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Judy C. Bryson

USAID

Management Internship Program (1966)

BRYSON: ... When | was a senior | learned of the Management Internship Program that
required you to take the Civil Service entrance exam. You then had to take the management
internship option that required an oral examination. In that particular year, 1966, USAID [U.S.
Agency for International Development] took in a very large class of management interns. There
were sixty people in that class. Half of the people were women, which was also very unusual.
The various agencies and the State Department were beginning to feel the effects of the Equal
Opportunity Act that was passed in 1963. The federal government was to be charged with laws
to see to it that there was equal opportunity for women as well as men in employment. Although
they were charged with administering these laws, the federal government's own house was not in
order. So they were making a very concentrated effort to recruit women to work for USAID and
the State Department, specifically.

Early Years in USAID

One thing I would like to say before I go into describing my time in Ghana is the situation of
women in USAID at that time. They had brought in thirty women in this class of management
interns in 1966, and | think as high a number in the class of 1967. This was beginning to redress
the balance between men and women a little bit. There was a huge divide between the new
women who were being brought in. | joined at something like GS [pay level], and the women
who had been working for USAID for a period -- At that time we had the Biographic Register
that was published and you could look up different people and see what had happened to them
and the track they had taken. You would find these women who were in their mid-thirties or
older, who were essentially at the same level as those who had just joined. If you went back and
looked in the bio register you would see that these older women actually had academic
backgrounds just as good as ours — that they had graduated from Brown University with a major
in economics, etc. — but had come to the State Department or USAID as secretaries. That was
the only position at which women could get hired. They had clawed their way up step by step
through administrative assistant, etc., to finally, after ten or twelve years, reach the program
position. They had had to start at very low levels of government service to get there. Then all of
a sudden there is this influx of young women in their mid-twenties who were coming in at the
same or even higher level than they had. They did not like us very much. They really had a lot of
scars of the battles they had come through.

But even with that, most of the time it was a very male environment. At almost all meetings that
you went to there might be one other woman, if it was a small meeting of ten people or so. Being
a woman in the State Department in the professional category was in its infancy at that time. So
it really was something that you had to be conscious of, had to be very careful. | always felt that |



didn't blame those women for finding us a threatening group, as we hadn't paid our USAID dues
to get where we were.

Q: Was this mostly civil service or both?

BRYSON: What | am talking about at the moment is the few years | spent in Washington. There
were far fewer professional women overseas in the Foreign Service. The image of the Ghana
Mission of the person they were going to get as a Food for Peace officer was a man in his late
thirties who was going to be well aware of ports and harbors, etc. To find that they were getting a
young woman was not to be expected at all. Today when you hear young women say they are not
feminists, they don't really realize all the steps women had to go through as recently as the 1960s
to hold a professional position.

Q: Were there any special efforts of your group of women to try to change the system at all or
press for it, or were each one of you trying to survive in your own situation?

BRYSON: The group of us who joined hung around together quite a bit. We always noticed that
we were rather a colorful lot. If you went into the State Department cafeteria, which was a huge
room, there were almost all men in sober suits. The older women had survived by looking like
the men by wearing very sober suits. But we would have more colorful outfits and definitely
stood out.

Resignation from USAID (1976)
Q: Were there other aspects of your eight years in Ghana?

BRYSON: I think the reason I ended up spending such a long time in Ghana is an interesting
aspect, and it also is illustrative of the way personnel policy within the agency has changed over
time. When | started in USAID, women who married basically had to resign or at least had to ask
for permission to marry. The process of asking permission to marry consisted of simultaneously
putting in your request for permission and your resignation, so if they decided not to give you
permission to marry and remain in the service, they accepted your resignation. So it was
obviously a major step to think about asking to marry because you didn't know what was going
to happen.

The other thing, which automatically happened to women in the Foreign Service, was that the
assumption was you were no longer available for worldwide assignment. There was a special
category within the Foreign Service that was called “Foreign Service reserve resident.” You
actually remained with your class and were paneled and promoted along with everyone else
within your grade, but you didn't get certain benefits. If you weren't available for worldwide
assignment, you didn't get home leave, you didn't get differential, and you didn't get a residence.
Though I received medical services from the American embassy and when | had children they
received medical services, my husband did not. This was a difference from the female spouses of
Foreign Service officers. Men were not required to become resident staff, and obviously their
spouses were not treated in this way.



I decided to marry early in 1970. This was just after this policy of being allowed to become
resident staff had come into place. But I still had to request permission to marry and because my
husband was a British citizen he had to have a security clearance, etc. The mission, who was
very supportive of my getting all of the clearances and being allowed to marry, was not moving
to replace me. This process started in January; | was getting married in June. We finally got
down to the point that all the invitations had been printed and | was getting married in two weeks
and still had not received any advice as to whether it was all right for me to get married. It was a
very difficult thing for the mission because they didn't know whether the individual who was
responsible for one of the important programs in the mission would be stopping two weeks after
that. Actually, the administrative officer called me the morning of the day | was getting married
and told me that the cable had finally come in saying it was okay. So it was really quite a
cliffhanger. This then meant that | stayed in Ghana and continued to work in Ghana.

In 1974, USAID changed the policy and said that they would restore me to full officer status and
give me back differential to the time when | got married, but I would have to return to the United
States so my husband could become an American citizen. By that time | had one child. I decided
not to accept the offer but they allowed me to stay as a Foreign Service reserve resident. That
meant that when we came to the point where my husband was going to be leaving Ghana, where
he had been working for a British trading company, and returning back to England, we had the
decision about what to do — whether he would stop or | would stop or whatever. At that point |
was having a second child and really didn't feel | wanted to become the principal breadwinner in
the family, so I resigned from USAID.

Anne O. Cary

Entering the Foreign Service (1974)

CARY: ... The whole thing took less than an hour. They then sent me out and called me back a
couple of minutes later and said, "Congratulations, go down and get fingerprinted.” They
actually did offer me a place in the March class, but | couldn't leave the CAB that quickly. When
they did my security interview, my application had "Urgent" stamped on it. It was just about the
time when they had to bring in more women and | am convinced they didn't have very many
female economists.

Q: Well, I am sure they wanted more women, but also being an economist and having been
overseas and made these connections made you a prime candidate.

CARY: I think it was a good thing to move rapidly. It is something, as | saw when my husband
entered the Foreign Service ... they wait so long before offering a position. Most people have to
make other decisions in the time it took [the State Department] to process an applicant. So |
thought the speed that they can move when they want to was a good thing. For somebody who
was just getting started, it worked very well. It was rapid enough. They pushed through
everything very quickly. It was clear that their numbers had to be improved.



Q: I'was on the board about that time and we were looking for more women and minorities. So
you started when?

CARY: In June 1974.

Q: Can you describe and characterize a bit about your A-100 course [Foreign Service
orientation]?

CARY: Yes. We were the 113th class.

Q: lwasclass 1.

CARY: Oh, really?

Q: I mean, they started other numbering later on, but I think you were of that continual.

CARY: There were forty or so FSOs [Foreign Service officers]. | was the youngest. In fact, at
that point it was the fiftieth anniversary of the Rogers Act and | was the youngest FSO. So | was
in State Magazine as the youngest FSO.

Q: The Rogers Act being the act which created the Foreign Service in 1924.

CARY: There were about eight women. One had been in before but had been forced to resign
when she got married and had been reinstated, a consular officer. One was a former Playboy
bunny; she had done that while in school to make money. There were some ex-Peace Corps
volunteers. It was a fairly diverse group, an older group with more and more people over thirty
because the age limit had been dropped. We had a couple of people in their forties. Most people
were not married. The A-100 class lasted for a six-week period.

Q: At the beginning, were you picking up any sexist vibes? This is the time when the culture is
beginning to change as far as women in the Foreign Service and all this, but it was still pretty
early on.

CARY: There was definitely an attitude. Because | was so young | don't think it bothered me as
much as it would had | been older. But | was so much younger than everybody else around that
when people condescended, | interpreted it to mean, "Of course, I'm the new person on the
block," and that was fine with me.

Q: You would go for the coffee or something?

CARY: Right, I will fix your coffee. | can remember a Christian Science Monitor journalist
walking into the office and looking at me and saying, "I like my coffee with two sugars.” So |
got up and got the coffee and went and sat down. He realized when | sat down at the table that I
wasn't a secretary. It was also a time when secretaries had a lot of problems with female officers
because it is a difficult situation. A lot of these were the old-time Foreign Service secretaries,
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many who had college degrees and just simply weren't given the opportunity to become officers,
and “here comes this young kid who is an officer telling me how to do this job I've been doing
for twenty years.” There was a lot of tension. Most of the men | found to be pretty paternalistic,
which didn't bother me much. And people were, "Oh, oh! You can do that. Isn't that amazing?"
But because there weren't that many females around, people would remember me and to me that
was an advantage. It was, "Oh, yes, it is the girl." And it was "the girl," as nobody would call me
a woman at that point. And there was a big thing about using "Ms." It took a long time for the
department to use "Ms.”

The attitude towards women was not as negative as | think it got later on when people started
believing that the gender was more important than talent, saying, "It is a woman, that is why.
They had to have her do that." There was no sense that women were being given preferential
treatment at that point. Women officers, particularly in political or economic work, were still
enough of a rarity and still having to prove that they could hold their own in the Foreign Service.
So the sense was a little strange.

I think in the workplace it could become uncomfortable because people really didn't know how
to deal with a woman, especially for a lot of the older men. If you were overseas and the control
officer and invited to go out to dinner, it was all of a sudden awkward. It put men in a situation
where they really didn't know what they were supposed to do, what the ground rules were.
Sometimes | think people were making passes because they weren't sure whether they were
supposed to or not. That part of the etiquette had not been decided yet, how you deal with a
colleague outside the office or even inside the office. There were people who were really used to
dealing with women in a certain way and would continue to do that in a work situation.

Q: I'was part of this and it was difficult. I think all of us were going through a learning process.
In a way, the paternalism thing could be helpful because as a more senior officer there were a
couple of younger women who I kind of took under my wing, as | think many of us did, and really
pushed. It was kind of fun to watch them being ambassadors. | have been to a number of
ceremonies. But in a way it was discrimination of a reverse sort, but there was a paternalism
behind it which isn't a bad thing. | think at a certain point senior officers should take younger
people under their wing and push. I think it was easier for many of us to do it with women than
with men.

CARY: I did think the age thing did make a difference, because older women really resented it
more. Many of them were bringing in something from a second career and felt that they were
being treated in a condescending way. There was one case where there was a male supervisor,
two women and another man in an office. The supervisor basically condescended to everybody.
He would say, "Now you write a memo and say ‘To so-and-so,” and put these points in it and do
this and that and the other thing." I looked and saw that he treated everybody that way, even the
minister-counselor, because that was his approach to things. But the other woman really took it
as pure condescension and denigration of her ability.

There was no effort to tell people how to deal with these problems. That one particularly came
out very badly, as it degenerated into a fight over a leave slip. An easy way to get back at people
is to deny leave or to take unauthorized leave.
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Q: We are talking about a time when the unwritten corridor rules were being set up. Did you
find yourself able to tap into a women's network? Or was the generational thing between the
older women who had clawed their way up the hard way, and you who had come in with perhaps
the skids greased just a little bit to get more women in, or at least that was the perception ...
Were you able to find women role models?

CARY: There simply were not very many senior women at the time. My first job was in the
[Operations] Center and Regina Eltz was there. But senior women were single and they were not
a role model for me because I didn't want to be single all of my life. To me there was a difference
because they had given up everything for their career and | was not going to give up everything
for that career. It was partly seeing women, not just officers, but secretaries as well, who had
lived for their jobs and were left at the end with not even a place to live. Later on there was more
variation, but early on there were just not very many senior women in a position to go out of
their way to make an effort for other women.

Casablanca, Morocco: Consul General (1992-1995)

Q: I recall you getting ready to go [to Casablanca]. For the record, you were great with child at
the time. Where did you have your baby?

CARY: Here at George Washington Hospital. Again, the State Department was pretty good
about it. Sometime in February or March I got a call from my predecessor, Tim Foster, who
asked, "Could you be here for July 4?" | said, "No, | can't because | am going to have a baby at
the end of May, but will be there as soon as | can after the DCM [deputy chief of mission]
course.” FSI [the Foreign Service Institute] and [the office of personnel] tried to be
accommodating about timing. Because the DCM course is only offered three times a year, |
knew | was going to be nursing during the time of the DCM course. Special arrangements were
needed because some of it took place offsite. Most people were in one part of the offsite place
and | had a little cottage with two rooms and brought our nanny. She would come and knock on
the classroom door when it was time to feed the baby, and everybody got used to it. James was
six weeks old and was the youngest participant ever in the DCM course. For the courses at FSI,
the director made her office available from the beginning so James could be with me. There
really was no alternative for a six-week-old. And then I took three weeks of French, and again,
the ability of the system to respond officially is, "No, we can't do anything for you. | am sorry,
there isn't any space,” but individually the instructors were willing to find space using various
offices or classrooms not in use.

Q: You are talking about nursing?

CARY: Yes. The system does have to realize that more and more women are choosing to
continue working and have their children. | had three children while working in the Foreign
Service. | took six weeks off with James, which was my longest postpartum break. It’s not an
easily addressed problem. It is inconvenient to have to come up with a substitute for a period
while somebody is having a child. And now that the department is insisting that women return to
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the United States to give birth, it means mandating a gap of really at least three months, because
most airlines won't let you fly when you are more than eight months pregnant and most doctors
don't want you to fly either. When [the State Department] was giving medical clearance for
women to have babies overseas, you had more flexibility. When our daughter was born we were
living in Ethiopia. | flew to Nairobi two weeks before she was due and we returned when she
was four days old. They haven't quite worked it out, how to handle trips and all that when you
are nursing. I got an e-mail in 1994 from a female FSO who asked, "Please share your
experiences of how you managed to have your kids and keep working."

Q: How about your contacts as consul general with the elements of government? Did you have
any problems with being an American and/or a woman?

CARY: | was the first female consul general in Morocco, so everybody was curious. Here |
arrived with a three-month-old baby and two other kids. The Moroccans reacted very, very well,
very positively. | had a sense that they could relate to me as a daughter, a sister, or something, |
had kids. I felt no sense that people thought I should be home taking care of our kids. Amongst
the upper class nobody takes care of their own kids, so it seemed perfectly reasonable to be out
working. A number of women have taken over family businesses or are involved in the family
business. So there is an acceptance, particularly for women my age.

Q: Before we end this interview, you mentioned you would like to talk about the gender issue,
experience in the Foreign Service, etc.

CARY: Specifically, what happens when your foreign contact makes an unwelcomed advance: It
changed the way that | did business. In Haiti a high-level contact made a grab for me at a
restaurant. | thought | had been giving out the wrong signals and had made a mistake, so |
decided | would never have a one-on-one dinner with a male. Okay, that seemed to work. Then |
stopped having most one-on-one lunches because on more than one occasion a male contact, a
colleague in the foreign government, somebody with whom I had to repeatedly deal, would make
a pass.

Q: For future readers, a pass is a mild sexual advance.

CARY: Yes. Some of them weren't so mild. And | felt partly it was the confusion because people
really weren't so used to women in these roles and when you put a male and female in a role that
they are used to, such as a lunch or something, they put it into a social context and there are
certain men who believe such situations call for a pass. This happened enough that | decided I
would avoid situations that would put us in a social context. | would meet in offices in a clearly
work situation. | thought that would solve the problems. But in Ethiopia, while seven months
pregnant, | went to call on the Tunisian ambassador about an OAU [Organization of African
Unity] issue and he grabbed and kissed me. Now, how do | ever deal with this guy again without
retching? | just found it very bizarre, the fact that such a thing would happen. It certainly
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happens with Americans but it is much easier to deal with because you know their cultural
context and know what is going on, and there are indeed ways of dealing with this if it continues
to happen. But when this is somebody that you need to see on a continuing basis, it poses
problems. It was a learning process for me. You know, there are certain people you can't tell at
all how they are going to react, and somebody like the Tunisian ambassador ... there is nothing
you can do except make sure it is always your office after that, which is what I did, although the
Tunisian ambassador shouldn't be coming to call on a first secretary.

Some of the others were American colleagues, people who were traveling on TDY [temporary
duty], with very peculiar ideas about what a control officer really is. | would disabuse them very
quickly that that wasn't why | was there. | had some great times as a control officer. But there
were people who had different opinions. Because visitors did the Brussels-Paris circuit, | could
compare notes with female friends in a similar position in Paris serving as control officer for the
same person. We would compare notes as to whether so-and-so had been obnoxious. It was
amusing that it wasn't just a one-time situation, but clearly there were people who thought that
was the way it was supposed to happen in terms of female officers. As a supervisor | have never
been required to attend anything on sexual harassment or what is considered to be sexual
harassment, although I think the [State] Department is starting to do that. The Department of
Commerce required people to ...

Q: This whole sexual harassment came to its forefront in the late '80s and early '90s and is still
with us. It has always been there, but as far as being a legal thing ... Once you start getting into
the mold of making official complaints, it puts you into a different category, and no matter how
nice everybody tries to be about it, it is not good for one's mental attitude, | think, and also not
really very good career-wise, | would think.

CARY: Right. | had a secretary that was involved in an actual case involving the Department of
Defense and she had to go back to testify. She testified that the accused grabbed everybody. This
raised the question of why is it that some people could deal with unacceptable behavior and
others couldn't. That was the focus of the investigation. But that puts the onus on the wrong
person. It isn't for the person who is getting grabbed to deal with it, it is why do people think
they can abuse their position. As a female supervisor of males you get into it too, thinking,
“Okay, that is right, it can work both ways.” To hear people talk about situations they have been
in with a female boss was something | had just not thought about. Indeed, the possibility is there
and may be even more subtle and more difficult to deal with, because at least when you are a
woman everybody more or less doesn't blame you for it. But some people would look at a man
claiming harassment and think, “What is wrong with him?”

Q: Yes. I think it is one of these things that we keep working on. Often it gets overly legalistic
and gets into victimization. We are working on it. I would think though that often to get
somewhere in business, our business or any other one, often the more informal setting of the
lunch sort of takes you outside the office setting. Did you find this prohibiting, or did you sort of
work around it?

CARY: Actually, I learned, as you learned, that if it is at your house you are in much safer
grounds. So that is what | would do. I found that it was the one-on-one lunch or small group ... if
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you picked your group right, you could get just as much information and perhaps more as people
bounced ideas off one another. But when you were really looking to cultivate somebody as they

were going to be a good source of information — again, by being in a position both in India and

in Morocco of having a cook — I invited them to the house. You also didn't have a problem with
a bill. That was another thing. Men were always grabbing the bill when you had invited them to

lunch. I would make arrangements of paying in advance so that no bill was ever presented at the
table. I found entertaining in my own home made it a lot easier.

Ambassador Frances Cook

Ambassador to Burundi (1980-1983)
Q: Did you have any difficulties with loneliness abroad? You always lived by yourself.

COOK: I really never did. I think the exception to that, and this is really more a female
perspective than an FSO [Foreign Service officer] perspective, | found that in developing
countries, particularly, it is very hard to have close female friends among the nationals of the
country you're assigned to. That's true for their cultural and educational reasons — namely that,
as a single person, it's very hard to be close to a married woman of a foreign culture. They're
almost all married.

Q: There aren't many career women.

COOK: I find that female support systems are very important for women professionals. They've
been important to me through my whole career. They're perhaps more important to me than
many, because | don't have any sisters. | always had a lot of friends in the third world among
females, but never really the close kind of support relationship that I think is good for you. Now |
had those kinds of relationships there with Americans and with men and women, but it wasn't
that kind of qualitative relationship that you have in Europe or in Australia or in Washington.

Q: So that would make it a little bit lonelier. I should think it would be exacerbated the higher up
the ladder you go — more visibility. When you're chief of mission, it's lonely at the top.

COOK: I think that's absolutely true, and you cope in various kinds of ways. One way I've
always coped is being a great letter writer my whole career.

Q: You keep your circle of friends going.

COOK: | keep in touch with them. I've been less good on that recently than | used to be. | found
I wrote a lot of letters in Australia and Dakar, for example, and keep it going at a distance.

Q: What about a hardship post as opposed to a non-hardship post? Did you find because they
are more difficult, you're putting more of yourself into the assignment?
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COOK: They're more difficult climatically, and in terms of isolation, and in terms of how long it
takes to get to a place, and in terms of the diseases, perhaps, you're exposed to. In terms of the
living, they frankly are easier for a woman, who has to manage a house, in addition to an office.
In these "hardship posts” you have generally a competent house staff, at least you have one you
can work with and train. In Washington or in Europe, you have to do it yourself. | think that even
in the department currently there is a great underestimation on what that really means, being a
female, or an unmarried male officer. You basically carry two full-time jobs, and the job gets
much harder to do, and much more time-consuming, the higher you go up. Running a residence
is a full-time job. I've had six years straight of doing that, and I came home really tired. | realize
that there was basically no time off, ever. | think the same is true for unmarried male officers.
There are very few of them. Where it's more the norm, | think, for senior female officers, it's
unusual for a male officer. But serving in the third world in those conditions, | think, makes that
part of the job easier than it would in Europe, for example.

Q: Because the help is still available?

COOK: It still is available, and in Burundi it was better than anything I've ever had any place.
You can't judge it by the isolation of the post. It was far superior in Burundi, than what | had in

Egypt.

Q: What do you think was the reaction of the host country to your being a woman?

COOK: I think they didn't know America well enough to know... If it had come from any other
country they may have been surprised. From America, | think, they thought anything can go.
They were so in the European mold. This is true of most African countries. It's a country where
women occupy less senior government positions than most others in Africa, although they named
their first female ministers while I was there, which | was very pleased about.

Q: Do you think because of you?
COOK: I don't know. | did a lot of things there that other ambassadors didn't do, and | guess |

just made a visual impact. I'm not a small person. If I'm in a crowd of Africans | stand out one
way or the other.

Ambassador Jane Abell Coon

Entering the Foreign Service (1957)

Q: At any time in these early days, did you have any interviews with people in [the office of]
personnel? Did you have any of them ask you if you were going to leave to be married and that
sort of thing?
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COON: I don't remember anything like that. It may have happened, but I don't remember it.
What I'm really conscious of now, probably as a result of the feminist movement, was that, back
in the '50s, you accepted the fact that you were a woman and therefore it was going to be more
difficult to compete. | didn't particularly get upset by it. It was just part of the environment.

Q: It's just the way life was.

COON: That's the way it was, and | hate to say | accepted it, but I didn't have any tremendous
sense of injustice. | didn't have any great sense of anger over discrimination. It was just the way
things were.

Q: We didn't know it could be any other way.

COON: In later years, talking it over, for example, with my husband ... Every male officer in his
A-100, his junior officer class, came in with a fixed notion that they were going to shoot for the
top, that becoming an ambassador was the name of the game.

Q: Sure. Political cone.
COON: Particularly political cone. We didn't have cones in those days.
Q: No, that's true.

COON: | don't literally ever remember during my first period in the Foreign Service, my first
sixteen years, ever dreaming that that could be possible. I did not aspire to it because it was not
one of those things one aspired to. I'm not even sure | ever thought it would be possible to
become a political counselor, because that implied supervising men, and women didn't supervise
men very often in those days. It was not a common thing. There were certainly women in the
department who did, but it was not an expectation. For a young male officer at that time, there
was an expectation of rising up that wonderful ladder. I realize, looking back on it, | really did
not see that as a goal. | thought | would work on each successive assignment. | loved the work, |
loved the Foreign Service, but it never occurred to me that | would ever be able ...

Q: Did you assume that you would marry, and leave the service? Or were you just accepting
things as they came along?

COON: I think probably I operated at two levels. There was always an expectation there that

there was a possibility of marrying and leaving the service, but | think there was also an equal
expectation that this was a great and wonderful way to make a living. So probably both things
operated at the same time. | think that young women now who come into the service find this
absolutely inexplicable.

Q: I know. I know. And you find yourself defending yourself, perhaps?

COON: Sometimes I find it inexplicable, too.
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Q: That's what consciousness-raising is all about.

COON: So anyway, | worked hard on Pakistan, and, as the INR [Bureau of Intelligence and
Research] analyst, I learned a lot, and the time came to go out overseas. My predecessor's time
was coming to an end in Karachi. | don't remember exactly what I did. There was no bid system
in those days. But | worked to get myself in line as the candidate to succeed him in Karachi, and
it seemed to be working. It was a logical, onward assignment for me. It was logical for the
embassy in Karachi to take someone who knew something about Pakistan.

Q: Did you have to take the A-100 course?

COON: No. And I suppose that probably Karachi wasn't considered a plum by many, when you
get right down to it. [laughter]

Q: I'was just thinking how brave you were to go out to Karachi.

COON: I thought it was the place | really wanted to go, because | knew I could break in there.
Again, I don't think there was a paneling system, but I got up to the assignment process, and |
was assigned, when the word came back that neither the ambassador nor the DCM [deputy chief
of mission] nor the political counselor felt that it was a reasonable assignment. A woman could
not do substantive work in Pakistan.

Well, the prospects didn't look very good. I still don't know quite what happened. The
assignment went up, apparently, all the way to the assistant secretary, who, to me at that time,
was about two steps away from God. | mean, he was so high that I'd never met him. | don't even
remember who it was, to this day. Apparently, the Pakistan desk officer must have recommended
me, and he made the decision that | would go.

But I went out with some trepidation, knowing that I wasn't wholly welcome in my new post of
assignment. [laughter]

Karachi, Pakistan: second secretary and political officer (1957-1959)
Q: Did you experience culture shock?

COON: | can't remember that | did. | was so curious and so excited about being at my first
overseas post that | just plunged in and thoroughly enjoyed getting to know the country and the
people. I felt, after I'd been there a couple of years, that, as a woman, despite the resistance to my
coming there, | had really in many ways a distinct advantage. | was in some ways a third sex as
far as the Pakistanis were concerned. Their social mores really didn't apply to me, their
expectations of me as a woman. But at the same time | was a woman, and | could get into
Pakistani families, which was virtually impossible for a man, so that I made a lot of really very
good friend in several families.
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I also had something of an advantage in terms of getting to know the very tiny handful of
Pakistani professional women that existed then. In fact there were about four of them, and we
used to have lunch together about once a month, and I learned an enormous amount about their
problems as professional women in that society.

And | learned a lot about the culture. I can still remember one lunch when one of the women —
she must have been in her early thirties and had her doctorate from the University of

Minnesota — came in and rather, almost blushingly, which was not her style, announced that she
was being married. The instant reaction of all of the other women at the table was, "Have you
met him?" which indeed she had.

Q: She was a very forward woman, wasn't she, to have met her fiance.

COON: She did not know him well, but she had met him. The family had almost despaired of her
getting married because she was so years old.

Q: You mean she was in her twenties or something?

COON: | think she may have been as much as thirty.

Q: I see. She was really long in the tooth.

COON: May have been only in her late twenties, I'm not sure, but she was long in the tooth. |
think I just learned probably more at that post than any post about the society and how it worked
and how families functioned. And despite the fact that women were in purdah [the practice of
concealing women from men], there were frequently very strong women in various families who
wielded a great deal of power in family decision-making, and family decision-making is
important in that part of the world. They were the ones, for the most part, that arranged the

marriages, and they had an awful lot to do with issues of inheritance and issues of land and
property, although technically the power was in the hands of the men.

Q: Inyour first assignment, did you feel you were treated like a talking horse or something, as
this very unusual person, a woman and a Foreign Service officer?

COON: You mean by the Pakistanis or the Americans?
Q: Both. Did the Americans accept you as a colleague, the American men?
COON: I think so.

Q: Or did they treat you like the *“little sister””? I mean, the sort of treatment you got at home.
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COON: | suppose there was a little bit of the “little sister,” but no, I think | was accepted pretty
well once I'd established that I could get around, that | wasn't afraid of getting out. In fact, I just
loved getting out and was enormously curious. | just enjoyed myself enormously.

Q: Yes, and that enthusiasm carried over, of course.

COON: Yes. There was also a young group of diplomats in Karachi, single, mostly men: a
couple of Turks, and a British officer, a Belgian, and a couple of Americans (myself, and one or
two of the secretaries from the embassy). We had a great time, socially, as a small group.

Q: You were the only woman in this group?

COON: | was the only, at least, woman professional in the group. We had a wonderful time.
We'd go out to the beach huts at a place called Hawks Bay, just outside of Karachi, and engage
in camel races where you could rent a camel. As a group we'd rent what was known as a “bunder
boat” in the harbor, the fishing boats, and go out for parties. It was a very pleasant sort of social
life as well as a lot of fun professionally.

Q: Hardship post?

COON: It was a hardship post, yes; supposedly a hardship post, but I didn't find it much of a
hardship.

Q: How did you arrange for entertaining? You had a flat-mate, you said. Did you work out a
schedule with her?

COON: She didn't do much entertaining outside of the American community, and she did play
bridge, and we worked out a schedule, so that didn't seem to be a problem.

I suspect they would not have put a young male political officer into a flat where he had to share
with another. In fact, later a colleague came out who was a single officer in the political section,
and he had his own house. I'm quite sure that he would never have been expected to share a
house. But | didn't particularly fuss about this because I didn't have enough dishes and cutlery
and what-all to really handle very much entertainment on my own.

Q: Was this an instance of "taking care" of a woman?

COON: No. I don't think for a moment it was an instance of taking care of a woman. | thought
they were solving a housing problem, and they could put two women together without getting a
squawk. And I didn't squawk because it turned out —

Q: You didn't have enough cutlery. [laughter]

COON: | didn't have enough cutlery to handle more than twelve people. And after I'd had

typhoid it was nice to be in a place with somebody else. That's a very depressing disease. | look
back on Karachi as just an awful lot of fun and a place where | learned a lot.
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Bombay, India: consular and political officer (1960-1964)

COON: Anyway, | went on to Hindi training and got ready to go out to Bombay as consular
officer. My assignment was made in January, and | wasn't going out until the following summer.
I was told not to communicate with the post, because the consul general, who was retiring in
June, was unalterably opposed to women in the Foreign Service. He was very much old-school.
And [the office of] personnel said that it would be unwise to communicate with the post until
absolutely the last minute before he was leaving.

So it was finally communicated. | guess by that time I'd finished Hindi language, was taking the
consular course, and | went to a party to meet my new consul general, who was going out to
replace this gentleman.

My new consul general — I can still remember the party — said, "Oh, I'm so glad to meet you,
Jane. | guess I really ought to tell you what I've been doing today. | had a letter from my
predecessor, a long letter, three pages, explaining all of the reasons why a woman could not do
consular work in Bombay, so | have been going through the department today to see if | could
break your assignment."

So far he was unsuccessful. But this was literally days before | was supposed to leave for the
post. He wasn't in a position to make a judgment himself, and he accepted the judgment of his
predecessor that a woman couldn't do consular work. When | think of how many women are in
consular work now ... [laughter]

Q: I know, I know. That's where they're supposed to be naturals.

COON: Fortunately, he was unsuccessful. | went out, but | went out again with that wonderful
feeling that my boss thought I shouldn't be there. He had been a long-time economic cone officer,
knew nothing about consular work, and it was a one-person consular section, so | was on my
own.

It turned out to be really a piece of cake. | mean, it was hard learning the job in terms of a one-
person operation, but there was no problem in being a woman. In fact, again, it turned out in
some respects to be an asset.

What the old consul general had particularly emphasized that it would be impossible for a
woman to handle was shipping and seamen.

Q: Same old story. They use that in any part of the world.

COON: Same old story, yes. In fact it was probably easier for a woman to handle shipping and
seamen than any other part of consular work. I very quickly discovered that most seamen had
been raised at the knees of a strict mother, who had beaten into his head that you don't swear in
front of ladies.
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They'd come into my office, and | had arranged it so there wasn't a handy chair to sit in, so they
would stand. They would start complaining about food on the ship, or working conditions.
They'd say, "Ma'am, that go— ... uh. That da— ... uh. That — the captain is serving us absolute
sh— ... ma'am, the food isn't good." [laughter] It would only take them five minutes before they
were so absolutely paralyzed by their inability to communicate that it generally solved the
problem. The captains were, in many cases, equally docile.

| found that jail visits and that kind of thing were no problem. The Indians were extremely
helpful. Usually an American sailor in jail was appreciative of anything you could do, like
getting him put on a non-[vegetarian] diet schedule, rather than a [vegetarian] diet, and arrange
to have some food sent in. So that it didn't turn out to be, again, at all a problem. In fact, as | say,
it was probably an advantage being a woman.

I wouldn't trade that consular tour for anything because I think you learn as much as a consular
officer as you do in any other job in the service. You learn an awful lot about people.

Q: Yes, | imagine you must. Is it monotonous work?

COON: No. It wasn't monotonous then. By present-day standards Bombay would have been a
very low-volume visa post, so you could spend quite a lot of time on each case. There was a mix
of protection and welfare: you know, the odd American who died or was hospitalized; shipping
and seamen. It was before the hippie phenomenon, but you had this wonderful phenomenon of
world travelers at that time, Americans going from England to Australia. They were usually very
interesting, if a trifle offbeat. If | found one interesting enough I'd have him or her home for
lunch. So you met a lot of interesting people.

I traveled in the consular district, mostly by train up through Madhya Pradesh. [I] made one two-
week trip up through central India. Again, | was certainly the first woman consular officer
anybody had seen. | was calling on Indian officials and visiting mostly missionaries.

Then the second year | moved into the political position, and | spent the next three years as
political officer in Bombay.

Q: So your consular work really fed right into your political work, didn't it?

COON: Yes. One other interesting aspect: | guess being a woman was an oddity, and | didn't
quite realize what an oddity it was until about 1963. My mother and father came out to visit,
traveling on one of the last Anchor Line ships through the Suez Canal, and landed in Bombay
and spent about three months with me.

They arrived before Christmas, and my Indian friends were just absolutely delighted to have my
parents there. It somehow made me human to have family, to actually be “born of woman,” so to
speak. | realized that it humanized me.
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Q: You weren't sprung from the head of Zeus.

COON: Exactly. [laughter] They just fell all over themselves giving my parents Christmas
presents and inviting them out for dinner. My parents, | think, were really quite overcome by the
amount of attention they got. But it was clear my Indian friends were just delighted to find that |
indeed was human like the rest of them.

Q: Yes, yes. Isn't that fun.

COON: Bombay was my only four-year tour. | think your first tour is special and your longest
tour is special, because you get to know a place so much better.

I was transferred to Delhi in 1965. The political counselor who'd gotten to know me and my
work in Bombay asked me if I would come to Delhi at that point, which I did, and I spent two
years as first secretary in Delhi. There we didn't have a political and economic section; we had an
external section and an internal section. | was in the external section following Indo-[Pakistani]
and Indo-Nepalese affairs, among others, so | traveled several times to Nepal. It was also during
this period that, very early in that tour, there was a very bad downturn in Indo-Pak relations over
the Rann of Kutch affair. | remember being over at the British embassy with my British
counterpart, and the two of us down on the floor with a whole lot of maps, looking at the Rann of
Kutch [a salt marsh on the border of India and Pakistan], when the British ambassador walked in,
and the two of us sort of leaping to our feet. [laughter]

Q: Now all this time, had you been getting promotions consistently?
COON: Yes, | got two promotions, really, out of Bombay. | was promoted, | think it was after
my consular tour, and then | was promoted when I first got to Delhi, which was really based on

my Bombay work.

Q: So this would make you about a [rank of] three now, would it? As first secretary, you'd be a
three.

COON: Yes. | was a three.
Q: The old three.

COON: The old three. I was, in age, a young three, because | made three when I was thirty-five
or something like that, which in those days was young.

Q: So it certainly didn't hold you back, being a woman, did it? You certainly got them when you
should have, and in fact that's very good to go from four to three in less than three years, very
good. By this time, though, you were building up a very good reputation, because we heard
about it in another part of the world. So you must have been doing very well.

Leaving the Foreign Service: marriage to Carleton Coon (1968)
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COON: All right. I came back to Washington from Delhi. In the course of my Delhi assignment,
the India desk officer had come out, actually a couple of times, a man named Carleton Coon.

Q: I see. He was the desk officer.

COON: The first time | met him | was up to my ears in a rather complicated arrangement
between India, Nepal, and the United States, where we were attempting to help the Nepalese and
also encourage some better relations between India and Nepal. In the course of this effort, we
undertook to provide some construction equipment to the Indians. The Indians were going to use
it to build an east-west highway in Nepal. This was a road that would go from the eastern to the
western end of Nepal at the southern edge where the terrain is not as mountainous, in the plains
area called the Terai.

Well, the Indians were skeptical about whether we were going to come through with our
construction equipment, and | had been sending off messages, and there had been great
negotiations in the United States about breaking some equipment out of Army stores, | think. |
was very anxious to get a token shipment at that time of four bulldozers and ten dump trucks.

So I was introduced to Carleton Coon for the first time in the political counselor's office and
apparently turned on him roundly, as he remembers it, and said, "Where are my bulldozers and
my dump trucks?" [laughter]

He was astonished because he had seen my name at the bottom of reports as “J.S. Abell” and
didn't know | was a woman. So we met initially over bulldozers and dump trucks. Then he came
back on another trip, and I don't remember very much about that trip. I think we had dinner
together, but it was strictly as professional colleagues. He was married with a family, and |
certainly didn't think twice about the contact.

I was assigned back to the [United] States in February of '67. | had arranged to have furniture
built in Delhi before | came back, and after | came back | bought a small house on Capitol Hill,
just a gem of a place, a lovely little place right on Third Street. And | settled and moved my
furniture in June.

Meantime | had seen Carl a couple of times professionally. Shortly thereafter, his wife died of
cancer.

Q: You didn't know her?
COON: I had met her once or twice, but she'd been ill with cancer for some time. In the
following weeks and months Carl persuaded me that it would be wise to give up my little house

on the hill and become a Foreign Service spouse instead of a Foreign Service officer.

Q: How did you feel about that? Here you had this terrific career going. You were one of the
stars.
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COON: To use a cliché, I guess | was somewhat swept off my feet. Carl has often said that he
was slightly crazy at the time, as you are in a period like that, and he was enormously intent and
enormously determined, and it seemed as if | had little choice.

Q: A very persuasive man.

COON: He had six children, so really the question of continuing in the service was not a very
real option at the time, quite aside from the fact that the service did not allow women who were
married to Foreign Service officers to continue in the service.

Q: The unwritten rule. Didn't you have to think several times before you took on six children and
gave up your career? | think you were very, very brave.

COON: Either that or not very wise.
Q: How old were the children at this time?

COON: The youngest was four, and the oldest was sixteen. It ran sixteen, fifteen, roughly
fourteen, twelve, six, and four.

Q: So the little ones really needed a mother very badly, didn't they?
COON: Yes. | think it did take a fair amount of thought.
Q: How did your family feel? Did they give you any of their ideas on this?

COON: I think my family was in a state of considerable shock, as a matter of fact. [laughter]
They thought I had gone out of my mind. But they'd been used to me doing strange things.

Q: I should say. By now they must have been. But you didn't worry about giving up your
complete freedom to do whatever you wanted? | mean, you have to do a lot of compromising.

COON: I don't think I was aware of the business of giving up one's freedom. | wasn't quite clever
enough to have figured that one out. Even after we were married, on several occasions I'd forget
to tell Carl where | was going or when | was going to be home in the evening, and | discovered
that you didn't do that.

Q: Panic sets in.

COON: Yes. | was just used to being independent and on my own and not responsible for telling
anybody anything, so it took me a while to get used to that.

COON: [laughter] I can honestly say that | worked harder during that period than | have ever
worked in the Foreign Service, and | am under no illusions about what a woman who looks after
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a family does. | worked incredibly hard during that period. Every time you were just bollixed up
to a fare-thee-well in the kitchen trying to get dinner, would be the moment that a child had to
talk to you about something. They never can talk to you about something when you're at leisure.

So that was an action-packed two years, the older children being kicked in and out of schools.
Oh, goodness.

Kathmandu, Nepal: wife of deputy chief of mission (1970-1973)

Q: ... You not only are one of the women who left the service to be married, but you subsequently
came back in, and you had left at a pretty high position and now you were the wife of a DCM.
How was that, switching gears that way?

COON: I don't think I was very conscious that it was difficult, but in fact, looking back on it, it
was difficult. We were out in the Foreign Service context again, in a wonderfully exciting
assignment. We loved Kathmandu. It was a wonderful family post in the sense that you could do
a lot together as a family. And we did a lot of day hikes. Once | got over my problem with my
ankle, we did several treks during the three-and-a-half year period, mostly, I think with one
exception, with the children. So it was a very satisfying family post.

I was in the slightly anomalous position of being the DCM's wife, working under a [woman]
ambassador who didn't have a spouse in residence.

Q: That's the point | should have made, because in effect you had to be the ambassador’s wife,
didn't you?

COON: I had to work out that relationship. | worked it out, I think, to a large extent, to my
satisfaction. I'm not the least bit sure whether | worked it out to the ambassador's satisfaction.

Q: You did. I can tell you that.

COON: Because at the beginning, | was fairly certain that she wasn't quite sure whether to treat
me as another officer on the staff or the DCM's wife or quite how. Clearly, | was not another
officer on the staff, and I also wasn't, as the DCM's spouse, about to play the role of her staff aide.
Nor could I play, really, the role of her spouse, in terms of entertaining and that sort of thing. So
we had to work out a workable relationship.

Q: But vis-a-vis the other women, you fulfilled the role of ambassador's wife, didn't you?

COON: To a large extent, yes, in terms of the American Woman's Club.

Q: Yes, the things that a male ambassador's wife generally does.

COON: | think people were still calling on the DCM's wife in those days, and so | played that
role. Communicators’ wives and officers' wives and everybody called. Because of the children
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being in school, | took an active role in the school, and was on the school board for a couple of
years.

Q: In effect, you would sort of be the welfare officer, wouldn't you? Not officer, but the person in
touch with the community. If there were any morale problems or something, you would hear
about it?

COON: That's the supposed role of the DCM's wife. I'm not sure | played that role very
effectively. | think it was a role | wasn't terribly accustomed to. In retrospect, I'm not sure at all
how well | played that role. I think in some respects I did. | tried to be sympathetic to women
who had teenage problems, because heaven knows, | shared a number of those problems. We
were all in it together. ...

COON: ... I think the last two years in Nepal | began to get very restless. And again, not
recognizing it at the time, but in retrospect, | think I had periods of significant depression. Again,
it was a question of not having a job. When you have been in a professional situation and then
are in a position where you are the spouse of the DCM or whatever, you have a change of
identity, and your identity to a very large extent becomes a derivative identity. Again, | wasn't
particularly conscious of it at the time, but in retrospect I think | had a hard time on the issue of a
derivative identity.

Q: Sure, sure. You weren't Jane Abell Coon, you were Mrs. Carleton Coon.

COON: That's right. That's right. I noticed it in social situations, and in my present job | use it as
a training device. At a cocktail party, when you would be introduced to a young male officer
from another embassy, or from your own embassy, you would find, more often than not, he

would be looking directly over your shoulder as he was introduced to you and shaking your hand,
obviously looking for somebody interesting to talk to. I now act this out with junior officers.

Q: Do you? Good.
COON: Suggest that this is not the way to get ahead.
Q: No, and I think it must have been difficult not to be on the inside anymore.

COON: Well, Carl has always talked about his work. I'd been in the Foreign Service and Carl
discussed his office.

Q: But you weren't reading the cables.

COON: No, I wasn't reading cables, but we discussed a great deal of what went on. And of
course the ambassador treated me as sort of at least half an officer, which | appreciated. She was
very good about that, so that | wasn't on the outside completely. Probably more on the inside
than most spouses in a similar position, because I'd done the work. But it was still partly a
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derivative identity. It was also a question of — which did not reflect terribly well on me — that |
did not really have the self-discipline to take on an independent, say, writing project, or
something like that. | was a product of my profession, and without external events in a sense
setting my agenda, | had a hard time setting my own agenda. That's the best way to put it.

Q: Well, I think that an awful lot was asked of you, to completely turn your life around into
another totally different channel.

COON: | have a great deal of regard, a very great respect for wives in the Foreign Service who
have the capacity to set their own agendas and get on with an independent life, whether it's
writing or art or whatever it may be. | learned to have a great deal of respect for that.

Q: How did this manifest itself? You were tired all the time, that sort of depression? Just didn't
enjoy life much?

COON: Yes, | wasn't as active as | should have been, and | didn't get out as much as | should
have during periods.

Q: How did you feel about entertaining and having people there so much? Did you get fed up
with that?

COON: I don't think so. To this day, I don't find hostessing large cocktail parties a great joy, but
no, | didn't mind a stream of people through the house. At least, | don't think I did, because many
of them were quite interesting.

Now there was one development up in Kathmandu that | think relates a little bit to the theme of
this enterprise, and it certainly has made an enormous difference in a lot of my attitudes and
thinking. In the early "70s the women's movement reached Kathmandu, although in the United
States it had begun in the '60s — but everything in the Foreign Service is about ten years later. A
group of young American women in Kathmandu — some school teachers, some young AID
[Agency for International Development] professionals, a Peace Corps staff wife — anyway,
about fifteen younger women in their late twenties/early thirties got together to form a woman's
consciousness group.

They had fair diversity in terms of being married or single, and in terms of background, but
apparently after they got together a few times, they decided they didn't have enough diversity of
age, so they very tentatively approached me and the AID director's wife, a woman, as | was, in
her early forties at that time. | guess maybe Helen Ide was a little older than | was. She had seven
children, and I had six. And they asked us if we'd like to join, and Helen and | thought about it
and said, “Yes, we'd be delighted.”

Well, that turned out to be, | think, a very unusual and important experience for me in the sense
that it was my first exposure to any of the thinking, any of the consciousness, any of the
evolution of the women's movement. I can't even remember how often we met, every two weeks
or something like that for the better part of a year. So we got to know each other very well, and |
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still keep in touch with some of these women. It really was an eye-opener for me, just absolutely
an eye-opener.

Q: You read the literature, did you?

COON: Yes, we read some of the literature. One of the women had been in a group in the United
States and had some notion of how you led them. So that we'd take a topic each week, or every
two weeks or whenever we met, and discuss a topic. And it was, | think for all of us, a very
important and useful experience.

Q: Did you go through a phase of intense anger?
COON: During that period?

Q: As you realized the subtle put-downs and all? Having had a very successful career yourself,
perhaps you didn't feel that you had been treated as a second-class citizen?

COON: I don't recall going through a period of anger. | recall becoming very conscious of some
of my own inherent patterns and attitudes, that at a party | would avoid talking to other women
because men were obviously the only interesting people to talk to. When I got over that, |
discovered there were, gee, an awful lot of interesting women.

Q: Who didn't just want to talk babies.
COON: Who didn't just want to talk babies. So it really changed my social behavior.
Q: We were part of our own problem, weren't we?

COON: Oh, we were very much a part of our own problem. And it also made one very conscious
of the level of competitiveness among women, that we competed with each other rather brutally
for the attention of men. My exposure certainly raised my consciousness of women's issues.

There were two things that came earlier that are at least worth mentioning. The earliest one |
remember treating with sort of astonishment and amazement. It was in Karachi way back in the
late ‘50s. I'd gone out as a woman officer in my first post. In the ‘50s, at least the conventional
wisdom was that a woman secretary hated working for a woman officer. We were poison to
secretaries. | was conscious of this, and | always tried to be terribly careful in the way | handled
myself in the office vis-a-vis secretaries. Of course, | had never dreamt of dictating or anything
like that. Just really out of the question.

One day in Karachi, after I'd been there sometime, one of the two secretaries in the political
section — | still remember her name, Marie Martinez — marched into my office and said, "Jane,
if you're going to get on in this business, you're going to have to learn to dictate."

And I said, "I can't dictate."
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She said, "I'm going to sit down here. You have some thank-you letters to do” for the
ambassador or somebody. "I'm going to sit down here with my book, and | don't care how long it
takes, and I'm not going to look at you. I'm just going to sit here, and you're going to dictate.”

And so | stuttered through two or three two-sentence short thank-you letters. At intervals Marie
would come back and make me dictate, and | learned to dictate. | learned something else about a
woman helping a woman. She was amazing. Why she did it, to this day | don't know, but it
certainly made a lot of difference.

And then, of course, the second event was probably common to just about every woman of my
generation sometime in the mid-'60s. Several years after the book came about, somebody sent
me a copy of Betty Friedan's Feminine Mystique, and that was an eye-opener. There we are, my
generation.

Q: That was the seminal work for you, was it?

COON: Oh, I think so, yes. I think it was for a lot of us. So those two preceded this woman's
group in Kathmandu, but I think the woman's group in Kathmandu certainly changed and
internalized an awful lot of different attitudes. | don't think I have ever since then had the same
sense of women as competitors. | think it's made possible, not only for me, but for many, many
other women, the informal networks we have now, which | think are invaluable. I really look
back on that as a very important event.

Q: Yes, and | suppose it changed the way you thought about your daughters, didn't it? You were
careful not to inculcate in them the same sort of competitiveness?

COON: I'm not sure. | don't know whether | did or not.

Q: It's interesting because we can intellectualize something, but the application is not always
right there. Well, I mean such things as making sure the girl is attractive physically, and always
looks nice, and has the pretty dress, and that sort of thing.

COON: Oh, yes. WEell, I'd never been terribly good at that anyway. [laughter]
Q: Because that was so important to our mothers, certainly.

COON: Also, I have long felt that the woman's movement liberated the men as much as the
women. Certainly, the organization of our family when we got back to the [United] States
evolved in different directions. My husband, for example, actually enjoys doing grocery
shopping more than | do, but before it wasn't sort of okay. He enjoys cooking breakfast; | hate
cooking breakfast, and so when we came back he became the breakfast cook. There were little
things like that, which not only freed me up, but freed him up to do things that he enjoyed.

Q: Which were thought sissy before.
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COON: Isn't that ridiculous? It would have been interesting to have taken a census in a Giant
Store in 1959 as to how many men were there, and how many men are there now.

Reentering the Foreign Service (1976)

COON: So we left Kathmandu in September of '73 and came back a year. Carl was assigned as
diplomat-in-residence in Northfield, Minnesota, at Carleton College, which meant putting the
children in school, actually late, the first of November. We spent the academic year in Northfield,
which | rather enjoyed, although I still had this restlessness about not having a defined role.

Toward the end of that year, | was invited to do a lecture for one of the courses on China, on the
Sino-Indian War, and | dove into the research on that and just thoroughly enjoyed it. | spent
about a month on one lecture. Carl and I did some joint lectures at various colleges in the Middle
West. So | began to get back a little bit.

Now it was at this time, too, when we came back, that someone from the department, whose
name escapes me, approached me on the subject of coming back into the Foreign Service. The
window had been opened for women who had left during the period I left. | don't think | ever
would have, on my own, applied. I'm not sure why. At that point | was thinking just very faintly
of going back to law school, but this woman approached me and sent me all the papers, and
when | was in Washington she encouraged me to come in and talk. And we did, and | applied.

Q: She was a Foreign Service officer herself?

COON: She was in the department, in an office that was concerned with this business of bringing
women back in. I do not remember her name, but I, again, give her a lot of credit for taking
initiative rather than just sort of ... So | applied. I don't know whether it was before we left for
Morocco the next summer, or after we got to Morocco, | was accepted back in at my old grade.
They said that they could defer until we returned to Washington, so it was a two-year deferral
there. I don't know, it may have been only a one-year, because of the security clearance; | don't
remember exactly. So anyway, we went from Minnesota to Morocco.

Again, | considered this sort of something in my hip pocket, so to speak, coming back into the
service, but it didn't seem to me to be very viable if we had another overseas assignment after
Morocco.

Ambassador to Bangladesh (1981-1984)

COON: The issue inevitably arises — how did my mission, the Bangladesh government, and my
colleagues in the diplomatic corps respond to the new American ambassador in the form of a
woman? | think without question there was an enormous amount of just plain curiosity all around.
I suspect that within my own mission, particularly among some of the older men, probably in the
AID mission, there was a very considerable skepticism about the wisdom of the United States
government. Among my colleagues in the diplomatic corps, | heard afterward that in fact there
was very considerable skepticism among several of the Western European ambassadors — not,
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interestingly enough, the Asians — again, questioning the wisdom of the United States
government in sending a woman to a Muslim country. I think I can safely say that within a very
few months, most of the people who were skeptical at the beginning were coming around to me
to consult on various aspects of the political situation.

With the Bangladesh government, so far as | was able to ascertain, and obviously I can't be 100
percent certain of this, | did not sense any problems at all. The foreign minister was extremely
gracious; the president, of course, the finance minister, [and] other key members of the
government, | think, accepted me as the American ambassador, and it did not appear to be an
issue.

I've often said that in South Asia, at any rate — | don't know about other parts of the world — |
think in many ways a Western woman is sort of a third sex. They don't expect you to conform to
their social mores. You aren't a part of that culture. You're obviously still a woman, but you're
something outside of their cultural context. So I think it was perhaps not surprising that I got
probably more raised eyebrows from my Western European colleagues than | did from Asians.

Q: Did it bother you? Did you have a feeling that, "I'm on trial now, and all eyes are on me, and
I'd better not make a misstep,” or did you just sort of figure, "Well, I know what I'm doing™?

COON: I think it was more of the latter. By the time | got to Dhaka | knew South Asia pretty
well. | had visited Bangladesh on several occasions, the first one as far back as 1957, while some
of my contacts in the Bangladesh government were still in graduate school, so I think | was
reasonably confident in my knowledge of the local situation. Although obviously the role is
different than when you're either a junior officer or when you're a visiting fireman from
Washington. But | don't think | felt that | was on trial, particularly.

| felt then and throughout my tour that, by virtue of being a woman and the American
ambassador, | was far from being invisible. | was obviously a conspicuous figure in the
community. When there would be a function of some sort, like at this ceramic factory, being
covered by Bangladeshi television, almost inevitably the TV clip that evening would zero in at
some point on me in the diplomatic corps, or the Saudi ambassador, or both — the Saudi
ambassador because he wore Arab clothes (and Saudi Arabia was also a significant aid donor to
Bangladesh), and me because I obviously was different from the other ambassadors and
represented the United States. There was no point in my tour in Bangladesh when | did not feel
that | was a public figure, and I think perhaps the biggest difference between any other job in the
embassy and being the ambassador is that as ambassador you are a public figure all the time.

Q: You can't let down at all, I suppose. You're always on parade.

COON: You're always visible to either your own community or the Bangladeshi community.
Now this doesn't mean you go around acting like a stuffed shirt, but you're conscious of the fact
that when you're doing your laps in the swimming pool, there are two or three of the wives
nudging each other and saying, "There's the ambassador." Not to speak of diplomatic receptions
or anything like that, where one expects it.
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Q: And you're more on display than if you were the ambassador's wife?

COON: | think so. Because in some ways | was, you know, the two of them wrapped up together
to the distaff side of the community. To pursue that subject just briefly, there was an enormous
amount of curiosity on the distaff side, which | was not really conscious of. When my new DCM
came, his wife, who is a marvelous person and had very good antenna with respect to the
community, suggested that | speak to the American Woman's Club. We talked about what |
would speak about, and | was going to talk about U.S. policy toward Bangladesh, and finally she
said, "You know, what they really want to know about is you."

And so I got up and gave an autobiographical account, slightly embarrassed by this, but it
obviously was something they were just inordinately curious about: how I got there.

Q: Did you ever feel, when you were doing your daily rounds out there, that you were not only
doing them for yourself, but you were doing them for other women? That's a comment many of
the ambassadors have said to me. They felt a burden that they had to be just as good as they
could be because they were striking a blow for women. Did you ever feel that?

COON: You know, in the beginning, in the first year, at least, while I was there, | was asked by
several women's organizations to speak. | think maybe | spoke to one, but I consciously made a
decision that it was important to be seen as the American ambassador and not the woman
ambassador. So that | did not, the first year and a half, take much of a role with women's
organizations, for example.

And | didn't make this decision lightly. I got together the professional women of the embassy —
there were several professional women in AID, USIS [U.S. Information Service], and the
embassy, some of which had been there longer and had very good contacts in the community,
both men and women — and we talked about it. They concurred that it was important that | be
seen as the American ambassador and not a woman ambassador. We actually had a discussion on
this point.

Now, I think where it hit me ... I think I realized, not immediately, but fairly early on, the
symbolic import for women of my being there. It was something that continued throughout my
tour there, and | found in many ways quite touching. One of the first receptions given for me was
a reception by the DCM for embassy staff, including the Foreign Service nationals and their
wives. Many of the wives followed their husbands and were very shy. In retrospect, | suspect
that many of them would not have come if they hadn't been curious about this new phenomenon.
And repeatedly, throughout the evening, as | stood in the reception line, | would shake hands
with Mr. So-and-So, the agricultural assistant in AID, and his wife then would take my hand and
almost whisper in my ear, "We're so glad you're here."

This became almost a pattern at the early receptions, that many Bangladeshi women — it wasn't
just one an evening — would repeat this: "We're so glad you're here." "It's wonderful to have you
here." "I'm glad the Americans sent you.” That kind of thing.

Q: Which you know they would never have said to a man.
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COON: No, that was strictly the women to me. And | realized that | had a symbolic value, and
this continued for the three years.

Q: So it had a big impact.

COON: So I think without question, it had a significant symbolic impact on half the population,
if you will. My last year there, when | was well established, | did consciously accept more
invitations from women's groups. Not a lot, but more.

Q: No, I see your point. I should think it would be very important to make it seem that this was
such a ... not an ordinary event, but, "I am not to be treated any differently than a man." And
make it seem as though, "Of course this is the way we do things."

COON: It's in the normal course of events. That's right.

Q: Would make probably a bigger impact, | should think. Provided you carry through and do the
job well, which we know in your case, you did.

COON: Right up to the final receptions | would get these very quiet comments, and in some very
far corners of the country where | traveled. Because | had appeared so much on television at all
these functions the government televises, apparently my general recognition was very, very high.

Q: Well, may I ask you what were your relationships with the women officers — or were there
any women officers?

COON: Oh, yes, there were several in both the embassy and the AID mission. I'm not sure
whether | mentioned this before, but a few weeks after I got there, I met with several of the
professional women in the various parts of the embassy to consult with them on how I should
relate to women's organizations in Bangladesh, because | was being deluged with invitations to
speak to women's groups. And | think they concurred with my judgment that, at least the first
year or so, | should not speak to many women's groups, feeling that | needed to establish my
credentials as the American ambassador in Dhaka, not a woman ambassador.

But when I left, the women members of the staff in the embassy — professional and support
staff — all had a luncheon for me. Two or three of them said that they felt it had made a
substantial difference to them to have a woman ambassador. | think one of them implied that it
was good for her boss, [laughter] who apparently was not among the most enlightened of men.
And he had to report to me. So | found, among the women in the embassy, generally a very
positive reaction.

Q: Did you find that this carried over at all to the Bangladeshi women?

COON: Oh, yes, very much so; very positive reaction.
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Q: One of your fellow ambassadors learned, subsequent to her tour in Africa, that because she
was there, two women were appointed to very high positions. Because she had been there, it was
thought that, "If America does this, it's got to be the thing to do.” These women met her
subsequently, and they said, "Had it not been for you, we would not have been given these slots."
Did anything like that happen to you?

COON: I'm not conscious of anything specific like that, but again, as | said earlier, | was
constantly told by Bangladeshi women that they were terribly glad | was there. I think it did
make a significant impact on that portion of society.

Q: What about your secretaries, your personal secretaries? They were women?

COON: Oh, yes. I had two of the best. | had one, Julie Holmes, for the first two years, and then
Barbara Matchey the last year. Both of them were highly professional and enormously competent.

Q: What was your relationship with these particular women? What I'm getting at is this: In some
cases, if the women were not married at post, which in effect you weren't, because your husband
was off running another embassy, about the only person they could turn to, to sort of chat with
afterhours whatever, were their secretaries because they didn't want to create any ill-feeling by
playing favorites among the wives of officers. You see what | mean? But [with] their own
secretaries they could, and so some of them came to have very good friendships with their
secretaries. Or was your relationship totally different, because you were flying out to visit your
husband from time to time?

COON: No, I think I had a good relationship, particularly with the second secretary, and we
joked a lot together. She was very good about dropping things off for me at the house if | had to
be home early. Actually she lived very close by and so was always more than willing to drop by
and take dictation, or if I had a memorandum of conversation | wanted to do, so that we had a
good, warm relationship. It was not, | think, a relationship that you described, in that sense.

Q: I think part of that's a matter of personalities, don't you? Temperaments. And by no means all
of the women have done this.

COON: | have a horrid feeling I'm going to begin repeating myself, but did | earlier tell that
wonderful story about my first secretary who looked at me as | was leaving for the foreign
ministry, and my slip was showing? She said, rather speculatively, "You know, Madame
Ambassador, it's easier to tell a lady ambassador, "Your slip is showing," than to tell a male
ambassador his fly is open.” [laughter]

Q: [Laughter] That's quite true, isn't it?
What about the wives? Did you see much of the wives? Or just socially?
COON: Just pretty much socially. I had a wonderful DCM's wife, Rika Schmidt, who is a very

self-sufficient, independent person, of tremendously wide interests, and a very warm personality.
I think we worked out a good relationship where | did not, | think, use her as a substitute wife,
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the way some single ambassadors of either sex tend to use the DCM's wife. But she was there,
you know, in a pinch, when | did need advice. So that was a good relationship.

Q: Was she willing to do the usual women's clubs things?

COON: She wasn't into that very much, but at one point when there was a problem in the
women's club, she brought it to my attention and agreed to go on the board, ex officio, to keep an
eye on it. But normally she was not my, sort of, substitute on that sort of thing, and there was no
reason to expect her to be. In fact, | rather respected her independence.

Q: What did happen then? The women who wanted to belong kept it up?

COON: Yes. The first meeting of the women's club each year, as | recall, was at the residence,
and shortly after I got there | spoke to the women's club because | discovered there was just
enormous curiosity about me. On another occasion, | had the spouses over to the residence after
there would been a security incident. There was a level of tension in the community, and so | had
the spouses over to the house to be sure that we had open communication to them.

Reflecting on work-life balance

Q: You'd had it yourself. Do you feel that, while this was a high point of your career, being an
ambassador, and in his career, his being an ambassador, that you really sacrificed quite a bit
those years?

COON: Actually, I think I probably sacrificed more during the period when | was an office
director and deputy assistant secretary because | was working so terribly hard, and that,
particularly the last two years there, 79 to '81, | neglected my family — in terms of not just my
time, but attention and focus.

Q: Sure, sure. I'm interested in this, because you're not the only one who has discussed this. Of
the ones who are married, there seems to be terrible guilt feelings among these very high-
achieving women, and I'm sure that their husbands don't feel any guilt if they don't get home in
time to take care of the family.

COON: That's right, that's right. Yes, | felt very guilty about those years, particularly, that four
years from '77 to '81. My children were ... the youngest was ... let's see, Ellen graduated from
Andover in '79 and Richard in '81, so it wasn't as if they were little, and they were both in
boarding school — but I still felt guilty!

You know, I can remember the Thanksgiving of 1979. On Wednesday before Thanksgiving the
embassy in Islamabad was overrun. The kids were all home for Thanksgiving, and | managed to
stagger in, I think, for about an hour and a half for Thanksgiving dinner, and the rest of the
weekend | was in the office. And, okay, you know they understand that it's a crisis, but still . . .

Q: Butstill . .. You know there were things they wanted to ask you about.
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COON: That's right. Yes.

Q: A mother's the linchpin in the family, there's no question about that. But | just wonder if this
is going to always go on. Is there no way that men can share the emotional burden of the
children as well?

COON: Carl changed his views, very radically, when he was widowed. He had always been, you
know, home at seven o'clock or seven-thirty, and his wife was supposed to have the kids under
control and fed and be able to sit down and have a martini with him. When she died, he realized
that he had left the management and the raising of the children almost entirely to his wife.

Q: Which I think all men of his generation did.

COON: Exactly, all men of his generation. He changed his pattern a good deal. Even after we
were married, there were some things that I could not substitute for. But more than that, I think
he realized he just didn't want to live that way anymore. His relationship now with the youngest
children — who were quite young at the time, and therefore he has spent much more time

with — is really quite different than his relationship with the four older ones. So that | think he
has a slight sense of guilt about that.

Q: Would you have any advice to give to young women who want a career in the Foreign Service?

COON: Well, I think I was pretty lucky in terms of being able to combine family and career. |
think it can be done, obviously, but I don't think it's very easy. For women to think they can have
it all, I'm not sure that many of them will be able to do so; whether they come in as tandems and
look forward to a joint career with their husbands, or whether they come in as singles, and lose
out on family life. I don't know. It is not as easy as a lot of women think, and a lot of us thought,
perhaps, in the '70s that it would somehow be.

Q: [Ambassador Rozanne Ridgway] feels that, in her case at least, had she been married earlier,
she would not have become an ambassador.

COON: Why, I wonder?

Q: Had she married at a younger age, she feels she would have had to give more than she's now
giving to a marriage, because you have to. Well, you did, Jane. You gave up the service for nine
years. That's what she means. You did make it, but let's face it, you are the exception. Most
people aren't as capable as you, and it's a combination of things.

COON: Of course, it's a combination of things.

Q: You're the ultimate tandem. | wonder if there will be any others.

COON: | don't know.
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Q: It certainly is an unusual thing. But anyway, that's what she said. She just didn't think that it
would be possible, and with the pressures that are now ...

COON: The pressures on her must just be phenomenal.

Q: Oh, they are terrible.

COON: I mean, she must be working about a twenty-seven-hour day, as well organized as she is.
Q: Then I will ask you the last question | ask —

COON: On the other hand, you know what? | would much rather be married than not, because,
you know, time comes for all of us when we have to retire, and it's an awful lot nicer having

someone there.

Q: Are you saying you would rather be married — well, how can you say that, because you did
make ambassador?

COON: Either/or. Okay, I'd like to have it both ways. [laughter] That's right. But I'm not saying
it's very easy to have it both ways.

Q: No, no, it can't be. Because you have to pay in some way, and that's what you're telling young
women: that they've got to expect it. Would you consider that the life is interesting enough, and
worthwhile enough, that it's worth —

COON: What, Foreign Service?

Q: Foreign Service.

COON: Oh, sure.

Q: Worth doing again. In other words, you would not discourage anyone from coming in?
COON: No. I am not a cynic. | think obviously things have changed since | was a young officer.
The security environment, | think, is very, very different, so that our missions abroad in many
areas are almost fortresses, and I think that changes life for many people in the Foreign Service.
It inhibits, perhaps more than is necessary, getting out and traveling and getting around in the
country to which you're assigned. | think there's some very good people coming into the Foreign
Service now; I've seen in this present job. I've been in charge of the — [interruption]

Q: The very last question is, what do you consider the most significant achievement in your life?

COON: Oh, good heavens!

Q: I thought you'd like that.
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Q: Then, what's given you the most satisfaction? That might be another way of putting it.

COON: What's given me the most satisfaction? Okay, apart from my marriage to Carl — that's
probably the greatest satisfaction — apart from that, possibly . . . When one becomes the instant
stepmother of six, there are some rocky times. I think possibly the different, but generally very,
very satisfying, relationship I have with the children now. So I guess that comes at least in part
from the private life, but I have a lot of satisfact