought a few things at a public auction in crowns. The other
part of it was that a big mistake had been made before we got there, probably by the Army, and our
Treasury Department should not have acquiesced to this. At the end of the war, they agreed that the
exchange rate should be 50 crowns to the dollar. After a bank fee, we were getting 49 3/4 crowns
per dollar, which was ridiculous. Day after day, the Herald Tribune reported the dollar was being
traded for 225-300 in Zurich or Basel. That went on and on until we came home in 1948. [
complained about that bitterly to Bartley Gordon, who was sort of debriefing me. I think they
finally wised up to that error. It was bad for the embassy's accounts, too. All the other embassies
were dealing surreptitiously in the black market -- we felt confident they were. The French, the
British, the Dutch, the Belgians, and so forth.

Q: What was your job at the embassy?

BOGARDUS: My main job was to look at the Prague newspapers, a whole gamut of them, each
sponsored by one of the six political parties, four Czech and two Slovaks, and pick out things that
should be translated. I would give them their thing, "You do this," and so forth, from the various
parties. The other thing I did was, I gave passes to get on the airplane, which we had once a week,
to fly from Prague to Frankfurt. We had control of that, of the passengers. But that was a very small
part of my work.

One thing that happened, which is interesting -- the way it turned out was unfortunate -- a young
Pole came in. He was a priest, I think. I think he was dressed as a priest. I'm not quite sure, maybe
not. But he turned out to have a clerical passport from the Cardinal Bishop of Krakow. I forget his



name, but I recognized it once. It was not a regular passport at all. It was a clerical one, just valid
within the Church. He said, "Won't you help, as we've got a lot of Bibles that we want to send out."
Well, I'm sure there were a lot of other things as well. I was sympathetic to that. I said, "Sure, it's all
right with me, but you'll have to go across town to talk with another office." There was an
international pair of officers, one American and one French, who had to okay what I did as well. I
made the mistake of telling our guy, Kovach, who was a Hungarian-American on the phone, that
somebody special was coming, and the police nabbed them on their way over there. I felt very
sorry about it. There were Polish troops in Germany and certainly at the end of the war in Western
Europe, too, and they wanted to try to get together, I suppose. That's a shame.

Q: During this '46 to '48 period, from your observation, what was the political situation in
Czechoslovakia and what was our role?

BOGARDUS: Well, we were trying to help them resurrect the pre-war democracy, the democratic
republic, in every way we could. The cards were stacked very firmly against us. One thing I did for
the ambassador was, very directly, from him in 1946. There was a ground control approach system
out at the airport that we had supplied on a temporary basis. We received orders (and this was a big
mistake) from Paris in ordinary mail, I think it was (something like that), in clear anyway, that they
could read, saying, "Give it to the Czechs." The ambassador saw this and said, "Oh, that's not right.
They shouldn't get things just free. They should pay something for it, to make it valuable for
them." This was his attitude about American property that had been stolen, taken, expropriated
abroad. He was very keen on this. So, he said, "It's worth $250,000, this ground control approach.
I want you to get $125,000 out of this. We'll let them grab it for that." So, we started off the
negotiations and I said, "$125,000, not crowns." Well, we went back and forth for about three
weeks. They complained about this and that. Finally, they came out. They called me over there and
they pulled out this original instruction, or maybe it was a later one, which was a clear telegram.
They just handed it over to me and said, "What do you think of this?" I was terribly embarrassed,
of course. So I said, "Well, that doesn't agree with what I've heard. The ambassador doesn't think
that's right" and so forth, and so I left and went back. Finally, we settled with them for $90,000 in
dollars and a balance of $35,000 in crowns. But I had to threaten them by saying, "Well, otherwise,
we have another candidate for this in Austria. They would like to have this, too." That was a lie, but
it was a diplomatic lie and it had good cause in that case. So, that took a bit.

One other thing that happened when we were there, in the spring of 1946. Well, a number of things
happened. In March of '46, the Czechs sent us a formal third person note, saying, "Greetings" and
all that sort of thing and, "We have a number of German aliens here, several hundred thousand of
them, that we would like to send over to the American zone. Please tell us how soon you will
receive them."

Q: These were Sudeten Deutsche?

BOGARDUS: Leftover. Our occupation authorities in Frankfurt refused a couple of times. Then,
finally, the third time (this was oral), they came back and said, "Well, if you Americans won't
receive them into the American zone, we're sure that our Russian friends will receive these people
into the Russian zone." Eisenhower and everybody else was saying, "We can't feed everybody
who's already here," but within three weeks, the trains began filling up. By the end of the month,



we were sending out 50 trainloads of Sudeten Germans a day to Nuremberg and points west. That's
exactly the way it happened. They had us on a barrel and they were not going to relent. Our
democratic politicians said, "Hell, we've got this election coming up in May and we couldn't
possibly refuse to expose that. We couldn't stand up for these Sudeten Germans, even though we
know that, for the long term, it's a terrible brain drain and a loss to the economy, et cetera. But it's
the only thing. We have to. Otherwise, the Commies will win everything." So, that's the way it
happened. The commentator Dorothy Thompson raged about it, to no avail.

Just about that time, too, Marshal Tito came to town. I happened to be out and watched that. It was
very difficult. You couldn't see him. There were three big limousines that were all black. The
security was severe. All windows closed in town, and sharpshooters on roofs. Also just about that
time, [ remember this. There was a circular telegram to every post in the world from the
Department, saying, "There is this man, Josef Broz Tito who has come to power in Yugoslavia. If
anyone knows any biographical information about this man, please report at once. We want to
know everything we possibly can about his background and who he is and so forth, his
personality." That was an interesting thing. That was the first time I had ever seen that.

Q: Did you have any contact with the political parties in Czechoslovakia?
BOGARDUS: Oh, yes, a lot of them.
Q: How did that work?

BOGARDUS: My wife and I knew several politicians, Ivo Duchacek of the People's Party
(Catholics) and Jan Stransky, National Socialist (Benes) Party and Firt, a moderate of the Social
Democrats. I must say that they had originally been cultivated by the OSS man. By that time, it
was called SSU, I think. They had all come over from London, and had been in London together.
So, they knew each other. We had social parties with them. I had something else I wanted to say.
I'm 78 and I lose the trend of things.

Q: It's no problem.

BOGARDUS: I wanted to tell you this though. This is one of the things that I -- a fellow colleague,
a young officer, came up a few months after we were there, maybe in early February of '46, with
his wife. His name was Claiborne Pell. Had you heard that?

Q: Oh, yes, I interviewed him. He talked about his time there and in Bratislava.

BOGARDUS: This was before Bratislava.

Q: But please tell me about your impression. He's just retiring as a Senator.

BOGARDUS: Well, he doesn't respond to my letters anymore. I could tell you a damaging
incident about him, but there's no point in doing it. We first met him and his wife -- I went across

the room and I said, "I'll bet he's Princeton." Sure enough, he was. I didn't know, but there was
something about him. Princeton puts a cachet on people. Harvard men are very heterogeneous.



You can just sense it. He was very keen on dealing with the Marxists and trying to butter them up
a bit, or at least get information with the Fierlinger brothers. Zdenek Fierlinger was the Prime
Minister after '46. He had been the Czech ambassador in Moscow during the war. Then there was
his brother. I forget his brother's first name. He had been in the Office of War Information in New
York during the war. But he too was very, very susceptible to communism. Claiborne did try to
dialogue with these people a bit, maybe. I'm not implying anything wrong, not at all. He told me on
the side that one of his ambitions was to resurrect The North American Review, the ownership of
which he had inherited from his father. He thought it would be a good idea. It was quite clear from
his discussions and so forth that his desire at that time was to play the role of a British lord in the
House of Lords. Eventually, he did. Of course, The North American Review never was revived.

Q: Were there any prohibitions about opening a dialogue with the communists at this '46 to '48
period?

BOGARDUS: Well, I don't think we ever even inquired about it. We did see democratic officials
like Jan Masaryk once in a while. For a time, I worked in the same small office with Charles Yost
in this Embassy in the room just above the entrance down below from the street. He later became a
very prominent ambassador to the UN. I want to tell you something about him, since we're on to
Charles Yost. In July of '1947, if you recall, the US proposed the Marshall Plan. The Western
European governments all said, "Sure, that sounds great to us. We'll go in for it." The Czech
government said, "We're invited, too? We think that's fine." So, they very quickly agreed. It so
happened that two or three Polish cabinet ministers were in town when this occurred, including the
Foreign Minister, Jyrankowicz. They too said, "Well, that's fine. But we can't guarantee the Polish
government. As soon as we get back to Warsaw, we'll join you." The Czechs said, "Boy, that's
great. We're all going to go in on the Marshall Plan, the Poles and Czechoslovakia." Well, two or
three days later, the Czechs withdrew from the Marshall Plan.

Charles Yost, on that very weekend, was in charge of the embassy because the ambassador and the
DCM, John Bruins, were off on a boar hunt organized by the Czech Foreign Ministry, with all the
diplomatic corps. Charles wrote a smashing analytical analysis of this in a long telegram, saying,
"This means that the Kremlin, or Stalin, has definitely stopped this and will not permit it. It's very
likely that they will reestablish something like the Red Army in this country." That was eight
months before it actually happened. He sent this off when he was alone in charge, before the
ambassador came back. But I know this because he called three or four of us who were still in
there, political officers, read it aloud and said, "Now, any comment on this? Anybody disagree
with anything in there?" Nobody had anything to disagree with at all. So, it went off.

A couple of days later, I happened to have a good contact, who told me the following story. The

Czech government had received a stern command from Stalin by the Russian ambassador to send a
delegation up to Moscow, to the Kremlin, to explain the adherence to the Marshall Plan. So, they
sent three ministers: Jan Masaryk, the Foreign Minister, officially neutral in the Cabinet between
democrats and Marxists, Zdenek Fierlinger leftist Social Democrat Prime Minister, and Jan Drtina,
Minister of Justice of the Benes National Socialist Party. Don't be put off by "National Socialist."

Q: It had nothing to do with the old German National Socialists.



BOGARDUS: Far from it. So, the three of them went up in a special plane. On the way, they
agreed, "We'll have a little get-together before we go in to see Stalin. We'll freshen up and so forth.
We'll concert our position and what we'll say and so forth, and meet in 45 minutes, something like
that." They were lodged in the Kremlin. They separated, and Fierlinger didn't show up at the
appointed time. He showed up about a half hour late, trembling and sweating, white, very agitated.
He said, "Stalin called me in by myself. He said, "Y ou people are going to review this and revoke it
and refuse the Marshall Plan if you know what's good for your country and yourselves."' They
agreed they had to take the message and came back and that's what happened. Now, there was
another source who reported the same thing to somebody else, but I think I was among the very
first, at least, to get it. That report reached the Department by telegram about the time Yost's
despatch (or airgram) arrived.

Q: How heavy did you find when you were there, the hand of the Soviets? Were the Soviets calling
the shots or not?

BOGARDUS: Up to then, fairly pressing, but mostly persuasive. Well, calling the shots, yes, but
not heavy-handed, not especially. Just about this time, they began to do that. That was the time,
too, when the ambassador sent Claiborne Pell down to Bratislava to open it up in the Bristol Hotel.
He sent me down there later with an instruction for Claiborne. We visited the Pells and then came
back. But this really gives you the explanation why Czechoslovakia and the Marshall Plan did
include the Czechs.

Q: You left before the coup, I take it?

BOGARDUS: No, it began on February 20th. Early in February, the ambassador had gone home
for medical reasons and he did not come back until February 20. We were at Ruzyne Airport. We
knew there was the beginning of a severe Czech government crisis between the communists and
the non-communists. While we were waiting for the ambassador at Ruzyne Airport, our SSU
(ex-OSS) officer who was with us said, "I just learned that Soviet Ambassador Zorin just came in
from Moscow on the far side of the field." Then we met the ambassador.

That night the whole crisis became ominous. Finally, it came to a head on February 22 or 23. I felt
it my duty to go down to the center of town and see how things were developing there after
President Benes had given in. My wife was at home and there were wild Communist militia in the
neighborhood, running around with rifles and searching for enemies. She was terrified. Then, as
this developed, the big news journalists (The New York Times, Time Magazine, Post, and so forth)
descended on Prague, at the embassy especially, maybe 15 or 20 of them. It was a real ring ding
show. Finally, it was all over and the Iron Curtain was coming down. My wife received no less
than three telephone calls from other ladies, saying, "We invited you to a reception (dinner, etc.),
but under the circumstances, we must postpone." Of course, we understood.

Q: What was the attitude of the embassy and the officers? How much of a surprise was this and
was there a feeling of frustration?

BOGARDUS: Yes, definitely a feeling of frustration. We were cooperating with the British
embassy, too, in reporting this and how things were going. Things ended up very badly. What



really annoyed a lot of us was that Henry Wallace came out with a fatuous statement in New York.
He was running for President. He said, "Oh, you see, the Russians just stepped in ahead of the
Americans who were plotting a coup. Our Ambassador Steinhardt got back there, but he was too
late." That especially enraged me because my grade school was just 300 yards from Henry
Wallace's home in Des Moines, lowa. I had known his son, young Hank, fairly well. We always
bought our milk from the Wallace's dairy and all that sort of thing. So, I came up for home leave
some six weeks later, and I went into the ambassador. This just happened to be that way. It was
approaching Easter, and Jan Masaryk had died in the meantime.

Q: He had either jumped or been pushed out of a window.

BOGARDUS: That's right, yes. We saw his funeral with immense numbers of people. Just before
Easter, we came up for home leave and transfer, probably. So, I went to the ambassador and said,
"In view of my background with Henry Wallace and so forth, I would like to go there to New York
to talk to him. It's obvious that he is influenced by radically Marxists or Commies. He's honest, he's
not communist, he's not socialist even but he's partly under the influence of crypto-commies. I'd
like to get to him and speak to him and correct him and tell him, "What you said is a lot of baloney;
that the Ambassador went home for a private operation and was in the USA." The Ambassador
thought about it for a few minutes. He liked me quite a bit, but he said, "No, George, don't do it. It
wouldn't do any good. You couldn't get to him, and wouldn't persuade him." So, I followed orders
and did not. I wish I had been able to.

So, following that, we got off on home leave and he wrote me a very nice letter and said, "I hope
you'll come back and serve with me." Our daughter was just four years old at that point so I
respectfully declined to go back. I could have had a promotional push behind me, but I chose not to
because of my family.

Q: When you were there after the coup, was there the general feeling that something was going to
happen?

BOGARDUS: Yes. It was very dangerous any time after December. I heard from the Time
correspondent that he listened to Masaryk in December and Jan had said to them, "This is off the
record, gentlemen, but sometimes, I think my father made a big mistake in breaking up the
Austro-Hungarian Empire." Terrible, remarkable confession. We learned also that in early March
after the Iron Curtain came down, Jan Masaryk said to the coalition government- (You see, the
majority were communist by that time, but he was Foreign Minister still.) He said, "Well,
gentlemen, ['ve got a meeting coming up for the ICAO (International Civil Aviation Organization)
in Montreal this month and I'll be away for about a week." The rest of them just roared with
laughter. "You aren't going anywhere."

We also knew that he had a mistress there who lived just around on the other side of the square of
where Masaryk lived, which was the Foreign Office, the Cerninsky Palace. Marcia Davenport was
her name. She was a novelist, American. She called up Jack Guiney, our admin. officer at the
embassy and said, "Jan tells me that I am to leave right away. Will you take care of my refrigerator
and my automobile and the rest of my belongings (furniture, etc.)? I have to go right away." She
did. So, we did have some inkling that things were really very foreboding.



Q: I assume you were going out and talking to various people both in government and private life
to get the temperature of the times. Did you find any support for this coup by the communists?

BOGARDUS: I was not able to go out and talk with the people, no. They wouldn't want to talk. It
was too dangerous for them to talk with us -- that is, after Christmastime. There was very little of
that. Hardly anybody did any of that. One friend of ours came and said, "If you'd like to know a
good way to get people out, I can tell you a precise way over the mountains and Southern
Bohemia." I thanked him and passed the word along, but that was not for me. The ambassador had
instructed all of us not to get mixed up in any of this sort of thing, covert activity, which was very
frustrating for us. I should tell you that in October or November, a good friend of mine, Miloslav
Kohak, who had been head of the Czechoslovak YMCA and had also been incarcerated as a spy by
the Nazis and lost his teeth in a concentration camp previously, asked me whether he should accept
the job of being the principal editor of Suobodne Slovo, the National Socialist paper for the Benes
Party. We talked about it over lunch for maybe an hour or so. I said, "Well, you know, as a devout
Czech and a devout Christian, you do have to do that." He did, very capably, and suffered for it
later because he and his wife had to ski over the mountains with their two children. When we left,
we knew that was impending and took some of their luggage with us on a train and handed it over
to the Embassy in Paris, contrary to the ambassador's orders. I think that's about everything I have
to say about Steinhardt. He asked me to come back and I declined. Then we waited around and I
got orders to go to Algiers.

CLAIBORNE PELL
Consular Officer
Prague and Bratislava (1945-1948)

Born into a family of diplomats, Claiborne Pell joined the Foreign Service in 1945

after serving in the Coast Guard. His stations included Prague, Bratislava, Genoa,

and the Eastern European Desk. This interview was conducted on April 9, 1987.
Q: Did you ask for Czechoslovakia or Eastern Europe?
PELL: No, this was just a random assignment. [ know I would have loved to have fulfilled my
original assignment, that was as third secretary to Tirana, Albania, but unfortunately our mission
was closed at that time and I was sent to Czechoslovakia. Albania is the only country in Europe
that [ have never visited.
Q. Not many have been there since the war.
PELL: Virtually no Americans have been there.

Q: What were your duties when you first went to Prague?

PELL: I was in the consular section and my duties were to determine who was LPC (Likely Public



Charge) [a visa applicant who was likely to be unable to support him or herself] who would get
visas and who would not get visas. I was also the protocol officer.

Q. The ambassador there was Laurence Steinhardt, he has been described to me as somewhat a
tough character of the old school. How did you find him?

PELL: Laurence Steinhardt was very much an individualist, tough, competent, a lawyer. He
started out as a political appointee but acquired a great deal of service and expert knowledge. He
was a pretty darned good ambassador, although a fundamental mistake of judgement was made
towards the end of my tour of duty there, where it was inevitable to my mind that the Communists
would have to have a putsch because they were not going to do as well in the upcoming elections
[spring 1948] as they had previously. They and the Soviets could not afford to do worse because
they felt that Czechoslovakia was, as the Russians termed it, a "dagger in their side". I know that I
predicted such a putsch. I sent a memorandum up [to the embassy from Bratislava] which is a
matter of record, to the effect that I felt that there would not be a peaceful turnover of government
when the Communists were forced to reduce their strength by the vote [this refers to the scheduled
spring elections of 1948 - which never took place due to the Communist takeover in February
1948] and therefor there would have to be a military putsch to avoid such an election. This is just
what occurred, but this prediction of mine from Bratislava was not forwarded by the embassy to
Washington. I think that the people in the mission put a little too much faith in the Social
Democrats and thought they would prevail and they probably would have prevailed if there had
been, as | foresaw, a fair election. But, the Communists would not permit a fair election.

Q: I know that just as you arrived in July of 1946 Ambassador Steinhardt was reporting [as
published in the Foreign Relations series] that Clement Gottwald was a "a thorough Czech patriot
and unlikely to embark on extreme measures" which in retrospect seems not to be the case. Were
other officers in the embassy concerned about this peculiar mix of communists and
non-communists in the Czech government?

PELL: I really don't recall, it was more than forty years ago.

Q: Were you having to deal with the Sudeten Deutsche or Czechs who where coming into your
office for visas?

PELL: These were mostly Czechs.
Q: Did you get to travel much when you were stationed in Prague?

PELL: Yes a great deal. We would go out each weekend in our car and get as much traveling in as
we could.

Q: Was it your impression that the Czechs were leaning towards the Russians until things got

difficult?

PELL: No. You know the Czechs wanted to join the Marshall Plan and the IBRD.



Q: I know they were forced to reject the Marshall plan because of Soviet pressure.
PELL: But they definitely leaned towards the west.

Q: You were assigned to Bratislava to open the consulate general, why were we interested in
opening a post there?

PELL: Actually I had resigned from the Foreign Service at that time, but then when the
opportunity to have my own post came, I requested the Department [of State] to withdraw their
acceptance of my resignation which they were nice enough to do. My dear friend and supporter
and a man I literally worshiped, Charles Y ost was at that time Counselor of the embassy helped me
with this. I was stimulated by the thought of having my own post, it was a real challenge.

Q: Why did you think about resigning at that point?

PELL: Well I had my own economic independence. I had lots of ideas of what I wanted to do. I
thought of publishing my own newspaper or maybe publishing a magazine or teaching. I really
wanted more freedom to move around in my own country than I would have in the Foreign
Service.

Q: Why were we interested in opening a post is Bratislava?

PELL: Because we have many Americans of Slovak extraction, I think more Americans are of
Slovak extraction than of Czech extraction, it was a very important political listening post for
eastern Europe and an important historic city which was called in various languages Pozsony,
Pressburg, and Bratislava, respectively in Hungarian, German and Slovak.

Q: I notice that Ambassador Steinhardt was sending cables back to Washington complaining that
we did not have a post in Bratislava, and saying that the Russians, British and French did have
posts there. Were you given much support when you went to Bratislava or were you pretty much on
your own when you went to open up this post?

PELL: I was given whatever support that seemed proper. We had to live in a hotel when we were
getting it going. Eventually our Government had a good building, which we still own. I had sort of
my own USIS operation on the ground [floor] with magazines and books, and then offices on the

next two floors. My wife and I rented a house not too far away.

Q: What was the major work you were doing in Bratislava?

PELL: The major work there was political reporting.

Q: What was the situation there? I go back to the official record, Ambassador Steinhardt was
saying that Slovakia was the most ripe area in Czechoslovakia for a Soviet style coup.

PELL: The Slovaks were very independent; they were very conservative, very religious and for the
Communists to get anywhere there they would have to do it by force, by putsch not by popular



election.

Q: Things were moving towards an election in the spring of 1948 there was this putsch in
February 1948.

PELL: As I explained the election was coming which would have had the Communists doing
much worse than they had and the Communists and Russians could not permit that to occur and
they had to intervene to make sure they had control of Czechoslovakia.

Q: You were reporting your observations of this phenomenon from Bratislava, but this was not
being included in the reports from the embassy as far as you know?

PELL: As far as I know.

Q. After the Czech Communists took over were you and your staff in Bratislava put under
particular pressure at that time by the authorities, the police?

PELL: Not particularly. Of course I was followed wherever I went driving. I used to go walking or
running and they would keep tabs on us, following me. They did arrest a couple of my people, one
man who was working for me as an interpreter was terribly beaten up and abused and then a couple
who had worked for me were arrested and maltreated - very badly treated. One man who had
driven for me, was reported to me as having been beaten to death. So it was a grim business when
the Communists took over, about half my staff was either put in jail or fled.

Q: These were all Czech citizens?
PELL: Yes, John Hvasta was a dual citizen.

Q: One final question Senator. You were in Czechoslovakia at climatic time of East-West
relations, it was perhaps the pivotal point. A democratic government was taken over from within
by the Communists and you were there at the beginning and end of this act that took a year or more
to happen. Has this had any effect on you now that have been involved in foreign affairs, East-West
relations for so many years? Is this experience something that you have taken with you in your
other role as Senator?

PELL: Yes, it has sensitized me to the dangers of Communism. It has also impressed upon me the
poor and unsuccessful system that Communism is. It goes against human nature, the very natural
desire to acquire a little property for your children, to worship freely, to travel freely to engage in
politics freely, to express your opinions freely. These are all human tendencies no matter where
you are. When you live behind the Iron Curtain for a little bit you really get a very strong
impression of how much one dislikes their system of Communism. [ know when I went over there
I was rather conscious of some of its theoretical features about which we were taught in the
colleges of America at the time of the late Thirties. But then, when you were exposed to it, you
realized that it really was a pretty dreadful system. Moreover, the present Communists go back to
the past's Bolsheviks and really are willing to seize and to carry out any opportunity.



HAROLD C. VEDELER
Central Europe Division
Washington, DC (1945-1948)

Deputy Chief of Mission
Prague (1955-1957)

Harold C. Vedeler was a university professor before entering the State Department
in 1955. He served in Washington, DC in Central and Eastern European Affairs,
was U.S. Representative to the International Atomic Energy Agency and was
posted to Czechoslovakia. He was interviewed in 1995 by Charles Stuart Kennedy.

Q: Let's go back a bit. You came back from Germany in December, 1945, and were working in the
Division in the State Department which dealt with Central Europe.

VEDELER: That's right.

Q: This Division concerned Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia. This was a tumultuous time in
Czechoslovakia, up through 1948, when the Communists took over the country. Did we see this
coming? Prior to 1948 you were dealing with Central Europe where the Soviet Union and the
United States were sort of confronting each other. From your perspective, did the State
Department see the Soviet Union as a potential enemy or a threat at that time?

VEDELER: By 1946 it was already clear that we were going to have great problems with the
Soviet Union. That was the time when the Soviet Union prevented Poland and Czechoslovakia
from entering the Marshall Plan. I think that that was the real beginning of the discernment that the
Soviet Union was really going to be difficult to deal with. I don't think that there was any
conception, generally speaking, that there would be a Cold War which would last as long as proved
to be the case. There may have been some Soviet specialists [in the State Department] who may
have seen farther than any of the rest of us about what might develop with the Soviet Union.

Q: Regarding Czechoslovakia, there was basically a coup d'etat, and then there were elections and
the Communists took over the country in February, 1948.

VEDELER: That's right. It was early in 1948.

Q: Did the State Department follow this situation very closely and was there much concern about
it?

VEDELER: Well, we followed the situation closely, but, as I remember it, there was no
anticipation that the Communists were going to take over Czechoslovakia at the time they did.
Ambassador Steinhardt, our chief of mission at our Embassy in Prague who was in Washington at
the time of the coup, was optimistic that the democratic parties in Czechoslovakia would win the
elections and put down the Communists. The chargé d’affaires in Prague had a similar view.



Indeed, it was this prospect, we concluded afterwards, that impelled the Communists in concert
with Moscow to take over power.

Q: How heavily did our concern about Czechoslovakia weigh in the Department of State? Was
Czechoslovakia considered an important country?

VEDELER: After the Communists took over Czechoslovakia in 1948, we were beginning to have
a clearer perception of what the long-range problem of dealing with Communism would be. The
Department broke up the Division of Central European Affairs. For a time it was uncertain where
Austria and Czechoslovakia would be in the structure of the Department. Then Czechoslovakia
was shifted to the Division of Eastern European Affairs, and a separate Office of German Affairs
was set up. The conduct of Austrian affaires was then shifted to the Division of Southern European
Affairs.

Q: Which division did you stay in?
VEDELER: I stayed with Czechoslovakia and went into the Division of Eastern European Affairs.

Q: Within the State Department there must have been a cadre of people who had been dealing with
Eastern Europe in one form or another, going back to the 1930's. Did you find that there were
differences of view among these people? Were some of them taking a very hard, anti-Communist
line, while others, you might say, took a more "accommodating line"? Were there differences of
outlook within the Department?

VEDELER: I think that by the time the Communists took over Czechoslovakia and other Eastern
European countries there was a pretty unified position in the State Department opposing the
expansion of Communism and the influence of Communist regimes. I don't recall any differences
of opinion in that regard.

Q: There had been an effort during the war, particularly on the part of Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, of
getting rid of some of the "hard line" anti-Communists in the State Department, because we were
trying to be more accommodating to the Soviets. I was wondering whether there were any
lingering after effects of that.

VEDELER: Not that I recall or noticed.
Q: Then you concentrated on Czechoslovakia for some time.

VEDELER: That's right -- Czechoslovakia in the Division of Eastern European Affairs. But soon I
was dealing with Poland and the Baltic countries, too.

Q: What were our concerns at this time, in the later 1940's about Poland and the Baltic countries?
Obviously, the Soviet Army had entered the area and wasn't going to leave. What were the major

things that you were concerned with?

VEDELER: In those Eastern European countries we were always trying to find a way to get to the



people, to keep them in touch with the West even in the isolation imposed by the Communists, and
to exert the influence of the democratic West on the people themselves. For example, we tried to
leave magazines throughout Czechoslovakia. I went there later, you know, as DCM [Deputy Chief
of Mission]. We developed Radio Free Europe as another means of access to the people there --
any way that we could, when we saw that this was going to be a long run proposition. We tried to
exert influence on the people through the various channels that we could develop.

skeksk

VEDELER: When I went to Czechoslovakia as DCM...
Q: This would have been in about...

VEDELER: 1955. We had tables out in the Embassy grounds full of magazines. People could
come there and pick them up. They were much desired. We did this for some time. Then the
Czechoslovak government forced us to stop that. Still, we found ways to spread magazines
throughout the country. Whenever we took a trip and stayed at a hotel, we'd leave a pile of
magazines.

I remember that we had a big celebration of Washington's birthday [February 22], when the
Embassy [in Prague] was closed. We went up to a little resort town in the northern mountains of
Czechoslovakia and stayed there for a couple of days. We took a car full of magazines and left
them all over the place. That's the way we did it. Wherever we went, we'd leave magazines.

Another thing we did was to bring in a [theater company]. A company putting on "Porgy and Bess"
came to Prague in December, 1955. This made a strong impression on the local population. We
had a big party at the ambassador's residence afterwards and invited all of the Czechs that we were
in contact with to that party. It lasted until 6:00 AM. That was another way we had of trying to
maintain contact with the people and influence them in a democratic direction -- to show how well
things were going in the West, compared to how the Czech people were suffering under
Communism.

Q: Going back to the period before you went out to Czechoslovakia, was there really any feeling
that we could "do business" with the Communist governments in Poland or Czechoslovakia? Did
you feel that these were very difficult governments to deal with?

VEDELER: We had to have diplomatic relations with them. There was no point in breaking off
diplomatic relations. That would have cut off a channel we had in those countries. We wanted to
maintain a diplomatic staff in those countries. We didn't like it when they declared anyone on our
staff "PNG" [persona non grata -- unwelcome].

It was always difficult to deal with the governments of these countries. However, we still wanted
to continue relations with them. We also had some difficult problems to settle with them.

Q: You were trying to obtain compensation for the property of American citizens which had been
nationalized.



VEDELER: When I was there in Czechoslovakia as DCM, I carried on negotiations on this subject
for two years, trying to advance the possibility of a settlement for those whose property had been
taken by the Czech government.

Later, when I was in the State Department after my tour in Prague as DCM, we dealt with the
Romanians and Bulgarians on the same subject and obtained settlements. It was one of the
principal problems we had with these countries of Eastern Europe.

skeksk

Q: You said that you were assigned to the Embassy in Prague [in 1955]. Who was our Ambassador
there at that time?

VEDELER: U. Alexis Johnson.
Q: How did you find working with him?

VEDELER: Just fine. We got along very well and had an excellent relationship. He and I would
meet from time to time in the library of his residence for evening cocktails and discussion of affairs
at the Embassy and in Prague.

Q: He was more of a Japanese specialist, wasn't he?
VEDELER: A Far Eastern specialist, yes.
Q: What was his reaction to the Czech government at that time?

VEDELER: He carried on his diplomatic functions there as chief of mission. A good deal of his
time was devoted to negotiations with the Chinese [Communists] in [Geneva], Switzerland, trying
to get American prisoners free. For much of this time I was in charge of the Embassy in his
absence. He didn't do anything in "frontal opposition" to the regime [in Czechoslovakia]. He
maintained a formal diplomatic position, as any ambassador would in any country. Of course, he
was opposed to Communism in every way, as all of us were, and vigorously supported our efforts
to maintain contact and influence with the people of Czechoslovakia. Of course, he encouraged the
exercise of caution since there was always risk of a contact being an agent of the secret police,
seeking to entrap us.

Q: You were in Czechoslovakia from 1955 to 1957. What was your impression of the situation
there? How did you regard the Czech government?

VEDELER: I could see how unpopular the Communist regime was with many of the people there.
I could see what a bad job they were doing, economically speaking. There was so little electricity
there that at night the lights were dim when you would drive around Prague. There was very little
produce in the markets. We couldn't buy anything to speak of. We had to get our supplies in from
Germany. We brought in a truck [of supplies] every month or two months. The truck was loaded



with supplies for the whole Embassy staff. In our own house, the residence of the DCM, we had an
inventory of $1500 worth of supplies which we always kept.

There were [local employees] of the Embassy staff who [worked for] the secret police. We knew
that some of the local staff were secret police agents. We weren't sure about some of the others,
and some, we were sure, were not secret police agents at all. We knew that, at times, they would
have to act as secret police informants. They would go along with the secret police to the extent
that they had to, and no more.

Q: You were there [in Prague] at a very important time, November, 1956, at the time of the
Hungarian revolt. Can you talk about your experiences at that time?

VEDELER: Well, there were some people who said that the same thing could happen in
Czechoslovakia. They packed their bags in readiness to go to the border, if there were any chance
to do so. That was the case of the family that worked for us in our house.

Q: What were we doing at our Embassy at this time?

VEDELER: We were trying to find out what was happening in Hungary and what might be the
possibility of its occurring in Czechoslovakia. We tried to report on opinion in Czechoslovakia at
that time and report whatever pertinent information other Western diplomats managed to obtain.

Q: Did you notice any extraordinary security precautions being taken in Czechoslovakia at that
time?

VEDELER: Not any more so than usual in overt actions. The secret police were everywhere, all
the time, anyway, in the city of Prague itself. They were often very much in evidence. For
example, just before the musical, "Porgy and Bess," came to town, the secret police put on a
campaign of strictly watching all of the [official] Americans, wherever they went, except for the
Ambassador. They followed us around -- and obviously so. They kept watch on us where we lived,
day and night. This campaign went on for about a week.

For example, I went to a French exhibition of drawings located in a Czech building. I drove down
in an Embassy car, got out, and went in. There was a secret police car right behind me. I went into
the building and walked around. Right behind me, like a shadow, was a secret police officer,
wearing one of those leather coats. They wore leather coats as a matter of dress. To this day I hate
to see leather coats! That's an indication of the kind of surveillance which the secret police
maintained on the people. They didn't want any contact between the people and U. S. Embassy
officers. Of course, we tried to have contact with the people to get their views and report on them.

Whenever we talked over the telephone, we had to exercise the utmost caution because the phones
were probably being tapped. If we needed to make sure a conversation with another Embassy
officer would not be overheard, we talked outside buildings or in the security room of the
Embassy. We found "bugs" [listening devices] in the attic of our Embassy. The secret police had
rigged up a whole system of bugs from a building which had a wall next to the wall of our
Embassy. They had bored a hole through the walls of both buildings and then worked in the attic to



install this system going down into the ceiling of the rooms below the attic floor. Then they put in
a kind of "plug" where they had made an opening to get in. We only found out about this when the
Department sent out officers from the Office of Security to see what bugs they could find. The man
who discovered the hole in the ceiling was lying on a bed in one of the apartments to inspect the
ceiling. He looked up very carefully all over the ceiling -- and then he saw the tiny opening of the
place where the bug was installed. Then we went up to the attic and found the whole system, where
it came from, and where it went to an adjoining wall.

Q: As DCM you were responsible for running the Embassy. Was there a problem there, with the
Czechs trying to "compromise” our people? Traditionally, they used "sex traps,” black mail, and
all of that.

VEDELER: Yes, they were always trying to do that, one way or another. One of their favorite
ways was to have somebody approach us and try to give information. We always had the problem
of trying to determine what was genuine in any approach to us or any relationship with a local
person and what was the setup of the secret police. That was an eternal problem, because we had to
try to collect information from the people to report to the Department.

I remember one case in particular. An Embassy economic reporting officer had developed a
contact who was in touch with the secret police. They caught him in a meeting with this secret
agent as the latter passed information to our officer. Our officer was declared "PNG" and had to
leave the country. That is what they tried to do whenever they could. Again a police agent seduced
one of the Embassy's clerical secretaries by worming his way into her affections from the posed
position as a driving trainer and then attempted to control her as an informant in place.

Whenever the Air and Army attachés went on a trip, the secret police would try to follow them. I
remember going on a trip with our agricultural affairs officer. The secret police had five cars
traveling with us. There was one car in front of us and one behind -- and one on each side on
parallel roads. And they also had another one, for a total of five secret police cars keeping tabs on
us.

Q: You left Prague in 1957. It must have been a difficult tour, with all of this security attention.

VEDELER: Yes, it was. Especially in view of the Hungarian revolt. I think that that event scared
the Czechoslovak regime. They were very alert to any sign of something similar happening in
Czechoslovakia. They took special precautions in dealing with all of the Western Embassies and
their representatives. It was a difficult time right at the height of Communist control over Eastern
Europe. I think that the control tightened everywhere in Eastern Europe, after the Hungarian
Revolt.

VEDELER: I might mention that during the time that I was in Czechoslovakia [1955-1957], 1
made a trip to [southern] Poland, to Krakow. It's an attractive town, one of the most interesting in
Europe in the survival of its old picturesque structures. This trip was purely for sightseeing. We
watched a parade on a Polish holiday. We felt then the sense of solidarity there among the people.
It was impressive.



Perhaps the most striking thing during this whole period was the revolt in Hungary [1956] and the
effect it had on Soviet policy. It made [the Soviet leaders] "tighten the clamps" on the Eastern
European countries.

After I left the Department, there was this Soviet movement into Czechoslovakia to oppose
"socialism with a human face."

Q: That happened in the spring of 1968 -- the "Prague Spring."”

VEDELER: Yes. I think that the Hungarian Revolt [of 1956] and the Soviet invasion of
Czechoslovakia [in 1968] were two of the most important developments, if not the most important
of all, in Eastern Europe during the period from 1946 to 1989.

LOUISE ARMSTRONG
Rotation Officer
Prague (1948-1949)

Louise Armstrong was born in Tokyo in 1917 and educated at Wellesley College.
She entered the Foreign Service in 1943. Her career included posts in Madras,
Prague, Palermo, Montreal, Ottawa and Geneva. She was interviewed by Charles
Stuart Kennedy in 2000.

Q: In ’47 where did you go?

ARMSTRONG: In ’47 I went on home leave, and my appointment was to be Praja. And I thought
when I saw that, my gosh that must be in Latin America, [but] Praja’s a name for Prague. There’s
a place, Paraj, I believe in Brazil. And I was confusing that in my mind. Well I found out
differently. I had home leave, and I had consultation. And I spent some time in the department
talking to people who were working on that area. And I was told that Steinhardt had just been there
on his home leave, the summer of ’47, and had talked everywhere about Czechoslovakia being the
bridge between east and west. Literally, nobody was alerted to the possibility of a coup and that
was September, October, November, December. | arrived in January ’48 to Prague, and still, as far
as I could see, there wasn’t anybody expecting any difficulties of the USSR.

Q: What was your job?

ARMSTRONG: My job was again third secretary-vice consul, and I was put into the political
section initially. Then I was moved, no I was put in the economics section initially. Then I was
moved to political, and then the consular. You were supposed to get a variety of experiences. And
in the political section it involved having somebody be my translator, who would translate the
press for me because I didn’t know any Czech. I knew a little German, and my mother who was
with me knew some German, so we got along with that as best we could. But literally we had no
way of expecting what happened. Steinhardt was playing bridge nightly with members of the
National Socialist party, who were the conservative party in Prague. And the only person I think in



the embassy who had any contact with, I’ll say the labor union, was our labor attaché. And would
have been the only one who sensed that something was going to happen.

And when it did take place, it was done so skillfully, so smoothly, without very much eruption of
any kind. There was a little shooting around the castle area when there was a student protest. There
were armed bands of workers - they had colored or black bands on their arm, they weren’t
themselves armed — but were marching down the center of town. The Czechs themselves weren’t
prepared for anything like this. They thought this was a passing phenomenon. They said, “our
people are not thugs. Our people are not vandals. This will all shake out.” And of course what
happened was, because it was done so smoothly and gradually, a lot of Czechs were taken in and
instead of making the obvious move, which was to get their money outside, sell off their country
places as fast as they could, move anything else outside — and they could still have done that for the
first several months — get their exit visas and so forth, they didn’t do it. And they stayed on, like my
immediate neighbor, who was a splendid man, a fine lawyer. His family stayed on, and he was sent
to a labor camp. She was obliged to share their apartment with another family and do housework
and so forth. It was a very bitter period.

Q. Can we talk a bit about what life, what you were doing, how you operated before this coup in
'48? I mean, when you arrived there, early 48 —

ARMSTRONG: January 10.
Q: --was the Soviet Union considered a menace or a problem? What was your impression of them?

ARMSTRONG: Well, I don’t think any of us felt nervous about our own immediate situation until
the Berlin Airlift. Then we could see the possibility of that blowing up, and then we’d be out of
there. But as far as the Czech coup is concerned, it was fairly deplorable. We hated every minute of
it. We did our best to keep out of trouble. It was very easy for us to blunder in that way. We could
embarrass ourselves; we could also embarrass our Czech friends. One had, even as arrived as late
in the game as I, you’d have met some Czechs, who spoke English, and who circulated in the social
life of the town with the social and diplomatic community. Then you found yourself in the position
of wanting to do favors for them and be helpful.

And we’d be repeatedly warned by Steinhardt that we were not to do things like take valuables out
of the country or take possessions out of the country or take people out of the country. And we
knew all the time that he was doing that very thing. In fact, Mrs. Steinhardt was in it with him up to
the elbows. And if you went to a dinner at the ambassador’s residence and the ladies left and went
into the petit salon with Mrs. Steinhardt, I was never sorry because she knew as much as he did
about what was going on.

At any rate, one found oneself in the situation of trying to be helpful, trying to keep out of trouble
and in the end, I was declared persona non grata and apparently it was because Walter Berge, who
was senior to me in the political section, wanted to pass on some contacts to me when he left. One
or two of them were very fine young Czechs who had served in the air force out of England during
the war, and they had formed their own little resistance movement. I had no idea how it operated,
and I did not really want to. But they wanted to be in touch with me, and under those circumstances



I thought it was their responsibility if things went wrong. May I pour you coffee or tea?
Q: A little tea would be fine.

ARMSTRONG: What do you like in your tea?

Q: Straight.

ARMSTRONG: So I did meet with some of these people, but not often. And now and then I would
meet with somebody, for a walk and he would ask me if I would take a letter for them. And once he
asked me if [ would take a suitcase out, and it wasn’t for him, [it was for] somebody he knew he
felt indebted to. And apart from that, I knew a couple very well —

Q: Would you take suitcases and letters?

ARMSTRONG: Yes. Always a little concerned, of course, with crossing the border. Because we
would be stopped. The diplomatic passport was usually satisfactory, but you could never be
positive that they wouldn’t want to search you. But I and most of the Americans, the ones who
didn’t I hadn’t very much respect for, cause I figured they weren’t doing it out of conviction, they
were just doing it because they were nervous Nellie’s. Because if you could help somebody you
helped somebody. I did wind up in the Czech archives, and I was declared persona non grata. And
I’m not quite sure how this came about.

But fortunately I was already out. I had my travel orders to go to Palermo. Most of our third
secretaries went to Italian posts. And I watched the good ones being picked off and my tour was
Palermo.

Q: Yes, my Claiborne pal went to Genoa.

ARMSTRONG: That’s right. I think the same personnel bureau was handling both countries. At
any rate, I stopped in Florence to see if I could get some petrol coupons. Petrol was still scarce. He
greeted me with the Herald Tribune with my picture on the front page. That was the reason the
professor from Boston got in touch with me, because he found me. He said that by and large there
was nothing in there that suggested that [ was anywhere as guilty as I had been made out to be.

Q: What were they claiming?

ARMSTRONG: They were claiming that I had been working with the Czech Underground and
named Czechs who were later imprisoned and executed in some cases. In other words, I should
have blood on my hands, but in fact I’'m exonerated by what’s in the archives.

Q: I'd like to go back to Czechoslovakia. Once the coup had taken place and the Communist
regime had taken over, did you find you were in really hostile territory at that point?

ARMSTRONG: Very much so. My mother would be followed every step of the way when she left
the apartment. We had an apartment downtown. She and friend of hers who drove, they would



often go out together, just to a market let’s say, and they would walk and look at antique shops and
things like that. They were always followed. It gave them a great charge. They would turn around
and wink at the guys and so forth. In my case, I was never conscious of being followed. I would

take the car to drive to the embassy, and I would have it there all day. [ would go out in the evening,
and I wasn’t conscious of being followed then. But evidently I was more observed than I realized.

Q: Did you find your work, as a political officer, terribly curtailed at that point?

ARMSTRONG: Our political reporting, of course, was based on the local press and whatever
gossip we could glean. I wasn’t privy to as much high level gossip as other people would have
been, for example people who were talking to the Czech foreign minister and so forth. I did meet
Masaryk briefly right after I arrived, and I was of course among those who stood on the street
corner and wept when his bier went by. It was a real shock.

Q: He was apparently killed, pushed out a window.

ARMSTRONG: No question in the Czechs’ mind that it was a murder-assassination.
Defenestration. This professor from Boston has looked in the archives with respect to Masaryk of
course and he tells a story about three men who would have been eyewitnesses to what happened.
That one of them is dead and one of them, two of them are dead and one of them is living in a
situation where he’s had a stroke and he can’t talk. At any rate, what he could glean was that they
had forced their way into his apartment in the foreign office after he’d gone to bed. He had tried to
escape by going into the bathroom and climbing out on a fairly substantial ledge outside the
bathroom. If he was pushed, he may well have been pushed. If he wasn’t, he obviously fell.

What was unpleasant was, for example, a senior member of the foreign ministry, that is senior to
me, who was in charge of the American desk approached me and asked me if I would keep his
family silver in my apartment. Of course I said I would and I kept it under my bed. I didn’t think
anybody was going to break in and look. He was just afraid that they were going to come and
collect things like that from his house. And I don’t know what happened to him. I have never
known. But he did reclaim it before I left.

Q: Was there any discussion among the Americans there, here you’d been living in
Czechoslovakia, and all of a sudden a new regime comes in and it turned out to be, the regime
itself turned out to be one of the nastiest in the whole bloc-

ARMSTRONG: Yes.
Q: Why [were] the Czechs so nasty?

ARMSTRONG: Good question. I’ve never really put that to myself as to why it took them, why
they were so hardnosed with their form of communism for so long. All I can tell you is the
communist penetration of Czechoslovakia was done in a very gradual and disarming fashion. And
then after that, things tightened up and people were thrown in prison or sent to labor camps. They
totally wiped out the professional class and the middle class. They didn’t need any lawyers any
more. The doctors who practiced in hospitals were, by that time, working under conditions which



were dominated by whoever was the Czech communist in charge. All the government offices were
taken over with a communist at the head of it. Everybody had to watch his step. Everybody had to
swear allegiance to a communist [unknown word]. Children were supposedly brainwashed in
schools. Their parents would worry about this, wonder about sort of children they were bringing
up since they were being so heavily indoctrinated. I asked my Czech professor friend about this
because he would have been of the age, he was of the age of these children and he said not to
worry, it didn’t take.

I go back to Prague now, and I don’t remember what I said before. But I can tell you the only time
I was ever frightened was soon after I arrived with my mother. I didn’t know a word of Czech. This
was in the days before they would prepare you for a foreign post with language studies. This was
January ’48. And I arrived on Woodrow Wilson Avenue, at Woodrow Wilson station. And if there
hadn’t been somebody from the admin section of the embassy to meet me, I would have had to
stumble along on my own, with getting my own cabs. But fortunately he was there. And we stayed
at a hotel initially, my mother and I, and one night, there being a movie theater not far away, we
thought we’d go to see what was showing. It turned out to be a very ugly anti-American piece of
communist propaganda produced in Poland. And the Americans were depicted so viciously, as
being so villainous and so debauched, that the two of us in a full theater were sitting, cringing,
slumped down in our seats, hoping nobody would notice. [We were] thinking to ourselves if there
should suddenly be a fire alarm or something dramatic and everybody would be rushing out, we
wouldn’t dare open our mouths to declare who we were.

I may be repeating myself, but the main thing was to find a place to live. This is always true when
you’re starting a foreign service post. There aren’t government quarters. We first had the Alcron
Hotel, then we moved in with three American girls from the embassy. And then we tried to buy a
house in the suburbs and found it was just impossible. It didn’t work; my mother was too isolated.
It was hard to heat. And the only thing remarkable about the house, it looked attractive, was that
they had stored, people who were renting the house had stored three great canisters of goose fat.
Goose fat was their treasure. Why they left it behind I’ll never know, but they couldn’t take it with
them. After a week of this, we decided no go and we were lucky enough to stumble on the
apartment, which we eventually used, which I think I talked about earlier.

And then there was the issue of socializing. Initially, we having arrived just before the coup, there
was a social community of Czechs and westerners, that you could easily move into. It was very
agreeable. But gradually one became more concerned about mingling with Czechs. There was one
young woman who approached me cheerfully because she had known GIs [ American soldiers].
Her English was very fluent but also very GI English. And she was easy, outgoing and bright. She
was a Jewish woman named Eva Donodova. And Eva had a circle of friends my age so that every
now and then I joined up with them for a pleasant evening. But Eva had been imprisoned by the
Nazis because she was Jewish. And she thought it was time she got out of Czechoslovakia because
she didn’t know how things would go under the communist regime for her. She borrowed a little
money from me; it didn’t amount to much, it was really a gift. And she got caught going over the
border, she and her companions because it was at the time you couldn’t exit Czechoslovakia
anymore. So she disappeared off the radar screen for a while, then lo and behold she was back in
Prague. And she got in touch with me, and she said to me quite open and honestly, “They let me
back because I knew you and they want me to report on you.” So you know she was pleasant to be



with and fun and there was no reason to cut her off. She was honest with me, and I knew where I
stood. But that was one of the curiosities of living there at the time.

I guess I also mentioned the fact that my translator-interpreter later explained to the embassy that
he was obliged to report on me. Something, on a weekly basis. And if he didn’t know anything, he
made it up.

I think I mentioned last time that things got more and more uncomfortable when we realized that
the concierge of the apartment building that I lived in was an informer. And she was a very
unpleasant, made life unpleasant for me and anybody that I employed, but there was nothing I
could do about it. At the same time that we were going through this period of social isolation, the
embassies, the foreign embassies drummed up their own sociability. They, among other things, the
Americans had an opportunity which was unique, through the foreign office we were able to use a
villa of some two hours drive outside of Prague, set in the hills, which would accommodate skiing
and other outdoor activity. And that was a great salvation particularly, I think, for the clerks. But
we all enjoyed it. Eventually after I left I understand that the government took this back again.
They had already appropriated the property from the owner who was a shoe manufacturer. But
then they decided I guess that the Americans didn’t deserve this anymore, so they took it back.

But on one occasion while we were visiting there, usually it would be on a weekend, I found three
little boys huddled in a rabbit hutch. A rabbit hutch looks rather like you see in kennels for cats.
And they had a kind of a tiered, tiers and mesh wire in the front. And these children had heard that
the police were looking for them and here they were hiding in a rabbit hutch, which tells you what
life was like in the country at that time.

I’m not sure if  mentioned going to Krakow. I had an opportunity in, perhaps it was May of 1948,
to fly in the air attaché’s plane to Krakow, no to Warsaw. I was fortunate enough to stay with
friends in Warsaw. One of the women in the embassy who was of Polish extraction, American,
suggested to me that we could make a trip to Krakow by bus, by plane and bus. She would enjoy it,
and I said I was delighted with the thought. So we flew to Krakow and landed in a pasture. I’'m
pretty sure I talked about this before. The pasture was the airport. As we were about to leave, the
police detained us. She had taken a photograph as we came into landing. And we were obliged to
go to the police station and just sit there and study our shoes. We didn’t know what was going to
happen. They took her film away from her, which of course was a big disappointment. She
explained that we had diplomatic privileges and so forth and they should call the embassy. They
took their own sweet time. Eventually we were released and allowed to go our own way. So we did
our Krakow sightseeing, but we didn’t have as much time left as we wanted. Then we got on a bus
to Auschwitz, and that’s one reason I’ve never felt it necessary to go to the Holocaust Museum
here. They had so recently opened Auschwitz as a museum that if you walked past bin after bin,
first there would be a bin of what you would call crutches and other things of that sort, artificial
limbs. Then there was a bin of teeth that had been taken from people with gold and melted down.
Then you came to a bin of shoes. And the human oil in the shoes was such that the flies were
buzzing on it. As I say I don’t think I need to go to the Holocaust Museum. But enough of that.



MARY CHIAVARINI
Secretary to Ambassador Jacobs
Prague (1948-1949)

Ms. Chiavarini was born and raised in Massachusetts. After Secretarial training,
she worked with the Interstate Commerce Commission in Washington DC before
Jjoining the Foreign Service in 1944. During her career with the State Department,
Ms. Chiavarini served as secretary to the ambassador and other officers in Naples,
Tirana, Manila, Seoul, Prague, Rome, Singapore and Warsaw. After her
appointment in 1957 as Consul and Secretary in the Diplomatic Service she served
in Palermo, Monrovia and Paris. She also served as special “trouble shooter” in
Nicosia, Dublin and Riyadh. Ms. Chiavarini was interviewed by David T. Jones in
2007.

Q: Well, you were in Prague at a particularly important point. That was when the democratic
government was overthrown wasn’t it?

CHIAVARINI: I think so, but we weren’t in any danger.

Q: What was the embassy like in Prague at that time?

CHIAVARINI: It wasn’t like Manila because that had a lot of people.

Q: Was this a very small embassy in Prague?

CHIAVARINI: Yes. It was small.

Q: What was Ambassador Jacobs doing professionally in Czechoslovakia?

CHIAVARINI: Well, trying to get the State Department to recognize the Czech government.

Q: Did you travel in Czechoslovakia?

CHIAVARINI: I did. I had a car -- a Ford. The ambassador had given me the money to buy it.

Q: How nice! That was a good opportunity to travel.

CHIAVARINI: It was another friend of mine, Lydia. She had retired and gone to live at home with
her mother, but she came over to visit. The two of us took a trip through Czechoslovakia. We went
up to Pilsen. I got stuck and the automobile horn got stuck. It wouldn’t stop. I got some help from
somebody to stop it. I didn’t know what to do. Anyway, we got back home to Prague. We often
talked about it; how we didn’t know what to do. Lydia didn’t know any more than I did although

she had a car in the United States.

We got through a lot of terrible countryside as far as the automobile was concerned. There was a
lot of mud. We got stuck in some mud. The local people helped us out even though we were from



the embassy.

Q: Did you still see effects from World War Il in the countryside?

CHIAVARINI: I don’t remember.

Q. Were you able to do things in Prague that were interesting? Theater? Culture?
CHIAVARINI: Oh yes. When Lydia was there we went to quite a few events. In the time that she
was there we had the visit from the staff of “Kiss Me Kate. They came to Prague to do the play. I
remember giving a pair of stocking to one of the players. She didn’t have any.

Q: Was it part of a United States Information Agency (USIA) cultural exchange?

CHIAVARINI: Yes, it was.

Q: Were the officers at the embassy particularly effective? Were there any that you remember?

CHIAVARINI: They were all my friends. I used to see them after I left and if they were stationed
in Washington; which a lot of them were. I still see them once in a great while.

Q: Oh, How nice! Any in particular from Prague that you remember?

CHIAVARINI: Oh, I remember them all.

Q: What projects were they working on?

CHIAVARINI: Oh, I don’t remember that.

Q: Do you have any observations on the Czechs--the citizens of Prague and Czechoslovakia?
CHIAVARINI: I thought they were ineffective. I didn’t think a lot of them.

Q: Any particular reason?

CHIAVARINI: Well, that’s sort of faded into the past.

Q. Were you living in embassy housing?

CHIAVARINI: Lydia and I lived in the ambassador’s house on the top floor. I remember burning
the vegetables for Sunday dinner. I didn’t watch the stove.

Q: Were you doing some of the cooking for yourself or for other people in the embassy?

CHIAVARINI: No, just for myself and Lydia and anybody that I would have invited.



Q: Were there other people living in the residence as well?

CHIAVARINI: No. We were up on the top floor in that famous embassy. It was a beautiful place.
I don’t remember, but it also may have had a swimming pool. I think they did, but I’'m not sure.
The rest of the building was very nice and very nicely furnished. We had two bedrooms up on the
top floor. Lydia and I used to think we were so lucky. By that time she was staying a lot longer than
I had expected her to visit. But that was all right since she had been in Albania with me. We talked
a lot about those days. Of course, that was my first post.

Q: Yes.
CHIAVARINI: And Mr. Jacobs was there. That’s where I met him.
Q: After Prague you went on to Rome.

CHIAVARINI: Yes.

SIDNEY SOBER
Consular Officer
Prague (1949-1950)

Sidney Sober was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on February 21, 1990.
His Foreign Service career has included assignments in Madagascar,
Czechoslovakia, Iceland, Turkey, Bombay and Pakistan. He also served in
Washington, DC in INR (Intelligence Research), the Bureau of Near East and
South Asian Affairs.

Q: You were in Tananarive from 1947-49 and then you were transferred to Prague.

SOBER: It was a direct transfer, and we arrived in the spring of '49. That was somewhat more than
a year after the communists had taken over in Prague. It was difficult and fascinating. It was a time
when the communists were tightening the screws in all aspects of the scene. It was virtually
impossible to strike up any sort of social acquaintance with any of the Czechs because of their
concern of police supervision. There was lots of talk about being sent to the uranium mines that
they were said to be developing.

Q: A4s a sort of Siberia.

SOBER: Within Czechoslovakia, that's right. People had their properties taken over, of course. All
the businesses were being nationalized. And if you met someone at some sort of a diplomatic or
state occasion, a Czech, it was not possible to say, come to my house, not possible from the point
of view of their safety. So that once in a while you would arrange to meet someone at a corner
downtown, join up and walk along the street, hoping that the man you were with would not be
identified and would not be followed. It was a real police state that was tightening the screws all



the time. On the other hand, there was a great deal of interest back in the United States at what was
happening as part of the clamp down of Eastern Europe. It was a very interesting place to be.

Q: What sort of work were you doing?

SOBER: I was still a young, junior foreign service officer so that I had a series of rotational jobs. |
started out with consular work and that was very interesting in a way because one of the things I
was doing was reviewing visa applications from Czechs who were anxious to get out, and then
there were questions as to whether they had collaborated during the war or things like that. Later
on when I saw Gian Carlo Menotti's The Consul, it brought home to me some of the terror.

I did some administrative work and then I did some economic work, a variety of things.
Q: Your ambassador at that time was Ellis Briggs, for most of the time?

SOBER: Ellis came while we were there. Our first ambassador was Joseph Jacobs. He was
transferred to Rome, not as ambassador, and he was replaced by Ellis Briggs.

Q: Ellis Briggs, is one of the more interesting characters in the foreign service. His son is an
ambassador now, but this was Ellis O. Briggs?

SOBER: Yes, that's right.
Q: How would you describe his method of operation?

SOBER: Ellis was a delightful person. We didn't get to know him that well because we only stayed
at that post about a year. We got caught up during Ellis' tenure in the very tight squeeze by the
Czech government during which, within a couple of weeks, the embassy was reduced by
two-thirds and slightly later by another fraction. It was cut down very sharply. Thus we didn't
really get to know him very well. On the other hand, because I knew French well, he had me come
along on a couple of introductory calls on ambassadors where French was going to be the medium
of discussion and he asked me, for example, because I'd picked up a few words of Czech, to
accompany our public affairs officer, Joe Kolarek, to the border when Joe was declared persona
non grata, and had to leave in haste. We got enough of a feel for Ellis Briggs although we did not
get to know him at all intimately. I must say he was my ideal of what an ambassador should be and
was. He was very concerned about his staff which was all to the good. He was a professional in
every way and he knew when to be tough and to be satirical towards the regime, and I think when
to play a more tactful role when it was something that he wanted to do. I think, we, my small group
of junior officers and I think the embassy, at large, looked up to him as a very fine fellow.

Q: Were you there during the attack on South Korea, and the development of NATO?
SOBER: We were there at the beginning of NATO but not as long as June 1950 and South Korea.

At that time, we had already left, had to go out with the two-thirds efflux from the embassy as a
result of the clampdown by the Czechs who made the demand that we reduce.



Q: How did you feel about the "Soviet" menace. Was there the feeling that you were on the wrong
side of an imminent attack on western Europe.

SOBER: No, I don't think so. This was 1949-50 and obviously the Cold War was in effect.
Czechoslovakia had been one of the first steps of the communization of eastern Europe. We knew
there was a problem and we felt it in the limitations on the way we could operate and the contacts
and all that, as I've mentioned. But I think at that time the supremacy of the United States in terms
of military prowess as well as political and economic strength was such that I don't recall ever
being concerned that there was going to be an attack through Czechoslovakia on to West Germany.

WILLIAM J. CUNNINGHAM
Clerk
Prague (1950)

William J. Cunningham was born in California in 1926 and educated at the
University of New Mexico. He entered the Foreign Service in 1949. His career
included posts in Prague, Paris, Seoul, Tokyo, Sapporo, Saigon, Phnom Penh and
Taipei. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1997.

CUNNINGHAM: September of 1949. I spent about a month at FSI and then was sent to Prague to
be pouch clerk at the American embassy there.

Q: You were in Prague from when to when?
CUNNINGHAM: From October of 1949 until May of 1950.
Q: What was life like there during this time? How did you find life like there?

CUNNINGHAM: The day that I arrived set the tone for the seven months I spent there. Three of
the Foreign Service staff at the Embassy met me at the railway station that evening in October. I
had come up from Paris on the Orient Express. With me on the train also were George Speshok and
his wife. George was the newly assigned Security Office at the Embassy.

The Embassy group that met us at the railway station said, “Welcome to Prague. The Third
Secretary of Embassy (Ike Patch) has been declared persona non grata and has three days to get
out. A civilian (a naturalized American of Czech birth) has been arrested as a spy and is in jail.”
And they told me something similar had happened to a third Embassy staff member. Then they
said, “Now we’re going to the party.” Off we went to the home of Dale and Sarah Fisher. The
Fishers were a very popular and respected couple. Dale was either third or second secretary of the
Embassy, I believe in the Political Section. The Fishers had two or three children at the time. They
acted as elder brother and sister to the young singles, like myself, in the Embassy. By the time we
arrived from the railway station the party was in full swing. [ remember it as a lively and cheerful
gathering, and I particularly remember the warmth and friendliness with which the Fishers
welcomed me. Dale Fisher was killed in an airliner crash in Ethiopia a few years later. Several




years later [ returned to the Department on consultation from overseas, and there was Sarah Fisher
managing the Foreign Service Lounge. She remembered me immediately and welcomed me with
the same generosity and sincerity with which she had received me into her home on my first
evening in Prague. She and Dale were truly fine people, loved by all who knew them, and devoted
to the Foreign Service and its people.

I found Prague very grim, although not so much for myself. First of all we were conscious of being
under constant surveillance, all of the time. I had to live in the Alcron Hotel for a long time. You
could not go out and rent a house just off the market, you had to have permission from the Foreign
Ministry to find a house and there was some kind of rigmarole that was involved though I don’t
recall the particulars now. Government permission was necessary and it was granted for only a
limited period of time. There was one woman, Ann Stoyak, who later married Norman Getsinger,
a Foreign Service officer and Chinese language officer — Ann is now deceased sadly — who was
moved 13 times. Ann was fluent in Slovak, and she was a first generation American, I think from
Pittsburgh. Her family had come from Carpathia, as I recall, now a part of Ukraine. Ann wanted to
visit her Grandmother who was still living there. Carpathia, then on the border of the Soviet Union,
was considered a sensitive area. I don’t recall whether a travel permit was required to go there, but
it definitely was a place where the Czech authorities didn’t want Slovak-speaking Americans
roaming around. I think Ann did make it down there, and that made her highly suspect in the mind
of the Czech authorities. So they constantly forced her to move. They were really trying to get her
out of the country. There were those conditions for one thing that were very depressing in a way.

The people in the embassy were really remarkable. Everybody had a university degree it seemed to
me in those days regardless of rank and regardless of position. There was very little differentiation
on a personal level between ranks. We were all friends. The morale was extremely high and there
was very great solidarity. Many people were very kind to me. I remember particularly Mary Vance
Trent, who was third secretary in the embassy at that time, who was somebody who encouraged
me a great deal. Also Sydney Sober who was a political officer was there at that time. There was
very strong solidarity and no apartness of any kind based on rank or anything else.

We had very little contact with the Czechs although there was one guy, Jack Crockett (Thomas J.
Crockett, III), a USIA cultural officer, who I thought was quite remarkably adept at getting to
know people in the Czech community and had a very broad range of contacts who knew a lot about
what was going on. I did not get to know any Czechs on a personal basis except Mrs. Tumova, who
owned the apartment in which we were housed by the Czech authorities. It was a very elegant
apartment in downtown Prague. Her way of protecting her ownership of that apartment was to
have foreign diplomats living there, and she kept house for them. The Czech people at that time,
their manner was very downcast and pessimistic. This is kind of a trait, I understand, among the
Czechs, who tend to look upon the gloomy side of life just naturally.

In any case, there was nothing in the shops to speak of except in the shops where you used foreign
exchange. My recollections of Prague in those days were of people all draped in black trudging
back and forth along snow-covered streets. I was there at a bad time of the year. It was wintertime.
I arrived in October and left in May so I saw Prague in its least attractive time of year; gloomy,
short days, and smoke in the air from industrial plants located all around the rim of the city added
to the gloom.



On the other hand I used to go on various little guided tours. Prague is a great outdoor museum and
it was just a thrill to be in this medieval European city with artwork on every corner. In that sense
it was a tremendous education and advantage to me, a real opening. I was just a country boy from
California. I had been east of the Mississippi only twice and this was the second time. I had never
been outside of U.S. territory in my life. This was a great thrilling experience for me to see all of

that. I studied some Czech and I found that an extremely difficult language. I had already by that

time studied Latin, Spanish, French, and Russian, so Czech really seemed very tough with all the

case endings and the nuances in them.

There are only two events that stand out in my memory as relieving in any way this kind of
atmosphere of gloom. One of them was one evening when we went to hear one of the orchestras in
Prague. I don’t think it was the philharmonic; I think it was one of the radio orchestras. A visiting
Italian conductor led the orchestra, and it played at the conservatory. Here were all the students
lined up on a balcony behind the orchestra watching the musicians perform. They were young,
about my age, and that attracted my interest. The Sorcerer’s Apprentice was one of the works on
the program that evening. Afterwards the man who ran the commissary in the embassy who had a
doctorate of history or something, met us outside and asked us how we liked the performance. We
said it was very exciting. He said, “I’m sure the audience understands it. You know” he said, “the
story is of a revolution.” His implication was that the Czechs wanted to throw off the shackles of
the Russians, but the Czechs were not prepared to do that by themselves at that point at all.

The other was one evening when Jack Crockett took me to a high school graduation of some friend
of his or some contact of his in the class; I don’t remember the circumstances. He told me it was a
black tie affair. We went through these dark and gloomy streets of Prague and into this auditorium,
this ballroom, and it was aglow everywhere with crystal chandeliers. Here were people dressed in
formal dress. It was like the top-notch social event of the year. The parents were all in the boxes
around the side admiring their daughters and sons down below. Everybody was wearing jewels. I
had never seen such splendor or elegance, or such a display of wealth. I couldn’t understand how
people could dare to do this under the circumstances in Prague with this terrible oppressive
atmosphere that you felt everywhere. I’ve never been able to reconcile that or explain that to
myself ever since. I guess I commented on it to Jack and I don’t remember what he told me about
it. I suppose some day I should get back to him and ask him to explain all that to me.

Q: Did you ever find somebody trying to trap you or something from the Czech secret police?

CUNNINGHAM: It was a concern always for everybody in the embassy but it never happened to
me. We all felt that we were constantly watched and followed. There were black Skoda
automobiles all over the city, which were said to be owned by the secret police. Everywhere there
were guys in black leather long coats that were said to be members of the secret police. It was
nothing at all unusual to be walking down the street and find other people so garbed walking along
the street behind you or otherwise. You did feel this constant sense of fear and apprehension
everywhere.

One evening in the hotel room I was talking with Mary Vance Trent and I made some remark. She
tried to keep the conversation away from what I was talking about because it was assumed that the



hotel room was bugged. One night about 2:00 A.M. one of the code clerks who lived in the Alcron
received a call from the embassy guard saying a NIACT, a night action message, had come in and
he would have to come in and decrypt the thing. The clerk got dressed and went downstairs. As he
walked into the lobby from the elevator the desk clerk said, “Your taxi is at the door.” The clerk
had not called for a cab nor given the desk any prior indication he would be going out. There were
other incidents of that kind.

Q: I thought we would end this and we will pick it up the next time when you are off to France in
1950.

CUNNINGHAM: Right, and maybe a little more about the evacuation from Prague.

KKk

Q: Today is the 4th of June, 1998. Bill can we talk about the evacuation from Prague in 1950?

The seven months I was in Prague — from October 1949 to May 1950 coincided with a period when
our relations with the Czechs very seriously deteriorated. There were constant allegations in the
press that the U.S. was spying on Czechoslovakia. In January of 1950, the authorities arrested two
senior local employees of USIS. Eventually the Czechs charged them with espionage. Of course
this was the early years of the communist regime in Czechoslovakia, which turned out to be very
Stalinistic. They were charged with espionage and were put on trial as I recall in March or April of
1950. In the course of that trial, which lasted for several weeks, virtually everyone of any
importance in the embassy was alleged to be a spy. A lot of that came about through rigged
questions that were put to these two Czech employees. They were eventually sentenced and then
the trial was over.

In late April of 1950 a Foreign Ministry courier delivered a note to the embassy about 3:00 P.M.
one Friday afternoon. I was by that time working in the file room of the embassy. The routine
always was first to send the Ministry’s notes up to the file room for them to be logged in, and then
to send them downstairs to an appropriate action officer. Two things about this note were unusual,
and their importance was realized only in retrospect. The first was that it had arrived late, and with
no fanfare or indication of priority. The second was that it came without an English translation.
The Foreign Ministry had not followed a consistent practice with respect to accompanying
translations. Sometimes they were provided; sometimes not. The pattern was entirely random. My
colleague, Patricia Mostosky, (now Mrs. Peter W. Bush of Seattle, Washington) and I logged the
note in, and we sent it downstairs to the Czech language officer in the Embassy; we had three or
four of them I guess. Somebody looked at it, made kind of a cursory translation about it, and said
“They are demanding that we reduce our staff by two thirds,” and that word filtered back upstairs
to Patricia and me. The embassy shut down at the end of the day, completely normally, and
everybody went off for the weekend. They said we will take care of this when we get back on
Monday. I do suppose, though I do not recall for sure, that a summary of the content on the note
was sent by telegram to Washington.

That weekend, as a matter of fact, a number of us went up to a villa that we had near the Polish
border. It had belonged to some wealthy Czech family and had been made available through a



complicated process to the American embassy as an R&R spot so that it would stay out of the
hands of the Czech government; so that it would not be taken over by the Czech authorities. We
were up there and nobody paid much attention to this. We had a good time and all came back to
town.

Work began in a very normal way the following week. Word got around that this note demanded
that we reduce our staff by two thirds because the state of relations between Czechoslovakia and
the United States as indicated by this trial no longer justified representation of the level that we had
there. There were about 85 Americans in the embassy at the time and about 120 local Czech
employees.

Somebody said, I guess we should start getting rid of some of these files here, so I started cleaning
out some files and looking for some things that weren’t particularly important. There was a lot of
stuff. I did know that one burned files when embassies were evacuated so I was kind of waiting for
these instructions but nobody was very excited. As an aside it is very interesting that an FSS-13,
which is what [ was at the time, although I did have a masters degree in government and public
administration and had served a year in the Navy as a commissioned officer, was allowed that
much discretion to just weed stuff out and discard it. ’'m not really sure we made all the right
judgments at the time. We had something like 15 or 20 bar-lock filing cabinets that were crammed
full of stuff all the way from unclassified to I guess top secret, though I’'m not sure. Work went on
in a very desultory fashion for the week. I do recall, and I thought it a bit odd, that no response to
the Foreign Ministry’s note went out from the embassy all week. I also was not aware of any cable
traffic back and forth to Washington. I suppose one should keep in mind that most communication
went by diplomatic pouch in those days. We did not have electronic transmission facilities in the
embassy. Once telegrams were encrypted, they were taken to the telegraph office and sent to
Washington. Also, we had a budget for telegrams, so the pressure was on to keep them short and
few in number. Friday afternoon the week after the note had arrived, the ambassador was
summoned over to the Foreign Ministry.

Q: The ambassador was who?

CUNNINGHAM: Ellis O. Briggs. He was a Latin Americanist - - had spent his entire career in that
area. His last post before Prague had been Montevideo, where he had been Ambassador. Briggs
went to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and they said to him, “We sent you a note.” He said, “Yes,
I got the note.” (This is hearsay. This is what I was told was said.) “We sent the note back to
Washington and we are waiting for further instructions.” They said, “Well we want you to reduce
your staff by two thirds in all categories,” which meant also the Czech employees, “within a
reasonable time.” (Ambassador Briggs said, “We are working on that.” They said, “Reasonable
time expires at midnight Monday and we can not be responsible for the security of your staff after
that time.” The ambassador protested saying this was not reasonable, and so on and so forth. I saw
the reporting telegram of the ambassador’s conversation with the ministry so now I am citing from
recollection. It made a very deep impression on me at the time. They said, “When you shut down
our consulates in Chicago, Cleveland, and Baltimore, you gave us ten days. We protested and you
said that was reasonable time. Reasonable time is 10 days from the day you got the note. That is
midnight Monday and we will not be responsible for the safety and security of your personnel.”
The ambassador protested some more and they said, “Look here, you are not dealing with Uruguay



any longer. You are dealing with a fraternal socialist country,” etc., etc. and they carried on in this
fashion.

There was panic in the embassy when the information of this meeting at the Foreign Ministry got
around the corridors. Briggs came back to the embassy and drafted a highly classified telegram,
which requested instructions. The code room in the embassy was right next to the file room. You
had to go through the file room to get to the code room. Although Patricia Mostosky and I were
never allowed in there because we didn’t have the proper clearances, we could hear those code
machines clattering and making all the racket that they used to make through the doors. The
Ambassador’s telegram, which he classified Top Secret, came up after a while from his office and
was taken in the code room. By then I think it was well past closing time.

A man by the name of John Horan, a Boston Irishman, was the chief code clerk and also
responsible for control of all Top Secret messages. He was a fairly bureaucratic fellow, as I recall,
sticky about all sorts of things that the rest of us thought were kind of picky. His assistant was a
woman by the name of Grace Edwards who now lives in Arizona. She was a close friend and
roommate, as a matter of fact, of Patricia Mostosky who was my colleague in the file room. I
believe they owned a car together.

When Briggs’ telegram arrived for encryption and Grace Edwards read it, her eyes just grew wide
in amazement. We were all very young people and Grace, who grew up on a farm in a very rural
part of Oregon, wondered what in God’s name is going to happen to us now? Here she is the
roommate of the file clerk and she knows about this but what about her roommate? Obviously
everybody is going to be affected in some way and so far as we knew Tuesday morning would find
us all in a Czech jail someplace. That was Grace’s thinking at the time. I should add that Grace was
no shrinking violet. She was not so much frightened as astounded. Nothing like this had ever
happened in the part of Oregon where she had grown up. Grace persuaded John to call the two of
us (Patricia and me) in and they showed us this message. John said, “You can not say anything at
all about this, absolutely nothing at all about this message.” Out it went.

I am trying to remember, that evening after work we all went off to a nearby pub to have dinner and
a couple of beers. There were four of us in the group one of whom was Ann Stoyak.

At any rate, the four of us were having a beer and unspoken on our minds was this situation and our
concern, apprehension, tension, and excitement about what was going on. In the bar we dared not
say a word about it so we talked about other things; I have no idea what we talked about. . I
remember only that none of us dared to say a word about the situation of which we now were
aware or in any way let on in public that anything was going on. This was not something of which
we had to remind one another or pledge one another. It was a sort of unspoken, conscious compact.

What I do remember about that evening was that there was a young Czech soldier in the bar and he
invited Ann to dance with him and they did a fantastic czardas there in the bar, then somehow or
another we all went our way home. I think everybody was summoned into the embassy Monday
morning. The ambassador convened a meeting of the staff to tell them what had happened and that
we were going to have to carry out this evacuation. I think the sequence of events is that Briggs
reported the note to the Department of State. A reply came back with instructions to press for an



additional period of time. He got agreement from the Foreign Ministry for an extension of another

ten days, which carried us well into May up to the 10th of May. After these instructions had come
back and an extension had been obtained, a meeting of the entire American staff of the embassy
was convened. The ambassador explained to us what was going on. What I remember very
distinctly is that Briggs broke down in tears in this meeting and apologized to the staff for what had
happened to them. He was clearly unable to continue to conduct that meeting, and I do not recall
that he gave us any direction or instructions as to how to proceed.

The other thing that I remembered is that the ambassador at that point left the room. He was
ushered out, escorted out, or something. James K. Penfield who was the deputy chief of mission
took over the meeting and really took charge. He said, “Okay, this is how we are going to carry it
out. You are going to do this. You are going to do that,” and so on. He answered all questions. He
was gentle about this, but he was very strong and forthright. I had great respect for Mr. Penfield
after that incident. The way in which he took command reassured everyone. It was, I think, a
classic example of leadership in a tense and uncertain situation. The United States I suppose had
evacuated some diplomatic posts previous to that time, but in the post-war period probably Prague
was one of the first where we had to carry out such a large-scale evacuation under that kind of
duress.

In those days we were not accustomed to evacuating diplomatic posts. There wasn’t any drill for it
and Penfield had to work it all out on his feet. He did a superb job of maintaining morale,
organization, discipline, and esprit de corps in the embassy. I give him very high marks for that. I
don’t know whether he ever got the credit for it that he deserved or not, but he sure as hell did a
magnificent job.

Of course work picked up very quickly in the embassy. We destroyed a lot of files up in the file
room. We all knew what we were doing. People’s effects had to be gathered together. They had to
be packed up and assembled in the embassy. People were assigned various duties and it went off
very well. We met the deadline for the evacuation from Prague. Frank Siscoe was the
Administrative Officer at that time, and he was another strong, calm figure in these uncertain
circumstances.

The Czechs left it to us to select the people to leave. Of course just about all of the American staff
volunteered to stay and we were thanked for that, but about 60 of us had to leave. I was among
those whom the embassy and Washington decided should go. It was a particularly tragic situation
in the case of the Czech employees of the embassy because many of them were people who had
worked in the embassy since the ‘20s and ‘30s. They had been with the embassy since the founding
of it. When the Second World War came, the embassy was shut down of course. The Czech
employees had in many cases been very helpful to people leaving at that time. They had remained
loyal. They had come back to the embassy when it reopened in 1945 and some of them were just
short of eligibility for retirement by 1950. A lot of compassionate work was done I understand at
that point trying to solve the problems of those people. Upon leaving the embassy, they were going
to be sent off to labor camps somewhere under the work permit system that the Czech government
had. They were assigned to very mundane positions of drudgery in humiliating conditions. One, a
very senior employee — a silver-haired gentleman, said to me “You have the atomic bomb. Why
don’t you just drop it on the Kremlin and solve the whole problem?”” I was dumbfounded by his



statement, and I don’t recall what I said, although it showed me the state of his desperation and
distress.

I remember very well a young man by the name of Karel Prohaska, who was one of the chauffeurs
of the embassy and was somehow associated with my roommate at the time, a man by the name of
Keith Corley, who was in the military attaché’s office. Karel was about my age, a young fellow. I
remember talking with him one of the last afternoons that I was in the embassy. He was there with
his girlfriend in a vacated Embassy office. I said to him, “Karel, you’ve been awfully good to me.”
His English was quite good; I spoke no Czech. “If there is anything I can ever do to help you out,
let me know.” His girlfriend immediately hushed us and pointed to the telephone. Here we were in
the American embassy and there was such a climate of fear on the part of people that she believed
that it was entirely possible that the telephone on the desk between us was tapped, even though it
was on the hook, and that people would be able to pick up the transmission of what we were
saying.

I have no idea what happened to Karel Prohaska or any of the other people in the embassy at that
time. There were some who escaped. I saw one month later in Paris. She was the fiancé and later
married a captain in the air force attaché’s office. Her story was a chilling example of risks people
took, I suppose some unsuccessfully, to escape from behind the Iron Curtain. She said that she had
paid someone to get her out of the country by crossing over the border. They had escorted her on a
certain day, followed by a moonless night, all this business, up to a point that was something like
three or four miles from the border at which point they said to her, “Okay, now you head in that
direction through the woods.” She did as she was told and after awhile, through the darkness, she
saw a guard approaching as she was getting very close to the border. She said she turned her back
toward him and crouched down on the ground to look as though she was part of the vegetation and
kind of blend with it. She said, “I waited a long time. I expected him to come up from behind and
take me. After a very long time nothing happened and I looked around and no one was there. I have
no idea whether he saw me and decided to allow me to go, or whether he didn’t see me and I was
successful.” She said she then crossed the border. It was a real ordeal, that experience.

HARRY G. BARNES, JR.
Consular Officer
Prague (1953-1956)

Ambassador Barnes was born in Minnesota and raised in Minnesota and New
York. He was educated at Amherst College and Columbia University. After service
in the US Army in World War 11, he joined the Foreign Service and was posted in
1950 to Bombay, India. His other foreign posts include Prague, Moscow,
Kathmandu and Bucharest. He served as United States Ambassador to Romania
(1974-1977, India (1981-1985) and Chile (1985-1996) in addition to having
several senior level assignments at the State Department in Washington.
Ambassador Barnes was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 2001.

Q: So in 1953 the Barneses are off to Prague. Following your plan!



BARNES: This was my plan. It was a good plan, you know, why shouldn’t it work?
Q: So you were in Prague from when to when?

BARNES: Prague from December of 1953 until July of 1956. When I said I wasn’t successful in
language I was completely unsuccessful in getting language training before I went to Prague.

Q. How did you find language training? Often I’ve noticed myself, I have found that you put out a
great deal about the society, the culture and all from your language teacher at the FSI. How did
you find Prague?

BARNES: Well, since I didn’t get language training before [ went to Prague, I had to learn it on the
spot. What I did there essentially I was the consular officer, a one person consular section, what I
did there essentially, was to recruit my FSN (Foreign Service National, i.e., locally hired) staff and
tell them I needed help and from the beginning to try to use as much Czech as I could. I had picked
up a book so before I left the States. I did a little bit and I remember writing on the boxes that were
packed that we sent to Prague. On some boxes I wrote “office” and on other boxes I wrote “home”
and one of the first lessons my Czech staff gave me was I’d used the wrong word for “office”. I had
used in effect “institution,” “office” in that sense and not office “office.” So I that was the way
learned.

We had a Czech maid servant who had some knowledge of English and worked for our
predecessors, but I tried to always to speak Czech with her. By the time I left I could manage fairly
well.

Q: Who was our ambassador while you were there?

BARNES: When we arrived George Wadsworth had just left and so there was an interregnum
before Alex Johnson came [Editor’s Note: Ambassador Johnson presented his credential for this
his first ambassadorial post on December 31, 1953 and left post on December 29, 1957]. In fact,
one of the nice things I would say about our beginning in Prague, we got to Prague in December.
Have you ever been to Prague? It burns soft coal as its principle fuel and so in an otherwise drab as
European winters made even more drab by clouds of coal.

The fact there was no ambassador and the fact that the Czech authorities, I have forgotten who hit
whom first, but either the U.S. reduced size of the Czech mission in Washington or the Czechs
reduced the size of the U.S. Mission in Prague, but we were cut to thirteen people just before we
scheduled to arrive. That required giving up houses outside the compound, for the most part, where
people had lived and bring everybody into the compound and converting chancery space into
living quarters. For a period of about two or three weeks when we first arrived we were put up in
the Residence before the Johnsons arrived and that was a very comfortable beginning compared
with what we ended up later.

Q: Who was the DCM?



BARNES: There were a couple, two while we were there. The first was Nat King who left about
six months or so after we got there and the second was Gary Anderson.

Q: 1 take it when you arrived, that relations with the Czechs were not...

BARNES: This was what? Six or eight months after Stalin’s death and the thaw, so-called that
began to take place in the Soviet Union took a year or two to get there and the Czech Communists
at that point had the reputation of doing exactly what the Soviets did, almost as if it were a pattern,
as if things were cut out and all the detailed instructions were given. They followed them slavishly
and so if relations were bad between the U.S. and the USSR they were at least as bad and maybe
even a bit worse. Well, whether that was an exaggeration or not, but in any case, no, it was not
easy. We were followed wherever we went and one difference was that there were not travel
restrictions imposed on us. For whatever reason, I don’t know why, the U.S. imposed no travel
restrictions on Czech diplomats at that point, so we could travel all over the country. We would be
followed, but we were not restricted, whereas in Moscow and some other places you had
limitations on where and when you could travel.

Q: Well, it’s a pretty small country.

BARNES: Well, actually when you go from the German border to what was then the Soviet and
now the Ukrainian border it’s a good day’s drive.

Q: Let’s talk about your work first: what type of work were you doing?

BARNES: Consular, I was the consular officer with comparatively little visa work, mostly visas
for officials coming to the embassy of the U.N. Mission and that sort of thing. Occasional visitors’
visas, the one case that stands out in my mind was a case of a prominent Czech theologian, by the
name of Framanka, who was invited to come here, I have forgotten whether it was the National
Council of Churches or the Council of Churches or something of that sort. A certain amount of
protection of Americans in jail, dual nationals basically. At the time we arrived there was a dual
national who was a refugee in the embassy, someone who had worked in our consulate in
Bratislava before it had been closed, imprisoned and managed to escape from prison and make his
way across the country and reconnoitered the street in front of the Embassys, it is a very narrow
street; police stationed outside and cars with the secret police as well. This individual named John
Hvasta was able to reconnoiter the entrance to the Embassy, the gates, and slipped in when
somebody was going out and caught the guards by surprise. The Embassy had a Czech receptionist
right inside the gates. Obviously, under those circumstances responsible to the secret police more
than to the embassy. She tried to stop him but he got past her and got up into the section of the
embassy where the Americans were working.

We refused to surrender him to the Czech authorities for a period of, it must have been about four
or five months, part of the time before we got there, part after we got there. We took turns, the
small embassy staff in effect standing guard at night and locked John up in a secure area of the
embassy. We were never sure, given the tense relations at the time whether we there would be an
attempt to take him by force. As it turned out, we were able to negotiate his departure, so it worked
out all right.



The other specific case I remember particularly is a woman, the daughter of one of the founders of
the Czech Republic in 1918, a newspaper editor himself who died in prison. She remained in
prison. [ was able to visit her a couple of times and she was, before we left, allowed out, I think,
allowed out of prison, stayed a while in the country and then subsequently left.

Q: Were there any attempts on our part to reunite families?

BARNES: People would come to the consular section who had families in the States, but for the
most part though they were dual nationals and that was the difficulty. There were attempts but not
a lot of success at that point.

Q: How did you find working with the Czech authorities?

BARNES: I had limited contact with them simply because of the fact that there were so little in the
way of links between the two countries, practically no trade, for instance. The dual national
question I was talking about, not much in the way of cooperation on that score. Essentially, quite
formal, at best not very helpful, occasionally of some help. The arrangement that was negotiated,
for example, for John Hvasta to leave was one of the few exceptions and that was more the
ambassador’s doing than mine. The exceptions were not much in the way of cooperation so it was
pretty much at arm’s length.

Q: In those days Prague was not a place where American tourists went?

BARNES: No. Travelers were basically anybody of Czech descent.

Q: How about when you traveled around? Was there a concern about provocations?

BARNES: A potential concern; just you needed to be alert to the possibility but during the period
we were there, there were none. We as Americans, when we traveled tended to get, what shall I
say, sort of a mixed welcome from the Czechs. On the whole, I am talking non-official, on the
whole, very friendly simply because we were Americans, at the same time somewhat cautious lest
their own authorities raise questions about you know, why they were even for a while associating
with Americans.

I remember when a music festival we went to the eastern part of the country where we were quite
openly welcomed as Americans and they never seemed to have that much in the way of
inhibitions.

Q: Did you get involved in federal benefits, social security payments, and that sort of thing?
BARNES: These were sort of routine type things, tracing people, trying to confirm things.

Q: To get out of country, where did you go, to Munich?

BARNES: We were dependent on the Army commissary facilities in what was then Western



Germany, specifically in Nuremburg. We had a six ton truck which would take periodic trips to
Nuremburg and come back with supplies, things we couldn’t get locally. There was a great
shortage of things in Prague at that point and the Mission had a small commissary. We just took
turns driving out and getting the stuff loaded on and coming back. So that was the place we knew
best. It was a little bit like just a change and nothing else aside from the work we’d do in regard
with the commissary. Went to Vienna once or twice again for change, not so much for supplies.

Q: Well, Vienna was, this was rather an exciting period while you were there.
BARNES: It was the occupation still, but the treaty ending the occupation was in 1955.
Q: Was there any feeling that this might indicate a thaw?

BARNES: Yes, there was some hopes because, what was it, the spirit of Geneva that was also ’55.
And there was some slight relaxation in Czechoslovakia in terms of the stridency that began.

Q: Did you ever sort of discuss about why was Czechoslovakia such a, kind of a hard line place
compared say even to Poland and so many other places where there seemed to be much more, they
didn’t take things as seriously.

BARNES: We talked among ourselves but I don’t think anybody came up with any terribly clear
explanation. If you want to make a connection, just sort of thinking out loud, the Czech Revolution
in 1989 and it was called the Velvet Revolution, I don’t know if there is a link here somewhere, a
less strident, or less violent approach.

Q: Now Alex Johnson was one of the major figures in the Foreign Service. How did you find him as
an ambassador?

BARNES: At one level, very professional and clearly someone who, what should I say, he knew
what he wanted to do and why he wanted to do it. At another level, cold, not great on what [ would
call staff relations, somewhat aloof but then perhaps that was my vantage point as consular officer
as distinct from others who were doing more “substantive” stuff.

Q: Well, I would thinking this environment the political officers spent most of their time reading
newspapers, didn’t they?

BARNES: Yes, in good part although also comparing notes with colleagues and exchanging what
they thought in this case we would have Pravo, which was the equivalent of Pravda was saying or
meant. For the rest of us too, not only the political officers, much of our life was within the
diplomatic corps and a lot of exchange of what you call analysis at one level but gossip at another.
We had a very good first secretary political officer, Jack lams, who was something of a mentor for
me.

Q: Was the Soviet presence pronounced there?

BARNES: Not very visible, no. There was a huge monument overlooking the river to the glorious



Red Army. The Czechs have something of a sense of humor and the standard Czech version, at
least that we heard, was the presence - as part of the sculpture - the presence of figures symbolizing
the people of Czechoslovakia and their solidarity with the Great Soviet Union. The Czech version
of that was that they were lined up behind the Soviet figures in order to push them into the river
when they could get the chance.

Q: Did you get involved at all with the people trying to defect or to give you information or
anything like that?

BARNES: No, [ didn’t and I don’t remember, this goes back to provocations and so on. No, [ don’t
remember any of that.

Let me go back to Alex for a moment; one example. Prague has sort of an historic center which
was called the Old Town, very narrow streets, and attractive squares and so on. As I mentioned, we
were followed regularly, drive out of the embassy compound and right across this narrow street
was enough room for a couple of Czech cars called Tatra which were a large car. They always had
an antenna which indicated they were a secret police car and they would just sort of fall in line and
would follow you as you left, particularly the first secretary I mentioned.

I sometimes got tired of this type of surveillance and so we would drive into the old town and
because of the configuration of the streets, if you sped up a little bit you’d go into one of the
squares and we would sort of keep going around and around. That attracted onlookers who were
trying to figure out what we were doing, could see the Tatra following us and sort of a measure of
some amusement to these people who watched. A Tatra has a limited turning radius and so what
we would do once in a while when we had gone around a couple of times is suddenly go off in one
of these streets off the square and then because there’s probably an intersection only a hundred
meters away, we would get to the next place, turn and because they couldn’t keep up us so by the
time they got to where we had last been seen, we were gone.

Alex thought that was probably not such a great idea and he told us to stop playing games. He was
probably right.

Q: I am told in Moscow that they play those games. If your car was parked somewhere you would
have a deflated tire.

BARNES: That happened with my friend I mentioned, the first secretary once in Prague and what
he then did was to break the antenna off the Tatra. Why they didn’t retaliate, I don’t know but we
did cool it a bit.

Q; By the time you left did you see, relations were pretty much a deep freeze, weren't they?

BARNES: Actually, there was a bit of a thaw. More, I would say, about a year or so, about 1954
toward ’55 partly as a result of Geneva. Khrushchev was coming into office at that point and that
began to bear change. Malenkov was on his way out. Yes, it was less strident in terms of the tone
and somewhat more civil in terms of the relationships.



Q: When you left there in °56, it sounds like it was about time to go back to the States.

BARNES: It wasn’t as it turned out. I had decided at that point tha