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Q: Today is February 5, 2004. This is an interview with Keith C. Smith.

This is being done on behalf of the Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training, and I'm
Charles Stuart Kennedy.

Q: Let's start at the beginning. Tell me when and where you were born.

SMITH: | was born June 8, 1938 in San Fernando, California.

Q: Tell me a bit about your parent, first, the Smiths, on your father's side. Where do they come
from?

SMITH: The Smiths come from England, but most my father's family is from Switzerland and
Scotland. The Swiss were named Luthi, and they came from both German and the French
regions. My Scottish ancestors were named Mac Neils. My mother's family comes from England
and Scotland. Most of the family that came to the U.S. immigrated because they had converted
to Mormonism. My parents grew up in Utah and Idaho. They moved from Utah to California
before | was born. | was the third of six children. My father was a funeral director. He worked
extremely hard all of his life in order to support a family of eight. When he retired, he was making
less than $10,000 a year, the most income that he ever made. Raising six children on a very
small income was quite an accomplishment. Five of their six children completed college, with
three of them earning graduate degrees. Only four of us are still alive.

Q: Was he (your father) able to get a college education?



SMITH: No. My father completed one year of college before the Depression hit. My mother
was also in college in 1929. They both had to leave school in order to help support their families.
My mother came back to Washington and worked in the Federal Government for several years
before marrying my father. Before she married, she sent almost all her income home to her
family in Idaho. Her family lived in a rural area in southern ldaho, just across the Utah border.
She was one of nine children. My father was one of six and they lived in Logan, Utah, near the
state's northern border.

Q: Were they Mormon too?

SMITH: Yes. In order to help support his family after his father was injured in a logging
accident, he worked in a coal mine in Nevada. This was during the heart of the Depression.
After my parents married, my father worked for about two years delivering milk. Following the
arrival of their second child, they moved to California in order to find better paying work. In San
Fernando, California, my father attended embalming school and worked as an ambulance
attendant part time. It was the height of the Depression and California was flooded with people
from other parts of the country looking for work. Nevertheless, on completing mortician school,
my father was able to find a job with a funeral home in Los Angeles. About that time, | was born
iIn San Fernando. Apparently, it was a farm community at the time. Shortly after my birth, we
moved to Los Angeles where we lived for about three years. My father went to work with another
firm and we moved to La Crescenta, California, a city directly north of Los Angeles. About a year
later, my parents bought a home in a middle-class area of Pasadena.

Q: When did you move to Pasadena?

SMITH: We moved there when | was four years old, so it would have been in 1942.

Q: '42. Did your father have a funeral home there?

SMITH: No, he worked for somebody else all of his life. He was deeply scarred by the
Depression, and with a large family he was reluctant to strike out on his own. He was offered
several opportunities to buy or invest over the years, but he could never bring himself to take the
risk. He worked as a funeral director for a large Pasadena firm until at age 62, he had to retire
because of heart trouble.

Q: How Mormon was your family?



SMITH: Very much so. Now I'm really the only immediate family member who is not a Mormon.
| stopped believing in Mormonism when | was a late teen, even though | attended Brigham
Young University BYU, a Mormon run university. While | was at BYU, | decided that the religion
was not a belief system that | could accept. | stayed at BYU, however, because | had developed
many good friends, found the area very congenial, and was able to self-finance my education
through campus jobs and scholarships. | received a quite good general education at BYU, and it
cost me only about $1,000 a year as an undergraduate. It was a terrific bargain on a cost/benefit
basis.

Q: What was your family life like and how does it reflect sort of the Mormon culture in Pasadena
as you grew up?

SMITH: As a Mormon, one is immediately part of a mini-culture in which there was always a
local church community. You immediately had friends from the church, so wherever we moved
we immediately had a group of contemporaries who came from similar backgrounds. There was
always a group of older people who kind of looked after you in many ways. The church kept
young people active in many different organizations, and | benefited from many of them. For
example, at the Mormon churches in Pasadena, many of the Scout and other youth leaders
were professors at the California Institute of Technology. As a result, members of my Boy Scout
troop were some of the first Americans to see an actual transistor and to hear about a possible
space program. | think that these experiences awakened a curiosity in me about science and the
wider world.

Q: Pasadena back in the '40s and '50s was a great kid's place wasn't it?

SMITH: It was a great place to grow up. We lived in our first house for about 4 years, but then
moved several times after that. My youngest brother had to have a life-saving operation in about
1947. These were the days before comprehensive health insurance. He had to have a kidney
removed and after the operation developed a blood clot and then they discovered a heart
problem. As a result, my parents had to sell our house and move us into a dirt-covered
basement belonging to another family.

Q: Good heavens.



SMITH: We lived in the basement for almost three years, although we cemented the floor after
the first few months. After about three years, my parents were able to buy a house in a
wonderful child-filled neighborhood of Altadena. This was just before | started junior high school.
That would be the ninth grade. | remember they paid $11,500 for the house. My parents then
spent almost every night over the next two years renovating the inside of the house. I've taken
pictures of that same house recently, and it still looks good to me.

Q: Were books part of your existence?

SMITH: Yes. | became a fairly bookish kid when | was in junior high and high school. Before
walking home from school, | would often go to the library in Altadena. | started by reading
adventure books, and | still enjoy books of that kind. | believe that | gained an interest in books
from my family's emphasis on learning, and to some extent from the Church. There was some
intellectual discussion back and forth, even though it was kind of one sided and not as open as |
would have preferred. At least ideas were floated around that provided some intellectual
stimulation to a young mind. In addition, my family members loved to argue. We would sit
across the kitchen table and argue about everything that came up. | had many Jewish friends
who grew up a similar situation, where a lot of one's family faith is questioned. It was a good
learning experience for me. In fact, my family members still enjoy a good argument, although
they have become less inclined to argue about religion or politics as they have become older.

Q: What schools did you go to in Pasadena?

SMITH: I attended Longfellow Elementary School, Elliott Junior High School and John Muir
High School. By the time | was eighteen, however, | felt the need to go to a college that was
some distance from home. | could have stayed in Pasadena and attended one of the good
community colleges, but felt the need to put some distance between me and my home. | had not
been the greatest student in high school, but the community schools were open to all and
inexpensive. In high school, | had preferred to read rather than study. My grades were very
uneven, to put the best gloss on it. | worked after school during my last two years of high school
and this may have affected my grades somewhat. In any case, | found out | could go up to Utah
to Brigham Young University for less than $1,000 a year. | was able to finance this through
summer jobs and on-campus work. | was a janitor for the first two years at BYU. With campus
jobs and summer work in California, | could actually afford to buy an old car and attend a
university. So | thought | was really living well. As a result of my poor study habits and having to
support myself through part-time work, my first two years of college were not the smoothest.



Q: In Pasadena, | lived in south Pasadena, in San Marino. I'm actually 10 years older than you
are, but | went to South Pasadena Junior High and Henry Huntington School. So | went to a
whole series of elementary schools in Pasadena and South Pasadena. We moved around a lot.
We were victims of the Depression | think. It affected so many people.

SMITH: We also lived in South Pasadena for one year. | cannot remember the name of the
street we lived on.

Q: My son lives by chance on San Gables street in Pasadena. But at home, did all your arguing
cover foreign affairs...

SMITH: No. Foreign affairs rarely came up as an issue, except for the Korean War. | believe
that my interest in foreign affairs developed from my reading adventure novels. | always had this
idea that it would be great to just take off and travel around the world. Of course, | could never
afford to do any traveling until much later in life.

Q: Did you read Richard Halliburton?

SMITH: Oh, yes.

Q: | think Richard Halliburton is probably the repertoire of a great many Foreign Service people
mention.

SMITH: I read all kinds of things; everything | could get my hands on. For six years,
throughout junior high and high school, I lived on a street with almost 50 kids. It was a great
place. We played a lot of street sports after school. Afterward | would go and read a book. | was
able to read a novel every night. Unfortunately, | didn't apply myself very well to my schoolwork.

Q: | would think that growing up as a Mormon, the religion is both all-encompassing, but for an
ingquiring mind you've got a problem of the lost 10th tribe or something, wandering around the
United States and all. | mean, was this something you questioned?



SMITH: There were a lot of things | questioned, but | found that it worked both ways. It's true,
that for an inquiring mind the religion set intellectual limits. At the same time, there is a whole
series of questions you're supposed to ask, even though you usually get a rote answers.
However, | find most religions are much the same. Some of the differences between Mormons
and other religions are that they don't have as many internal factions. In Judaism you have
orthodox, conservatives and the liberals. In Protestantism, there are the very conservative born
again Christians all the way to the establishment-supported Episcopal Church. Some of the
Protestant dominations are more open to differing ideas than others. Actually, | found Mormons
very similar to other Christians, although other churches often don't see it that way. As a result
of visiting many other churches when | was in high school, | could see the similarities and
differences between Mormons and other Christians and the various Jewish groups. And even
later at BYU, | looked into what other religions had to offer me. | found the differences were not
as great as | had anticipated, particularly in terms of openness. There is always a set of
principles you have to accept in any organized faith.

Q: Well Pasadena, while you were a kid there, | take it there probably weren't many African
Americans at all.

SMITH: That's not true. When | attended John Muir High School, at least one fifth of the
student body was African American. It was the highest percentage in any of the high schools in
the San Gabriel Valley. Elliott Junior High was probably about 20% black.

Q: Because | remember when | was, again there is a 10 year gap. | didn't see many, | can't think
of any African Americans. We had Japanese. This was before the war started. Many of them left
and | don't know if they came back.

SMITH: That is because you spent your time in the white enclaves of San Marino or South
Pasadena. Some Japanese did return, particularly to Altadena. In many cases, the fathers
became gardeners to the relatively affluent. Their children, however, all attended college and did
very well financially.

Q: The Japanese and the Oakies who composed Pasadena's poorer class.

SMITH: It's possible that after the war a lot of blacks came to the Pasadena area from the
South during the Depression. A lot of them did go to Chicago and the eastern cities, and |
suspect that many blacks, like whites were attracted to California. But the blacks that | knew
well had been born in Southern California. There was a whole area in the northwest side of
Pasadena that had been black for a long time.



Q: It still is. Go up Fair Oaks.

SMITH: Yes, my wife and | were there this summer and the ethnic composition of the area
looked much the same as it was when | was growing up.

Q: How did you find Brigham Young?

SMITH: | was an eighteen year old kid when | went off to school. | didn't see anything greatly
different from my experiences compared to my high school friends who attended school in
California. Actually, | found BYU quite challenging, even after | began to study harder and more
effectively. | think that the first four years at BYU cost me a total of $5,000. So it was very
iInexpensive because it was subsidized by the Church. And the life-style restrictions didn't bother
me that much at the time. | was just too busy with school, work and a limited social life. When |
was at BYU, one didn't have to go to church, nor did one have to be a practicing devout Mormon
to remain in school. So | stayed around for another two years after graduating and went on for
an MA; thanks to scholarships, campus jobs and a hard-working wife.

Q: What areas were you particularly interested in?

SMITH: | started off majoring in biology; thinking that perhaps | wanted to be a biologist or a
medical doctor. | was interested in science. Later, during my sophomore year, | took a couple of
classes in political science. | became intensely interested in the field and began to pursue a
major in political science and economics. | stayed with it until | received a master's degree.
Looking back, however, my favorite class in college was physical geology. | thought it was
terrific.

Q: Oh yeah, it was fun. | mean, you can live with that for the rest of your life, looking at
riverbanks and figuring out how things were made and all. | would assume that Brigham Young,
particularly at that time, was quite conservative. I'm talking about politically.

SMITH: It was. And the president of Brigham Young University became a conservative
political leader in the state. During my two years as a graduate student, | became President of
the BYU Democratic club. It was an interesting time politically. On two occasions | had public
debates with the president of the university. My wife's grandfather, however, was a Mormon
Church leader and a strong Democrat and he encouraged me to stand up to the university
president.



Q: You were at the university from when to when?

SMITH: | started in September 1956, received a BA degree in 1960 and an MA in August
1962. A month later | joined the Foreign Service.

Q: Did you find that politically there was something moving you a little more to the left than say
the university?

SMITH: My father was a Democrat, as a result of the Depression. And yet, I'm not sure what
moved me In that political direction. Democrats were not a rare or ostracized breed at BYU. In
Altadena, where | spent my junior and senior high school years, my closest friend lived just up
the street from me. His family was very liberal, and we used to talk about social issues around
the kitchen table at his house. | had several friends who were even to the left of me. | thought |
was fairly moderate. | don't know what my motivation was. Perhaps my rejection of my family's
religion played a role, or it could have been my more liberal views that affected my religion
views. You never know. | think a lot has to do with family alignment. If you feel close to your
parents, you usually follow their politics. Most of my siblings turned out to be fairly conservative.
Of the six, there were two of us who more to the center or center-left in politics. My youngest
brother was an international lawyer and economist. He was the youngest and had a lot of
experience living and working abroad. Unfortunately, he passed away several years ago. Most
of my family were consistently conservativand still are.

Q: Something I've often wondered about, as one who has served abroad and who've seen
missionaries. | would think there's no other community group which has a greater exposure to
the international world, and yet I've never heard of anyone talking about how this has affected
them. But | would think that the year or so abroad for young people would have a traumatic
effect.

SMITH: Well you find an awful lot of former Mormon missionaries who later work in the CIA
(Central Intelligence Agency) and some in the DIA (Defense Intelligence Agency). Brigham
Young University supplied a fair number of Foreign Service Officers during the period | was
there. In the A-100 classes before mine, there was someone from BYU. The class after mine
also had a BYU graduate. | haven't paid a lot of attention to it, but there have been a fair number
of Mormons who are engaged in international work. | was never a missionary, but some were,
and they got caught up in international affairs. | have a step-son who was in the Peace Corps,
although he was never a Mormon. Like missionaries, Peace Corps Volunteers always yearn to
return to the country where they were missionaries or volunteers. There are many similarities
with a high percentage of ex-missionaries and ex-volunteers staying involved in international
affairs.



Q: Once it catches you it's like a disease. You graduated the year that the Kennedy/Nixon thing.
Did you get caught up in that at all?

SMITH: No, | didn't. | remember watching the debates but was only moderately active in
supporting Kennedy. | didn't have a lot of time for campaigning. | was working on a master's
degree and trying to figure out what | was going to do with my future. | was married and had a
child. By that time, | had started graduate school. | was in a kind of survival mode. By early
1962, | had two alternatives. One was to go to Harvard to work on a Ph.D. program, but without
a scholarship. The other was to go into a PhD program at the University of Pennsylvania, but
with a scholarship. | accepted the offer from the University of Pennsylvania, but in truth, | was
really sick of school after six years straight years of it.

In late August of 1962, | went to California with my family to get ready to move out to
Philadelphia. | received a call on a Saturday morning at my parents' house from somebody in the
State Department asking, "Would you like to come into the State Department?" | had taken the
Foreign Service exams several months before, but figured that the chances of being accepted
were not good. In any case, | said yes to the Department's offer before even asking "when" or
how much | would make. The person on the line suggested that | travel to Washington in three
or four days, or a week at most. A week later, | started the A-100 Course. We lived in Arlington,
Virginia, within walking distance of FSI (Foreign Service Institute).

In any case, that was the beginning of my long career. | had taken the Foreign Service exam
in part, because | had a car. A friend of mine who did not have a car wanted to take the written
exam. He talked me into driving with him up to Salt Lake. As it turned out, | passed the written
exams and he didn't. Fortunately, | had an uncle in Salt Lake City who was a lawyer, and he and
his wife had traveled abroad extensively. He kept encouraging me to pursue a Foreign Service
career.

Q: When did you take the oral exam?

SMITH: It must have been the spring of '62.

Q: Did they come to Provo?

SMITH: No, | had to drive to Salt Lake City.

Q: Salt Lake. Do you recall any of the questions or anything like that?



SMITH: You're asking about events that happened a long time ago. | remember that there
were questions about world geography and there were some questions about economic issues. |
remember being disappointed at how little they seemed interested in economics. | thought they
underplayed the economic side and were too interested in geography. There were some
guestions that tested one's logic and ability to reason. One of them involved a string and
geography, but | can't remember what it was about. It was too long ago. But | remember there
was guestion about taking a ship through the Great Lakes in order to test my knowledge of the
individual lakes. | was asked about the formation of Italy and Germany as nation states. | just do
not remember a lot. | now work with young kids who have just passed the Foreign Service exam.
They all ask me about the entrance exams. | can't tell them much. My assistant at CSIS just
passed the orals. | had told her that whatever | was asked 40 years earlier would not be relevant
today. She agreed with me after taking the exams.

Q: Backtrack just a touch. At Brigham Young when you went for a master's what was it in?

SMITH: It was In political science and economics.

Q: Any particular...

SMITH: | focused on international relations, but switched somewhat to public administration.
Although | had originally intended to go into international relations, and had only had a vague
idea of what the career opportunities were. | had a vague idea of teaching some day. | also
became interested in public administration. This plan involved getting a Ph.D. in public
administration and working in local government. Also, while | was in graduate school | saw an
ad for a summer study tour in Russia. | wanted very much to go but couldn't afford it. But | really
got excited about the prospect of going to Russia. | became interested in Cold War issues and
also took classes in Chinese and Japanese history. One of my teachers in international affairs
took me under his wing and encouraged me to stay with international relations. This professor
remains a good friend. Nevertheless, | was very close to switching my major to public
administration. The idea of being a city manager intrigued me.

Q: When did you get married?

SMITH: | got married in 1959. | was 21 years old and still in school.

Q: Still an undergraduate right?

SMITH: Yes.



Q: How'd you meet your wife?

SMITH: Actually, | met her in California at a Mormon Church. The Church was good at
bringing young Mormon males and females together. After a two-year courtship (somewhat off
and on), we were married in Los Angeles. A year later, we had a child. And then life became
more difficult financially. | had to work more while attending school. That's why it took me two
years to get a master's degree. My wife dropped out of school after we were married and took a
job at a local bank. Fortunately, each of my successive campus jobs were a little better than the
last.

After six long years in school, | came out here to Washington. Three months later our second
child was born. A month later, we went "overseas.”

Q: When did you come in to the Service?

SMITH: September 1962.

Q: '62. How did you find your A100 course?

SMITH: It was a miserable course. It involved a series of people coming in and giving lectures
on things that none of us could relate to. The only interesting parts were trips to New York City
and Philadelphia. I'd never been to either city before. Basically, the A-100 course was two
months of trying desperately to stay awake. Most of the A100 students found it more confusing
than helpful. Each day was filled with speakers from various bureaus. We didn't know who they
were or how the information was related to anything we would be doing. In addition, | was
particularly nai¢,zve or uninformed about it the Foreign Service. The kids coming in today are
much more career and "street smart." They are much more connected to the real world than
were members of my A-100 class.

Q: There's been the problem of the so-called talking heads anyway. That as you say, if you can't
relate, you don't know what this means.

SMITH: And it didn't mean much.

Q: Did you form any bonding or anything with your group or not?



SMITH: There are a couple of guys I've stayed in touch with. One particularly clever
classmate, Harry Gilmore, retired just before | did. We have had a fair amount of contact over
the years. I've see another classmate, Bob Morley, a couple times since | retired. He goes to
meetings of a group of northern Virginia retirees. My A-100 class has never had a reunion, as
far as | know.

Q: While you were Iin there (A-100),you must have reached a point where they say, "Ok fellas,
where do you want to go?" Did you have any idea what you wanted to do?

SMITH: No, | had no idea, which was so stupid. | just said, send me wherever you want. So
they assigned me to Nicaragua. | guess nobody else wanted to go to Nicaragua. At the time, my
daughter who was the oldest child, suddenly became quite sick with multiple infections and had
to be hospitalized. | didn't even own a car at the time. And then an FSO who had been assigned
to Tijuana, Mexico went to Personnel and said, "l don't want to go there." And Personnel said,
"gee, well here we have this other guy who's got a child who's sick. We can send him to Tijuana.
They'll have adequate medical care, and we'll send you to Nicaragua." | guess at that point the
other guy didn't dare argue. He went to Nicaragua and | ended up in Tijuana. | was there for one
year.

| had the most horrible experience of my career with the consul general in Tijuana, but many
wonderful times with the Mexican local employees.

Q: What happened?

SMITH: We had a consul general with a massive ego problem. | was at the post eight days
before | was even introduced to him. The staff all joked about his delusions of grandeur. A lot of
strange things happened during my 14 months in Tijuana. The consul general was a guy who
insisted that every Saturday the duty officer cross the very busy Mexican border into California
In order to get his personal mail. He insisted that when we delivered the mail to his house we
should also bring the garbage cans from the curb into the house. On one occasion, he
assembled all the staff to instruct us about how diplomats should behave when traveling; this
from a man who had spent very little time overseas. For example, he claimed that the first
requirement was to have very expensive looking luggage. Since this was my first real experience
with a senior American diplomat, | seriously began to wonder about the mental state of Foreign
Service Officers. There were some other mid-level "hard to place" individuals at the post,
including one who was a difficult mental case. Fortunately, there was a good group of junior
peoplboth Americans and Mexicans.



The CG, however, was a constant problem. On one occasion, he decided to hold an Easter
party for Mexican officials and he had decided that the most junior person in the embassy
should dress up like an Easter bunny and give out Easter eggs. Of course, that was mel. Well, |
refused to do it. His wife called our house and even offered to make me a costume. But | said |
could not do it. And all the Mexican employees heard about the CG's request, and | had to
endure a lot of ribbing about it. | insisted that wouldn't do it. Finally, the CG got on the phone
and really harangued me. He was angry as hell. He then called the next most junior guy - who
also turned him down. This junior FSO left the service within a year of his refusal. He was
selected out, and to this day, blames me for his misfortune. In any case, the CG then that guy
called the next most junior officer, who had already been warned not to answer his phone. And
he kept going up the ladder until he found a Mexican-American FSO, who, to my surprise,
agreed to do it.

There were a lot of nice young Americans at the post; some of them I've stayed in touch with. |
found the local employees to be very nice, and the assignment did not turn out as badly as it
could have. In any case, my daughter was very healthy in Tijuana, and | was only a three-hour
drive from my parent's home. My friends in Pasadena would laugh at me saying, "You joined the
Foreign Service and you're three hours away from home. "How can this be?" | did benefit,
however, from being close to our families in the Pasadena area after being away at school for
SiX years.

Finally there was an incident that indirectly saved my sinking career. The assistant secretary
for administration sent a memo to all principal officers around the world saying that State
wanted to build a more open management system. Washington encouraged all principal officers
to solicit suggestions on post management from their staffs. And so the CG sent the notice out
to all the people in the consulate. Only one nai;2ve FSO sat down and wrote suggestions for
the CG. At the time, | thought they were all useful, positive ideas for improvement; dealing with
iIssues from improving the morale of the FSNs, to how to make the consular section more
efficient. Not surprisingly, the CG took my suggestions as a personal affront. A week later | got a
call to come up to his office. After cooling my heels for some time, he called me in and showed
me a pile of copied memos on his desk. This large pile of paper contained point by point
rebuttals to all the suggestions that | had written. He said that he was not going to send them off
to the assistant secretary, but that he wanted the staff at the consulate to read his rebuttals.

| replied something to the effect that if his response represented Foreign Service mentality, |
was not certain that this was the career for me. He readily agreed that it might not be the career
for me. | told him he could do what he wanted with my suggestions, but that they were
well-intentioned, and in any case, | would inform Washington about what the result were of this
exercise in "openness” in Tijuana. The CG dismissed me, but obviously worried about the effect
on his career if he was viewed in Washington as squashing alternative ideas. He was extremely
ambitious, and probably thought that it would harm his chances of becoming an ambassador if
they knew what had happened.



In any case, he did not send his memo around to others at the Consulate. However, a week
later, the CG received a call from Washington reporting that he would have to give up one of his
junior officers to be immediately transferred to Quito, Ecuador. Who would he recommend? So |
was transferred from Tijuana to Quito within two weeks. This turned out to be a great career and
personal move for me. | spent the next two and a half years in Quito, a fantastically interesting
country. | worked for an ambassador who was secure personally, wanted people to tell him
when they disagreed with him and was a terrific human being. In fact, he encouraged us to
disagree with him. The two DCMs | served under in Quito were also impressive professionally
and great to work with. The tour convinced me to stick with the Foreign Service. By the way, the
CG in Tijuana was retired after his first "Foreign Service" assignment. He was never promoted.

Q: Before we get there, what type of work were you doing in Tijuana?

SMITH: | was doing rotational work, with most of the 15 month of my tour working in the
consular section. | spent a lot of time interviewing potential Mexican immigrants and visitors.
When | arrived in Tijuana, there was a backlog of 50,000 families that needed to be interviewed
for immigrant status. All of us also spent considerable time on the protection and welfare of
American citizens. | saw many sad, and some horrible things. | withessed several deaths during
my first few months in Tijuana. During my tour, | saw hundreds of people in jail; most of them
clearly guilty of serious crimes. | had to deal with two American families that had driven down
together to Tijuana for the day. Seven of the ten were Killed in a car accident caused by a drunk
driver. | was with the father of one family and the mother of the other when they died. It was a
traumatic introduction to consular work. | watched a daughter, the same age as my own, die,
simply from a lack of adequate medical care at the Tijuana Hospital.

Q: How did we treat prisoners in those days? American prisoners?

SMITH: We would visit American prisoners on a regular basis, both at the city jail and at the
State Prison. As periodic duty officer, | had to go to the Tijuana jail, record the names of new
prisoners, call their next of kin and usually ask the family or friend to send bail money. At that
time, we didn't have to worry about a privacy act. Prisoners were generally treated ok, even
though no Californian would believe it. Occasionally there were people who refused any help
from the Consulate. One particular prisoner refused my offer of help one night. When | came
back the next morning, he was dead. He apparently died during the night of pneumonia. |
remember another case when | was called to the hospital and there was a young man who the
doctors said had overdosed on drugs. They thought he was an American, but they could
allegedly find no identification on him; no wallet or anything personal. There wasn't anything |
could do to help. | didn't know who to call, nor was | sure he was an American.




| returned to the hospital the next morning to discover that the young man had died during the
night. Suddenly a wallet appeared with his name and contact information, but no money. | felt
angry and embarrassed. If we had the wallet the night before we could have gotten this guy into
a U.S. hospital, where they would probably have saved his life. During the next few days, the
Mexican police carried out an investigation in the hospital. | don't know what the outcome of the
iInvestigation was. As far as | know, the police never discovered who stole the wallet. Later, the
family came to Tijuana and of course, they were angry about the whole thing. | remember feeling
very bad for them. Their son died of a drug overdose, but he might have been saved if someone
hadn't stolen his wallet the night before.

Q: So you went to Quito in Ecuador and you were there from when to when?

SMITH: I was in Quito from January 1965 to mid-1967.

Q: Who was the ambassador there?

SMITH: Wymberley Coerr was the ambassador. He was a very good diplomat; a great
example of a career ambassador. And we had two excellent Deputy Chiefs of Mission (DCMs)
during my tour in Quito, one of whom later became an ambassador and assistant secretary of
state for inter-American affairs.

Q: What was the state of relations between the United States and Ecuador during this period?

SMITH: For most of my tour a military dictatorship ran the country. Weekly anti-government
demonstrations usually turned violent and often resulted in attacks on the American Embassy. |
had a duel position as executive assistant to the ambassador and political officer. | couldn't
have asked for a better job. | worked for a wonderful ambassador, and the political section work
was very interesting. My Spanish improved rapidly in Quito because | spent a lot of time in direct
contact with Ecuadorians. | had many interesting experiences in Ecuador, thanks to the wide
latitude | was given by the Ambassador and DCM. It was an exciting place at the time. | was
able to travel a lot around the country by jeep. The people living in each mountain village had a
distinct culture, although all were of the same Andean Indian background. We made a lot of
good friends among the embassy staff. | did a considerable amount of reporting on political
events, even though | was not a great writer. Fortunately, the DCMs were very patient editors.



One year, | took a non-credit course in the Law Faculty at the National University. Being a
"student” enabled me to closely observe the political turmoil at the university between the
pro-Chinese communists and the pro-Cuban communists, and the fighting of both of those
groups with the pro-Moscow wing of the student federation. The Embassy gave me carte
blanche to have direct contact with students from all political groups, including extreme left-wing
students. The class | audited in the law faculty at the university was taught by a professor
whose son was a member of an anti-government guerrilla group. | met the son by chance one
night when he visited his father.

| was encouraged to meet as many young Ecuadorians as possible. This threw me together
with many left-wing individuals. | started working with a lot of the student leaders at the
university, trying to convince them that the U.S. was not the evil empire that they had been
taught. Studying at the university | often found out that the ambassador was being given false
Information on events by the CIA station chief, who had a large staft, few of whom ever left the
embassy.

It was also a period when the U.S. had a large assistance program, called The Alliance for
Progress. We had about 300 AID people in the country and there were 300 Peace Corps
volunteers in the country, so Quito was a large embassy at the time. Even the military
assistance and attachi; 'z offices were large. Part of my job was to do a management study of
the whole U.S. mission; civilian and military. | became somewhat unpopular among a few
groups as a result of my conclusions, particularly regarding the expenses of the defense
attachig 2. When the ambassador found out that he was financing events for a defense
attachi¢ 2 who had a representation fund twice as large as the whole State Department
contingent, the attachi; 2 had to finance all of his own events. There were a lot of policy
problems that we discovered during the investigation. A fair amount of money was being wasted
by USAID. They had even brought Americans in to help on tax reform who had been convicted
for tax evasion by the IRS. They were being paid salaries about 50% more than the ambassador
was earning. Some changes were made as a result of my study, but it was hard to reform the
functions of USAID.

Q: Well, it sounds like you knew what you were doing.

SMITH: It was an incredible time for me. | was even able to spent considerable time with
Peace Corps leaders and with some volunteers. It was really great to get in a jeep and drive
through the countryside. There was a Peace Corps representative in Ecuador who was a
first-tour FSO and on loan to the Peace Corps. We became good friends and traveled some
together, although he had to be careful not to be identified too much with the embassy. After my
experiences in Tijuana, | began to believe that Quito represented the real Foreign Service.




Q: | was in personnel at one point, not at this point but a little later, and you know, if you have
mid-career sort of senior people, where the hell are you going to send them? Tijuana was
probably the first name that came up, which is a bad show, but you have to try to bury these
people somewhere.

SMITH: We had a lot of good junior officers in Tijuana, but the quality was poor in the mid and
senior ranks there. There were one or two mid-level people who were very good and were in
Tijuana because of family health reasons. At the senior level, there were some people who were
obviously difficult to place. The Consul General was one of the most extreme cases | met in my
long career. Fortunately, Tijuana was his last post. It fact, it was his first and last Foreign
Service post. He had been a "Wristonee," a Washington-based civil servant who was converted
into a Foreign Service Officer without proper screening.

Q: In Ecuador, if you were sort of working the left wing of the situation, did you find yourself at
odds with others in the political section?

SMITH: No. | had solid support within the Embassy, particularly from the Ambassador and
DCM. | don't think it wasn't a problem at all. The Ambassador would personally encourage me to
go out and mix it up with the leftists. There was a lot of risk at times, some of which | didn't
realize early enough. | was shot at a couple times when crossing the university grounds. | went
to a meeting of the student union where people started shooting at each other across the room. |
spent over an hour huddling on the floor of the conference hall. | had several experiences like
that at the University. On another occasion, the Agency discovered a potential threat to my life.
In any case, | found the work exciting, even though sometimes dangerous.

There was one particular close shave. | remember going to the University when we heard that
the army had invaded the university campus. Legally, universities were supposed to be off limits
to the military. The U.S. binational center was across the street from the Central University and |
went up on the roof of the center to observe events, and later went on to the university grounds.
Suddenly the Ecuadorian military started running across the campus shooting and bayoneting
people. At that point, | ran for the binational center just as they were closing the front door. | ran
through the center's front door just as a bullet struck a few inches from me. There were a lot of
panicky Ecuadorian students in the center and worried parents outside the military perimeter.
The bi-national center director finally talked me into going outside and trying to get safe conduct
from the military for the students who were in there. When | went outside, a young Indian soldier
ran up to me and stuck a bayonet in the direction of my chest. | could see that this guy was
scared and excited and that scared me. | tried to tell him that | was an American diplomat. He
had no idea what that was. Finally a military officer overheard us and came over. It was a lucky
break for me.



There were a least two incidents when a local Catholic priest would convince an alleged
repentant guerrilla to prove his conversion by informing the American Embassy about everything
he knew about the movement. The CIA station chief convinced me to meet with one in the
middle of the night. It was stupid, dangerous and bizarre behavior on the part of the CIA station
chief. It was also incredibly nai;,2ve of me to agree to do it.

Q: Did you get a feeling at that time that the CIA, was operating free and loose.

SMITH: They certainly were in those years in Ecuador, and | suspect in many other countries.
They had too many people in the country, and yet they did not seem to be that well informed
about important events. Some of the information they passed on the Ambassador was totally
wrong, and that is why | was encouraged to go out and see if what they were reporting was
accurate. In the Political Section, we had a local employee who was a political assistant. The
Ecuadorian defense minister was kind of keen on her. She was able to learn more about what
was really going on within the military government than the Agency could. Simply by reading the
local newspapers, she discovered that much of the Agency's reporting was wrong.

Q: | think this certainly was an era of anything goes. Did Vietham play any role there?

SMITH: There were a few anti-war demonstrations, but Ecuador was a long distance from
Vietham, geographically and news wise. Ecuadorians were not well informed about events in
Southeast Asia, although the war was used by the left in an attempt to discredit the U.S. During
the first part of my Ecuador assignment, | generally accepted the U.S. Government's position on
Vietnam. In about late 1966, or early 1967, however, | was reading some classified information
about the Vietham War that had originated at U.S. military headquarters in Vietham (MACV). |
remember that the information in the report was very different from what the administration was
saying about North Viethamese intervention in the South, and the number of North Viethamese
among the prisoners of war was lower than that being told to the press. So it was a period when
| started questioning the honesty of the Johnson and Nixon Administrations.

Q: How was family life, living in Ecuador?

SMITH: We lived fairly well in Quito. We had good housing. The climate was terrific, and our
Ecuadorian neighbors were very friendly. The schools for our children were ok. We didn't feel
any great threat from terrorism, although there were bomb threats against American homes
several times. | returned to Ecuador in late 2000. The city has grown and it's now a more
iInsecure place; much more crime. There wasn't much of that in the mid-1960s.



Q: How about Cuba? Was Cuba a cause?

SMITH: Yes, support for Cuban policies was popular among university students. There was a
pro-Cuban wing of the university student union. They were more willing to engage in violence
and to take up arms against the government. Some in the pro-Cuban faction followed the
urgings of Che Guevara and went into the countryside to do battle for, but not with, the Indian
population. It was interesting for me to get out of the Embassy and have long conversations with
students about political issues. Some of the left-wing kids were just anxious for somebody to
listen to their views on social injustice. They wanted someone to show them a little recognition
or take them seriously. In many cases, they were just angry with the political and economic
system in Ecuador. | shared some of their frustration with the injustices in Ecuador, even if |
disagreed with their methods of trying to correct the situation.

Q: What was your impression of the Ecuadorian university as a learning institution?

SMITH: The state-run universities in Ecuador were weak learning institutions. Many of the
professors were poorly educated, poorly paid and those in the social sciences were too inclined
to accept Marxist ideology. The situation was not helped by the fact that there were few jobs for
university graduates. The first thing one did when coming out of the countryside to became a
university student was to put on a white shirt. A white shirt was the symbol that you were now
an intellectual and that you would no longer work with your hands. That was a sad part of
Ecuadorian culture. About a dozen families controlled the country and the best jobs were
reserved for family and close friends. We lived in a duplex, and the family next door came from
one of the 12 families. They were very nice people, but had distain for the "indigenous" people.
The husband became minister of the economy and then ambassador to the U.S. These people
had grown up with what we would call a lack of social conscience. They had little sympathy for
the long-suffering Indians, who constituted over 85% of the population. The wealthy were
supported by the top officials of the country's Catholic Church. The priests in Ecuador were
horrendously backwards and exploited the uneducated native population. The American priests
who were brought by USAID to help run the Catholic university were as appalled as the rest of
us at what the Ecuadorian priests were doing to the Indian population. Unfortunately, it was
almost impossible to break that system. A few Ecuadorian priests became radicalized by the
situation and ran off to join the guerrillas. Things have changed only marginally in the past 30
years.

Q: Did you find that the families that controlled the country had sort of enveloped the embassy
at that time?



SMITH: At that time they didn't. We had an ambassador who would jump into a jeep and drive
out into the countryside and talk to common people. He was very good at reaching out and he
wanted the U.S. to succeed in raising the living standards of the rural population. He even
learned some Quechua, the language of the Andean Indian. Most of my diplomatic colleagues
desperately wanted Ecuador to modernize.

Q: What was your impression of the impact of the Peace Corps and AlD programs.

SMITH: Unfortunately | don't think it left much impact at all. It's hard to say for sure. I've asked
myself this question many times, especially since | worked in our eastern European assistance
program in the early 1990s. | wish that | could say with some certainty that our help had a long
term, beneficial effect. Without changes in the culture and the power structure in the country,
however, you couldn't make as much of an impact as we had hoped. | mentioned earlier the
Alliance for Progress. It was a serious effort to help reform Latin America. While we tried hard to
bring positive change to the rural areas, including agricultural reform, | can't say that our
short-term reforms brought permanent change. We had 300 people in USAID and the Peace
Corps and most of them worked honestly and hard to help Ecuador. | don't know how many
millions of dollars a year we spent trying to help the country. We obviously helped some people
in the short run, but did we have a long term impact? That's the question | continually ask
myself. .

Q: What about Guayaquil?

SMITH: Guayaquil was called by Ecuadorians, the "Pearl of the Pacific.". It was a different
world from that in Quito. | found the people on the coast friendlier than those living higher in the
Andes. Guayaquil was a very poor city. Much of it was under water a good part of the year
creating enormous sanitation problems. We had a fairly large consulate in the city, and both
USAID and military people worked out of there.

Q. We lost a good number of consular officers over the decades in Guayaquil; to fever and other
problems, including Thomas Nast.

SMITH: | didn't know that.

Q: Yeah, he was consul in Guayaquil and died there of fever. He was a famous cartoonist. We
haven't had many good cartoonists since. How about the Peruvian/Ecuadorian border conflict?



SMITH: That was always in the back of people's mind. The U.S. expended a lot of effort trying
to prevent a border war. While | was in the region, there were only some small skirmishes. It
really wasn't outright warfare. Ecuador's main problem at the time was its military dictatorship,
and there was one military coup attempt after another. Conflict within the military kept them
focused on things at home, with little energy left to focus on Peru. Finally the military junta was
overthrown, only to be replaced by a temporary political leader who was no improvement. He
was a civilian politician from the coast and he had no clue about economic development or how
to build a real civil society. | went up to the university the night the interim president went to the
university to speak to leftwing student groups. l'll always remember the event, because it was at
night and the moment he raised his arm to start his long harangue, a sudden bolt of lightning
came through the sky and hit nearby. It seemed symbolic of something, but | don't know what.

His speech was well received by the students, even though it was just one anti-American and
anti-military clichig 2 after another. Although | was an American, | pretended to be an ordinary
student and no one harassed me at that time. A month or two later, | was transferred to the U.S.
Soon after, the interim president decided he was going to show his nationalist credentials by
expelling the American ambassador. And so, Wymberley Coerr, who was a terrific ambassador,
was declared persona non grata. The pretext was a speech he had made in Guayaquil where he
had talked in favor of the Alliance for Progress. That was enough to get him expelled. | still
remember that when | went to National Airport to meet the ambassador on his return, | was the
only State official there. | was only a only a junior desk officer. Nobody from the senior levels
bothered to show real support for this guy after a long and distinguished career. | was not
impressed with the political leadership in the Department.

Q: You left In '67 and came back what, to INR?

SMITH: Yes, | went to work in the Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR). The reason |
landed there was that the director of INR Latin American came through Quito a few months
before | was due for transfer. He made a point of meeting with me, telling me that he had a great
job for me in Washington. He made it sound really terrific. | didn't know anything about INR at
the time. The ambassador came to me and recommended that | not take the INR job. He offered
to secure me a more career enhancing position at State. | insisted that | wanted to work in INR. |
still don't know If it was the right or wrong decision. Anyway, | returned to Washington and spent
two years as the analyst dealing with Latin American communism, Cuba, Soviet and Chinese
relations with the region. It was interesting, although not career enhancing. In any case, it was
the most interesting job in the Latin American side of INR. It was useful and interesting to learn
now the intelligence community worked. | attended many meetings at CIA, many of them in order
to draft interagency National Intelligence Estimates (NIEs) and Special National Intelligence
Estimates (SNIEs). The former estimated the likelihood of medium term threats and the latter
dealt with immediate problems.




Q: You were Iin INR from '67 to '69. What was your impression of what you were getting from the
other intelligence agencies as compared to the State Department?

SMITH: State's reporting was generally better than the other agencies, often because it was
came from open, rather than paid sources. It was always difficult to decide how much weight to
give to intelligence estimates. | could cite many examples. | remember when working as an
intelligence analyst, | had to take a turn as the morning Latin America briefer for Tom Hughes,
who at that time was Director of INR. He was a brilliant, decent person and an excellent
manager. My job that particular morning was to give him an analysis of all the intelligence
information that had come in the night before from posts in Latin America. | told him that based
on a joint CIA/DIA intelligence assessment, | could assure him that the political situation was
fairly calm in Peru. We had been worried about the possibility of a military coup. | assured
Hughes that morning that everything was calm, because the top Peruvian general was out of
the country, and according to the CIA/DIA report, we did not expect military unrest in the
general's absence. | remember that Hughes immediately broke into a smile and handed me a
cable that had just arrived from the embassy in Lima. It reported that the Embassy's
communications had just been cut off, and that tanks had been seen converging on government
buildings.

| remember Hughes remarked about the fallacy of following the "common wisdom" of the
intelligence community. I'll always remember that experience, and have thought about it many
times since, especially regarding the fall of the Soviet Union, and more recently after the
invasion of Irag in 2003. There were a couple of other experiences in INR that stay in my mind.
One was the capture of Che Guevara, that took place in Bolivia. | was briefed on how he was
captured how he died. There were many aspects that did not become public until much later.
Another interesting experience was the Soviet-led invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968.
Before the invasion, we received information about the very dicey relationship between Cuba
and the Soviet Union indicating that a more open US policy toward Cuba might have produced a
break between Moscow and Havana.

Q:In19687



SMITH: The Cubans, surprisingly enough, had publicly supported the reformist Dubcek
Government throughout the spring of 1968. Cuba's communist party newspaper kept publishing
articles supporting the Dubcek Government and the concept of liberalized communism. It was a
very interesting time. | believe that the United States missed an opportunity to move Castro
away from the Soviets, but our continued economic blockade and implacable hostility to the
Castro regime left the Cubans with little choice but to stick with Moscow. The night before the
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, the Russian ambassador spoke to Fidel Castro and put the
question to him, "are you with us or are you against us? If you're with us, we'll continue to
support you financially. If you're not, we're going to cut you off financially." And from that day on,
Cuba became a very orthodox communist regime. One of the problems we confronted was that
when President Nixon was elected, he brought in Bebe Rebozo as his informal Cuban advisor.
This drinking and golfing partner was suddenly making policy on Cuba. It was so crazy. And all
of the policy proposals of the intelligence community went out the window.

Q: How did you find the relationship between the INR and the bureaus, the desk?

SMITH: | don't remember there being any strong tension between us and the regional bureau.

Q: | was just wondering whether they used you or not.

SMITH: | think they did. | didn't feel that we were ignhored, and we always involved the bureaus
In these intelligence assessments. | remember we would often insist on putting in dissenting
footnotes into the joint agency intelligence assessment. Often INR and the Latin American
Bureau would jointly disagree with the analysis of the CIA or DIA on a particular issue that
would be in the National Intelligence Daily (NID) the next morning. In those days, the NID was
widely distributed and comprehensive. We could all read the same thing the president was
seeing every morning. Today's NID is much more restricted and the content of the widely
distributed version is less revealing than the Washington Post. Intelligence information is much
more restricted now than it was in the '60s and '70s.

Q: At this time did you feel part of the ARA, the Latin American team or something?



SMITH: | did in a way. At the time, | didn't know much about the workings of the various
regional and functional bureaus. | also didn't know what | wanted to do career-wise. Although
the job Iin INR was interesting and | received excellent efficient reports there, an INR posting
was not a good career move - as | discovered later. The academic nature of INR, however,
re-Kindled a desire to return to school. And yet, by then we had a third child, and | really couldn't
afford to pay for time off of work. The State Department, however, offered me a year of studies
at a university. | tried to find a university program on Latin American affairs where it was cheap
to live. | decided to take my family to the University of Texas in Austin for a year. The academic
year turned out to be a nice break from the bureaucratic routine of the Department. In Austin, |
would get up in the morning, put on my Levi's and tennis shoes, get on my bicycle and ride up to
school. | did very well academically. | concentrated as much as | could on economic
development problems of poor countries. It all looked nice on my record, but academic studies
also did little to advance one's career. Back-to-back tours in INR and at the University of Texas
resulted in slow promotion for the next couple of years. Yet, looking back, | think they were both
useful. From INR | gained a much better understanding of intelligence work, and from the
university year, a greater knowledge of and interest in economic development issues.

Q: Were you feeling that particularly those people specializing in Latin American affairs in the
State Department became almost a breed apart? They were somewhat, | don't want to say
Isolated, but once you got there, there were 21 or however many countries there are. And my
colleagues who went there, they sort of disappeared into that black hole and | never heard of
them again until much, much later.

SMITH: | didn't realize until much later in my career that much of the Department considered
that concentrating on Latin America was the same as removing oneself from the real world of
foreign policy. There is some truth to the charge, but it became somewhat exaggerated. | didn't
feel that | knew enough about what was going on in the wider world, or in much of the State
Department. INR's separation from the rest of the Department also left one a little isolated from
the foreign policy implementation mechanism of the rest of the Department. | believe that the
charge of isolation was somewhat overdone. | know that Henry Kissinger made a big thing about
Latin Americanists being isolated, but he had never exhibited a great interest in events out of
Europe or the Middle East. Kissinger's disinterest in Latin America was also well known.




| accepted one more tour in Latin America, before recognizing that if | didn't get out of the
region, I'd never see another part of the world. The Latin American Bureau did hold too tightly to
its people. In any case, | went to Caracas, Venezuela in mid-1970 as the junior political officer.
The ambassador in Caracas had specifically asked for me. Having an ambassador personally
request me was flattering - unfortunately. It turned out to be a big mistake to go back to Latin
America, and especially to Caracas. It was a difficult city in which to live and work and the
schools were far from where we lived. The management situation in the embassy was not good.
| worked for the chief of the political section, who was very ambitious, although clearly talented.
It always grated on me that he kept a framed photo of the ambassador right behind his desk. He
went on to a very successful career, and became ambassador to Prague.

Q: Who was that?

SMITH: Bill Luers. We quarreled many times, sometimes regarding the ambassador. For
example, the ambassador publicly ridiculed my wife because she didn't drink alcohol. | was
furious at the ambassador and let him and the political counselor know how | felt. The political
counselor, who | believe recognized the poor behavior of the ambassador, could never bring
himself to criticize the boss for anything, even for his repeated drunken behavior at official
events.

Q: Your wife was a Mormon?

SMITH: Yes, she was. And the ambassador ridiculed her one night while he was drunk at a
dinner party. He would get drunk almost every day. By 11 o'clock in the morning he had already
had several drinks. He was really a nasty character with a massive ego. | was really
disappointed at the servility of the political counselor, who | respected for his professional skills.
Unfortunately, his servility paid off career-wise. | decided that | had to get out of there after two
years.

Q: This was '67 to '69.
SMITH: No, 1970 to 1972. And at that point, | told Personnel that | wanted an assignment to

another area of the world. My relationship with the ambassador and Bill Luers was not
Improving.

Q: Who was the ambassador?

SMITH: His name was Robert McClintock.



Q: Robert McClintock?

SMITH: Robert McClintock. He was in Caracas as a political ambassador. He had been a
career ambassador in Lebanon. After retirement, he became a heavy contributor to the
Republican Party and his reward was assignment to Caracas by President Nixon. In any case,
before my two years in Caracas passed, | decided that | had to get out of Latin American affairs,
or quit the Foreign Service. The Latin American Bureau wanted to send me to Santo Domingo,
Dominion Republic. At the time, | thought that if | went to Santo Domingo | would never get out
of Latin America. Naturally, | want to see more of the world. It was a major reason for joining the
Foreign Service. The Department finally offered me a "hard to fill job." They offered me a year of
Hungarian language training with and a follow up assignment in Budapest. | was desperate to
get out of Caracas and of ARA. | remember thinking good lord, | don't know anything about
Hungary, but if it gets me out of here I'll take it. So | came to Washington and spent one of the
hardest years of my life learning Hungarian.

Q: Well | want to go back to the time in Caracas. What was the political situation like in Caracas?

SMITH: It was a nominal democracy with a Christian Democratic government representing the
wealthier groups in the country. They were in power for the two years | was there. For about 25
years, one elite group following another elite into power. The two main parties were pretty
corrupt by U.S. and European standards.

Q: Were these the reds and the blues?

SMITH: No, the Christian Democrats were backed by the Church and some wealthy
iIndustrialists. Rafael Caldera, the Christian Democrat who was president when | was there,
later became president again. The opposition was the Political Action Party.

| enjoyed those occasions when | could get out and drive through the countryside. It seemed
to re-energize me when | was able to meet with people out in the provinces. | made a fair number
of trips up into the Andean area and one trip down toward the Brazilian and Guyana borders.
One really needed constant breaks from life in Caracas. | did not particularly respect the
Venezuelan politicians. One could invite a politician to lunch and suddenly discover that you
were paying for a meal for him and his secretary/mistress. You would have to buy lunch for both
and the politician would talk to her most of the time. The people that | liked the best in Caracas
were immigrants, especially the Colombians, Germans, ltalians and Chileans. | found the
Colombians and Italians particularly friendly. Outside of Caracas, however, the Venezuelans
were very warm and friendly.



Were drugs part of the situation?

SMITH: Not a big part of the situation in those days. At least, we didn't know about it. Much of
our time was spent with oil policy, military assistance and countering left-wing influence in the
government. Energy was certainly the top issue. Venezuela was a large oil producer and
exported almost all of its production to the U.S. The Venezuelan Government always wanted to
sigh a long-term energy contract with the United States that would provide the country with
guaranteed oll prices. The U.S. always refused, contending that the market should set the price.
We resisted, in part, because we thought that there was plenty of olil in the world, and we didn't
need to tie ourselves to the Venezuelans. That was the big issue. Trying to keep the military
from going to war with Colombia was another issue.

Q: What was the issue between, just a normal border dispute?

SMITH: Yes. So many borders in Latin America are poorly demarked or have been contested
for years. There was a border dispute with Colombia and with Guyana. The problem with
Colombia was mainly in the Maracaibo area to the West. Also, much of Guyana was claimed by
Venezuela. They weren't difficult issues, and the work in Caracas would have been more
interesting if there had been a collegial, well-managed embassy. The FSNs were a good group.
I've always been close to FSNs. | found that one of the great things about working in an
American embassy is that you immediately have access to local people. It's something that
embassies from other countries miss out on. We had a particularly capable group of FSNs in
Caracas.

Q: Were events in Chile at all the agenda? | know with Allende...

SMITH: It was about then that Allende was overthrown. Before | went to Caracas, there had
been some discussion of sending me to Santiago. It would have been a great experience to have
been down there during that period. In any case, the Venezuelans were more Caribbean
oriented, and US. economic interests were more important in Venezuela than they were in Chile.
Nevertheless, events in Chile were important politically in Latin America, with Allende being
strongly supported by the left in Latin America and Europe. There was some left wing activity in
Venezuela. On one occasion, we entertained a group of military visitors from the U.S. Following
meetings in the embassy, we arranged to have lunch at a restaurant across the main street. |
remember that the meetings went on longer than we had expected. As we were crossing the
street to the restaurant, a small bomb went off under the table that we were supposed to have
been at. It would have been pretty deadly if we had been there at the time.



The embassy always had an oversized armored car right out in front of the main chancery
building. It was manned by national guardsmen, who patrolled the embassy grounds 24 hours a
day. Occasionally, bombs would explode at American companies. A couple of bombs went off at
the U.S.-Venezuelan Bi-national Center. | remember one policeman lost his arm trying to defuse
one of the bombs. Another policeman died trying to dismantle a bomb at the same center. It was
a fairly rough time, but the bombings were not directed against individual Americans.

Q: Were the Cubans active? Earlier on they had made a landing attempt or something. Was that
still a sore point or not?

SMITH: The landing of weapons on the beach north of Caracas by the Cuban military
occurred about five years before | arrived. There was not as much Cuban activity in Venezuela
during the early 1970s. We also felt that the Caldera Government provided us with good
security. Nevertheless, there was a feeling shared by the ambassador and some people in the
State Department that the Christian Democrats were a little bit too far to the left. | always felt
that corruption was more important than public statements about "socialism." | also remember
being concerned that the embassy was seen as being too close to Carlos Andres Perez, a
former interior minister from Political Action Party. He was a very corrupt individual and was
ater indicted while being president for stealing several million dollars. This was not unusual for
nim, but he had gotten away with it in the past. | traveled to Caracas in 1989 with Senator Dole
and some other senators. We met with Carlos Andres Perez. This was before he was indicted
for a second time, this time successfully. Perez was a hard line anti-communists, and of course
the U.S. government liked that aspect of him. But he was a pretty unsavory character.

Q: While you were there, were there any secretary or presidential visits or anything?

SMITH: No presidential visits. Nixon had been in Caracas a few years before and his
motorcade had been stoned. It would be many years before another U.S. president visited
Venezuela.

Q: There was a border dispute with Guyana? Did that play any role?

SMITH: Not much. Our job was just to keep the Venezuelan military from engaging in military
action against the Guyanese. We threatened to cut off military assistance to Venezuela if they
started a war with either Colombia or Guyana. | think that U.S. pressure was the only thing that
kept the Venezuelan military from physically taking over most of Guyana. At the time, we had
enough clout with the Venezuelans to hold the military back.



Q: How about the oil industry. Did that play a political role?

SMITH: The nationalization of the oil industry began when | was there. Part of my job involved
visiting the parliament, and reporting on the debates about nationalizing U.S. companies. | also
met with political groups, trying to discourage them from going down the nationalization route. |
recognized that this would only provide a source of corrupt funding for the party in power and for
the military establishment. Economic growth would suffer from state ownership, just as it had Iin
Mexico. The U.S. wanted American companies to be able to maintain their existing stakes in the
various oll fields. | believe that our policies at the time were correct. In any case, we were unable
to prevent the nationalizations from taking place over the next several years. Energy company
nationalization was a huge issue, but it wasn't one that was going to cause a rupture in relations
between the two countries. | think we recognized there wasn't a lot we could do about it. In spite
of the conspiracy theories of the anti-globalizers, we generally avoided interfering in the internal
affairs of Latin American countries, at least during the 1970s.

Q: What about the oil workers. Were they a major force?

SMITH: In some parts of the country they were, such as around the oil fields in Lake
Maracaibo, that was in the west of the country. There was also a lot of political unrest in
agricultural areas that were dominated by a few wealthy families. Venezuela had a high
proportion of impoverished, landless people in almost all regions of the country. There was a
certain amount of guerrilla warfare going on in the interior. | remember traveling through the
country with a guy who was also assigned to the embassy. He was black and owned a large,
expensive car. Everywhere we went, Venezuelans would ask him whether he needed a receipt
for his boss. Even though Venezuelans claimed that there was little racism in the country, they
were very prejudiced, even within the black community. The society was stratified on race and
the lighter blacks had an easier time than the darker blacks.

During that particular drive through the countryside, there were times when armed men would
jump out in the road in front of us and force us to stop get out of the car. Fortunately, we only
confronted undercover police, but one never knew who was pointing guns at you since both
sides dressed as civilians.

Q: I'm told the interior really has some spectacular scenery.



SMITH: The Andean area of Venezuela and the southeast was particularly beautiful. The
country contains a lot of mineral wealth, including heavy oll from tar sands. Venezuela is a
country with literally mountains of iron ore. And yet, the average Venezuelan remains very poor.
The country has always been badly managed. In the past, much of the country's business
profits ended up in Florida real estate or in New York banks. The idea of the common good was
not as strong as the culture of helping your immediate family get wealthy. The work ethic was
weak, because of poor incentives to work hard. If you didn't have the right connections, it didn't
matter how hard you worked. The many European emigrants who came to Venezuela after the
war did relatively well. Because they didn't have the "right" family or political connections, they
had to work harder and smarter than the native Venezuelans.

Q: How about the army? Was this strictly in the province of our attachi;,2s?

SMITH: Generally, but during my second year in Caracas, the Department opened a new
political position that focused largely on political/military affairs. | had little to do with the subject
in Caracas. We had a large military contingent in Venezuela, including a Navy plane assigned
permanently to the attachi¢ 2 office. The plane was also used by the military assistance group
and the CIA. | dealt more extensively with local trade union representatives and mid-level
officials from the two largest political parties. | remember one time | talked the ambassador into
having a group of trade union representatives over to his residence for lunch. Of course, these
guys had no idea what to do when finger bowls were passed around with a flower petal in the
middle. It was somewhat humorous to see these workers throw out the petals and drink the
water. | thought that the ambassador should have been more sensitive to the background of the
guests. He never again agreed to have trade union representatives to the residence after that.

Q: Well then you left there when?

SMITH: | left Caracas in mid-1972, returning to Washington for a year of Hungarian language
training.

Q: Had anybody told you about Hungarian?

SMITH: Not much. I'd only heard that it was a difficult language to learn. The next 44 weeks of
intensive Hungarian turned out to be one of the most difficult periods in my life. The language is
very complex grammatically and has little in common with most European languages, except
-innish. For the first couple of months, | was in a class with the person who had scored the
nighest that had ever been registered on the Department's Language Aptitude Test. In addition,
ne had just returned from a five year tour in Finland, where he had mastered the only language
related to Hungarian. Fortunately, we became very good friends and our children were close.




Q: Who was that?

SMITH: He was with the CIA. He became the station chief for the next two years in Budapest.
Several years after he retired, | read about some of his counter intelligence successes in a book
concerning U.S. military personnel who had spied for the Soviet Union. In the language class, |
was obviously holding him back, so they secured another teacher specifically for him. He was
the only person to ever receive a 3/3 in Hungarian in 24 weeks. In any case, | journeyed through
44 weeks at a much slower pace. | think my teacher was charitable in giving me a three-three on
the language test after 44 weeks. My Hungarian teacher was a wonderful woman, and she and
her husband remained close friends for the next 30 years.

Q: Often, one picks up an awful lot about the country through the language course, from the
teachers and all that. What were you getting about Hungary and the state of our relations and
the state of Hungary before you went out there?

SMITH: Not as much as | might have. My two language teachers had left Hungary in 1945 as
political refugees, and the communist government made it difficult for them to return for visits.
Many of their concepts about Hungary were outdated. Learning about Hungary was made more
difficult by the fact that the communist government did everything it could to isolate American
and other Western diplomats from average Hungarians. They were only partially successful.

Q: Keith, you were discussing 1973 in Hungary. Let's pick it up from there.

SMITH: | was sent to Hungary as the political officer after 10 months of language training.
The Embassy was relatively small. We were about 25 Americans and about 50 Hungarian
FSNs. A new ambassador had arrived shortly before | did. He was a civil service employee who
had worked only at the UN. He was a decent person, but had never served overseas. As a
result, he didn't have a good picture of what an embassy really should do. Fortunately, the DCM
was an experienced professional. He ran the embassy and also provided policy direction. The
embassy had some serious personnel problems over the next three years. Hungary, however,
was a fascinating country in an interesting part of the world. It was a great experience for me. |
think that the best career move that | ever made was leaving Latin America and going to Eastern
Europe. Over 30 years later, I'm still working on Eastern European issues, although not as a
diplomat. I'm grateful to have had the experience of living and working in Hungary in the
mid-1970s. | believe that my children also benefited from living in Budapest.

Q: You were there from '73 to when?



SMITH: My first tour in Hungary was from 1973 to 1976. For the entire time | was the political
officer.

Q: Let's talk first about relations with Hungary when you arrived there in '73 how stood they?

SMITH: Our bilateral relationship after the failed revolution of '56 was not good. Also, back in
1956, Hungary's Cardinal Mindszenty had taken refuge in the Embassy. That put a lot of stress
on the embassy operations and on our bilateral relations. Large, black cars owned by the secret
police were kept in front of the embassy 24 hours a day to stop a possible Mindszenty escape.
Inside the Embassy, Mindszenty took over the ambassador's office. The entire executive area
became his private living quarters. The ambassador operated from the DCM's office. It had been
really a rough time for those at the Embassy. While Mindszenty lived in the embassy, one of the
embassy officers had to be with him 24 hours a day. After working hours, the embassy duty
officer had to sleep overnight on the third floor of the embassy, in part to protect Menzenti from
any attempt to kidnap him. About six months before | arrived, a deal was reached between the
Hungarian Government and the Vatican, and Mindszenty was able to leave for Vienna, where
he spent the rest of his life. His departure was a great relief for the embassy and bilateral
relations were beginning to thaw somewhat by the time | arrived in 1973. In addition, in 1972,
the Hungarian Communist Party initiated its New Economic Mechanism, that allowed for a
semblance of a market economy to operate for small shopkeepers and some farmers. This
policy was viewed by the U.S. as a positive step in the right direction. Unfortunately, these steps
toward more open markets were not introduced in industry or large-scale agriculture. Nor, were
other Warsaw Pact countries able to follow the Hungarian example. There was still too much
fear in Moscow of people following the 1968 example of the Czech reformers.

Q: Was the crown of St. Stephens a motif or not?

SMITH: The Hungarian communists were not as anxious as they pretended to be to have the
crown returned. The crown and regalia were symbols of nationalism that could have been used
to stir up anti-communist feeling. The Kadar Government raised the issue only occasionally.
One communist official confided to me that the crown was safer in Fort Knox than it would be in
Hungary, where it could be spirited away to Moscow at any time by Russian troops. In any
event, our bilateral relations could never have been characterized as "normal” during my three
yeas. We did not consider the Hungarian people as sovereign as long as the country was
occupied by Soviet troops and Moscow dictated Hungary's foreign and domestic policies.





































































































































































































































































































































































