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INTERVIEW

Q: This is Bob (Charles R.) Beecham, on November 18, 2002. I am speaking with Paul P.
Blackburn III about his 40 year career, from September 1962 to September 2002, first
with the U.S. Information Agency and then with the State Department after it absorbed
USIA on October 1, 1999.

BEFORE JOINING USIA IN 1962

Let's begin with this question — how did it happen that you joined USIA, and what were
you doing before that?

BLACKBURN: I was at Haverford College when I got interested in the Foreign Service.
At that time, my dad, who was a career naval officer, was serving in Okinawa. [ went
there two summers, after my sophomore and junior years. Japan was fascinating to me,
and I thought, gosh, maybe I could find a career that would take me to Japan, give me a
chance to study Japanese, and even pay me to live there. I was fortunate at Haverford
College that our president, Hugh Borton, was a great Japan scholar. He had been the
director of the East Asian Institute at Columbia, and gave me a lot of his time, even
letting me take a special reading course under his tutelage. I took the Foreign Service
exam for the first time while at Haverford. I easily passed the written part, but flubbed the
oral.

Thwarted in my first attempt to get into the Foreign Service — which I now realize would



have been nuts to take me in at that stage of my life — [ went on to do graduate work at the
School of Advanced International Studies, or SAIS, at Johns Hopkins. While there I again
took the Foreign Service exam, and failed the oral for a second time. The examiners told
me that [ needed “more seasoning,” by which they essentially meant that I needed to grow
up. [ was 22 at the time, and looked 18. They strongly urged me to go into the military,
saying that the Foreign Service particularly needed more officers with military
experience. I didn’t follow that advice, but instead gave the test a third try, this time the
one specifically for USIA, and finally passed.

I was delighted to get into USIA, having been strongly encouraged by my professor at
SAIS, Paul Linebarger, a China specialist who was also something of a psywar expert of
that era — and by graduate school pal Gordon Tubbs, who had joined USIA’s research arm
and later headed its East Asia division. While waiting for my appointment I took a course
at American University on “International Communication” given by USIA Training
Division stalwart Charles “Chuck” Vetter, so even before coming on board I had built up
a lot of enthusiasm for what I was getting into.

Q: But what about before that? According to the stud book, you were at Brookings and at
the Library of Congress.

BLACKBURN: I did one research project at the Brookings Institution, under the
direction, as it happened, of Murray Lawson, who was for many years the USIA
Historian. Then from the summer of 1961 until the week before I joined USIA in 1962, 1
was the Analyst for Far Eastern Affairs in the Legislative Reference Service at the Library
of Congress.

Q: How did it happen that you were at the Library of Congress?

BLACKBURN: I tried to get through SAIS in just one year, instead of the two years
normally required. I didn't quite finish it, and had only one more course to take. In that
second year, and not being a full-time SAIS student, I landed the job at the Legislative
Reference Service, where they needed an analyst to prepare reports for committees and
Members of Congress on subjects relating to East Asia. Currently, the Congressional
Research Office, which replaced LRS, has a team of East Asia specialists, but at that time
I was the only one, and hardly a specialist, doing the job. I wrote several reports on
Vietnam, where during those early years of the Kennedy administration our involvement
was getting deeper and deeper. I also prepared a speech — “draft remarks,” it was
euphemistically called — on the U.S. involvement in South Korea, a background paper on
U.S.-Japan relations since the end of the war, position papers on both sides of a
Philippine war claims issue, and of course materials on various aspects of what to do
about the problem of “Red China.” The workload was heavy and the deadlines often
ridiculously tight, but I learned to write under pressure — and just produce the best
possible on-time product given the constraints placed on me.

OVERVIEW OF USIA/STATE PUBLIC DIPLOMACY CAREER



Q: Okay, now, looking back on 40 years with the Agency, why don't you just say
something briefly about what was typical in your experience and what was sort of
unique?

BLACKBURN: In the typical category — I came in, like other entry-level officers who
joined the Agency in those days, as a Foreign Service Career Reserve Officer. They had
not yet established a permanent Foreign Service officer corps for USIA, and didn’t want
to call us FSOs. I started at the very bottom, as an FSCR-8 Junior Officer Trainee and
worked my way up through the ranks. We all had to be under 31. The women — four of
the 20 in my entering class — had to be unmarried. Compared to today’s intake, most of us
were quite inexperienced — in both life and overseas exposure. [ had been married a little
over a year; our first daughter was born ten days after I entered USIA. The welcome our
new crop of officers got was very warm. We all received much individual attention and
special mentoring from trainers, personnel officers, and area offices.

There were many aspects of my career that were atypical, however. For example, I got
nearly every job I ever competed for, a streak of good luck that undoubtedly contributed
to my nearly consistently high morale throughout those many years. When I joined the
Agency I said I strongly preferred to work in Asia, even though I recognized that I was
“worldwide available” and had to have a secondary as well as a primary area. As it turned
out, I spent all my overseas years — 24 years worth — in just four Asian posts, in each of
which I had the privilege of serving as Public Affairs Officer: Malaysia, Thailand, Japan
and China.

Also unusual was the fact that I was never a Cultural Affairs Officer or Information
Officer — or Executive Officer, for that matter. I served as an assistant or deputy only
twice.

I had tremendous good fortune at critical times, as well. When I got fired from a job I'll be
talking about later, powerful colleagues came to my rescue and saved my career. That was
when [ was Associate Director of the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs in
USIA. Later on in Japan, just when I thought my career was coming to an end, the
Agency sent me an out-of-the-blue offer to go to China as PAO. Another stroke of luck
made it possible for me to retire as a Career Minister from the State Department at the
maximum age of 65. Had there been no consolidation of USIA, I would have had to retire
for “time in class” a couple of years earlier, as the TIC period for CMs in USIA was only
four years, but seven years in State.

My 40-year career stands, I believe, as the longest for continuous public affairs or public
diplomacy service in our history. And it is unlikely anyone will surpass my record now
that consolidation has taken place, as advancement to the top ranks requires assignments
outside of the public diplomacy track — for example as Consul General, DCM or
Ambassador. So my career was atypical in that regard as well.



Q: Now, at this point, why don't you briefly just establish chronologically, from the
beginning, your various assignments?

BLACKBURN: I entered USIA in September of 1962 and went through the JOT program
in Washington, with half a year of basic training and half a year of Thai language study. |
was a Junior Officer Trainee in Bangkok, 1963-64, and an Assistant Cultural Affairs
Officer from 1964 well into 1965. I went up to Khon Kaen in northeast Thailand as
Branch Public Affairs Officer in 1965-67, and then to Udorn as BPAO in 1967-68.

In 1968 I returned to Washington for the Phase II program, which provided more training
for junior officers, for three years. The first year was basic rotational training, followed by
a year as Special Assistant to the area director in charge of East Asia and the Pacific. The
last year was spent in Japanese language training in Washington, after which I took the
second year in Yokohama. From 1972 to 1975 I served as Director of the USIS Tokyo
American Center. [ went back to Washington to be an Agency inspector for two years,
1975-77. Then I was a Senior Policy Officer at USIA 1977-78, and from 1978-80 headed
what was called the Fast Policy Guidance Unit. I served as PAO in Malaysia in 1980-84,
followed by another four year stint as PAO Thailand, 1984-88. I was assigned back in
Washington as Area Director for Africa for a year, after which I was made the Deputy
Associate Director of the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, the so-called E
bureau in USIA, a job I held in 1989-90.

During 1990-92 I was at Georgetown University's Institute for the Study of Diplomacy in
the School of Foreign Service, before going to Japan as PAO in 1992-96. That
assignment was followed by a year in Washington for Chinese language study before
becoming PAO in Beijing in 1997-2000. On returning to Washington for my last
assignment, [ was Director of the Office of Public Diplomacy in the Bureau of East Asia
and Pacific Affairs until I retired at the end of September, 2002.

JOT IN WASHINGTON - 1962-63
Q: Please go back now and talk about your JOT training at the outset of all of this?

BLACKBURN: It was very exciting joining the Agency in those heady Kennedy years.
Edward R. Murrow was USIA Director and we basked in his reflected glory. Many of the
men in my JOT class of 20 ended up having long and very successful careers — people
like Len Baldyga and Sam Courtney. Marjorie Marriley Ransom was one of our stars,
who left to get married, but returned in style and eventually became a Career Minister.
Two from that class, Barry Ballou and Mary Fattu Ashley, switched to the civil service
and are still working in public diplomacy for the State Department.

Our JOT years were a time when men were encouraged to get married, if they hadn’t
already done so. We were told that the most effective Foreign Service officers were men
with spouses and children, because that's how to get more deeply into the local society.
The women officers, however, were forced to resign if they wanted to get married. It was



strongly hoped that they would marry male FSOs. In that case the Foreign Service would
gain the services of two professionals at the cost of only one salary — the ideal “two for
one” situation, they said. Anne Hannehan Oman and Marjorie Marriley Ransom both
married FSOs, but only the latter put in many years as an unpaid Foreign Service spouse.

Gays and lesbians were presumed not to be present in our ranks, having been screened out
by the rigorous background security investigation. It was, in short, a much less
enlightened Foreign Service than we see today.

Another bizarre feature of our profession in those days was that we all got at least two
annual performance evaluations. Those of us who were married got four of them. The
first was an open report describing our strengths and correctable failings. The second
dealt more candidly with our performance, using language that did not have to be shared
with the rated officer. Similar reports, both open and secret, were done on our wives.

Q: And who would be writing these?

BLACKBURN: Your supervisor in the field would do them. These were the conditions of
employment. This was the climate of the Foreign Service that we came into, and the sort
of thing that we (and our spouses) had to accept. In the JOT training, we started with
about ten weeks that overlapped with State Department colleagues in the A-100 course.
Otherwise, it was an Agency design. Much emphasis was put on what we now call
American studies. We talked at great length about U.S. society, our system of
government, American ideals, that sort of thing. The training, much of it led by my old
professor Chuck Vetter, stressed the importance of being able to out-argue our foreign
critics. We were to imagine ourselves facing a hostile audience of Indian students who
would make virulent anti-American statements and put us on the defensive. We were
expected to be able to give as well as we got — eloquently defending everything from the
American way of life to our foreign policy positions.

This was also the counter-insurgency period. We had many sessions on that as well, using
books such as one called The Ugly American, by Burdick and Lederer. We had to prepare
ourselves to be culturally sensitive field officers capable of interacting effectively with
villagers who were getting regular doses of communist propaganda. If we couldn't play
the guitar or sing folk songs, like the hero of that book, too bad. At least we should be
able to make a good impression for our country and show the poor people of the
developing countries that “the free world,” not communism, offered them greatest hope
for a better future.

The Agency took much pride in its films in those days. Some were indeed excellent, and
deserved the awards they were given. The account of the Kennedy presidency called
“Years of Lightning, Day of Drums,” which came out after the 1963 assassination, was
particularly memorable. As JOTs we watched many films, discussing at length not only
their content but also how we would best use them with mass audiences abroad. And we
were all trained to use a 16-millimeter projector. That skill actually did come in quite



handy for many of us, but gave Embassy colleagues the mistaken impression that USIS
officers were proficient with all AV equipment.

The training was episodically exciting and even fun, but I think we all were itchy to get to
work. It really was a long grind, being trained for a year in Washington and then another
one as a JOT overseas before you could get a responsible job all your own. After the
general JOT Washington training, I was given six months of Thai language training at
FSI. That was a most challenging experience. [ was very, very intimidated at the
beginning. I had major doubts that I would ever be able to master the Thai tones. I worked
for hours and hours on those damn tapes, and found it extremely hard going. Eventually,
however, I began to feel that I could actually distinguish between the sounds, and that
people listening to me were beginning to be able to make out what [ was trying to convey.
Probably nothing in my entire career gave me more satisfaction than reaching S-4 in Thai
by the end of that first overseas tour. I also got to the 3+ level in reading, having made
out-of-class use of a book called “Teach Yourself to Read Thai.”

Q: Did what you learned in training actually apply when you hit the ground in Thailand?
Not only the language study, but other aspects of the training as well.

BLACKBURN: Yes, it did pretty well. The Thai training, though devoted in part to some
very high class, even courtly, language, helped me communicate appropriately with
ranking officials I dealt with when once in Thailand. But mostly it was essential for
giving me control over the tones and the basic grammar. As for the other parts of the
training, some was quite pertinent, particularly that part which dealt with counter-
insurgency and working on the ground in Southeast Asia. On the other hand, I never had
to face an audience of hostile Indian students, and not a word was said about how to
handle two major responsibilities I faced in my first years in Thailand: running a teenage
exchange program and promoting troop-community relations at an overseas U.S. base.
And much of the American studies emphasis was unnecessary; as it consisted of basic
information we had been tested on in the Foreign Service exam.

JOT IN BANGKOK - 1963-64
Q: Would you talk now about the JOT phase in Thailand?

BLACKBURN: Thailand was a mind boggling and growing-up experience for me. When
I first got there, I was young — just 25 — and pretty callow, which is another way of saying
immature. But I was extremely lucky to spend my first tour in the company of some really
great officers. The Executive Officer, Russ Cox, told me, quite accurately, that never
again in my career would I serve with so many outstanding officers. USIS Thailand at the
time was led by an extraordinary PAO named Jack O'Brien, who had an amazing ability
to command those of us who served under him. Though I thought he was an old-timer,
actually he was then only in his early to mid-forties.

I think I learned the bulk of whatever public affairs “tradecraft” I ever learned in the



Foreign Service during that tour. Many senior and mid-level officers were generous with
their time, and directly or indirectly taught me valuable lessons. For example, from Jack
O'Brien I learned the importance of thinking through what you're trying to do so carefully
that you can articulate it in ways that everybody on your staff will understand. Jack
stressed that every part of the PAO’s operation deserves attention and respect — and that
meant it should be periodically critiqued in systematic fashion. His policy of keeping an
“open door” to all staffers was also an excellent example.

From you, Bob Beecham, the USIS Thailand Press Officer in those days, I learned the
importance of being persnickety about how things look in writing, especially when they
deal with U.S. policy and are to be shared with the public. You taught me not to accept,
from oneself or from anyone else, a written product that does not meet the highest
standards.

From Jack Zeller, who was an Assistant Cultural Affairs Officer, I learned that “there is
always plenty of money.” Don't worry about financial constraints, he taught me, or you
will think too small. If something needs to be done, and you have a good idea, then go
look for the funding, either from the post’s assets or some other source. You are likely to
get it. He stressed that responsible creativity is an essential quality for a first-class USIS
officer.

From Howard Biggerstaff, who was later my boss in the field program, I learned that
careful planning is extremely important — and can be great fun, too. He showed me that
thinking through the component parts of a complex and ambitious plan, explaining it to
others and getting their inputs, and finally seeing your concept reach fruition brings a
special sense of satisfaction — especially for USIA officers who have such a rich plate of
resources to work with. “Bigg” worked indefatigably to plan the USIS Thailand field
program that we all carried out during those years. Later on in my career, when
enthusiastically involved in one complex scheme or another, I would fondly remember
the zest of Jack Zeller and Bigg as they worked on similar projects.

From Bob Lasher, then the formal head of USIS Thailand field operations, I learned of
the pleasures of visiting Thai villages. Even before leaving Washington I had read many
of Bob’s widely-distributed reports on USIS-supported Mobile Information Team (MIT)
trips to sensitive villages in the northeast. Besides assisting the senior Thai officials on
the team, Bob would have a grand time of it in the evenings — drinking, eating exotic
foods, and even taking part in traditional folk dancing. In other words, winning hearts and
minds just like the “Ugly American.”

In Rob Nevitt, who was the Branch PAO up in Ubol, I saw an exemplary communicator
in action. Rob was an officer who made maximum use of his limited Thai and his
extraordinary gift for empathy to add an extra depth to his relations with both Thais and
Americans. I tried, then and later — albeit with limited success — to emulate Rob’s
thoughtful and respectful approach to interpersonal relations.



As a JOT assignment, I was tasked with preparing a brochure on the post. I went to every
section and talked to them about what they did, looked for pictures, and drafted the text.
The resulting briefing brochure was very useful in telling Washington, the rest of the
Mission, and others what USIS Thailand was all about at that time. That was a great
training exercise. | think the idea might have come originally from the Deputy PAO, Ken
McCormac, another of my kind and helpful mentors. At that time Ken and Cultural
Affairs Officer Nelson Spinks, along with Jack Zeller, were the Thai hands at the post.

In those first years in Thailand, I was trying to fit in and find my role as a USIS officer.
There was a lot of internal social activity, much of it very male oriented. Once a week we
had a poker game, and another night was set aside for bowling. We often ended up going
to bars and drinking heavily. I often went with Jerry Tryon, an Assistant Radio-TV
Officer and good friend. The carousing is not something I feel proud of in retrospect, but
it was fun at the time and definitely part of the USIS Thailand culture of that era.

One of my most enjoyable JOT experiences came when I visited USIS Chiang Mali, to see
how that branch post operated under BPAO Jerry Kyle. It was the time of the Songkran
water festival, and I had a grand time joining the other revelers in the mass water fight. I
think it was the most fun I had ever had in my life up to that time.

ACAO AND AFS DIRECTOR IN BANGKOK - 1964-65

Q: Why did you do in the Cultural Affairs office in Bangkok between your JOT and
upcountry stints?

BLACKBURN: I believe it was Jack Zeller who came up with the brilliant idea of
starting a large-scale American Field Service high school exchange program with
Thailand. He got it up and running before I took it over. I was a complete neophyte
actually, but took to it with gusto, applying energies pent-up from the two long years of
JOT relatively passive traineeship. AFS, a two way exchange effort, offered the U.S. a
way to reach out to the young people of Thailand and make friends for America,
particularly those who showed the most promise in the provinces. USIA was giving
strong financial support to the national AFS organization headquartered in New York
anyway, and Jack just decided USIS should initiate a start-up program that could
eventually evolve into a proper non-USG AFS-Thailand office.

When I became AFS director in 1964, we had just sent off 89 students to the States, and
the 14 “pioneers” from the first group had just come back. We were preparing to send
another 160, two thirds of them from the northeast or other regions outside of Bangkok.
This was a mammoth undertaking, and the kids were carefully screened through a series
of written and oral tests. The responsible FSN, Khun Amphorn Komes, and I worked
closely with high schools, education offices, and Thai and American English teachers
throughout the country. We were supported by Jack Zeller, then in another job in
Bangkok but serving as the “AFS godfather,” and scores of volunteers who helped with



interviews, our two-week final orientation program, and the constant search for Thai
families to host American AFSers. Responsible Americans involved in the program had
to visit each selected Thai student to assess what kind of a home life he or she came from,
in order to help AFS New York find a compatible American receiving family.

Q: Who would do these interviews?

BLACKBURN: Americans and Thais would. This was one of the pluses of the job for
me. I really liked doing the home interviews, even on miserably hot weekend afternoons.
We would go into the homes and ask personal questions that gave us unique insights into
Thai families, asking about living arrangements, space and privacy, family activities, the
role of Buddhism in their lives, and how much — if anything — they could afford to pay
toward the cost to send their student to the U.S. for a year — the maximum being $450, if I
remember correctly. For the Thai families volunteering to host American AFSers we were
even more careful in our home descriptions. We had to imagine how well an American
kid would be able to deal with the specific conditions of that particular family.

Q: Did most of those American kids end up in Bangkok, or did they get out into the
countryside?

BLACKBURN: Those who initially came in the full-year program were expected to reach
a level of basic classroom competence, with help from English-speaking Thai teachers, so
we placed them only in Bangkok during those first years. However, later they were sent
all over the country. Amazingly, even without speaking more than rudimentary Thai,
most of them did fine after a few months, even in pretty rural areas. The summer
program, which brought 14 kids while I was there, was nationwide from the beginning.
The American AFSers who came to Thailand in those days, all of them about 17-years-
old, were gutsy and impressive kids. I was quite sure I never could have handled such an
experience at that age.

Q: Has anyone ever gone back years later to see what's happened to those kids, the
Americans, I mean?

BLACKBURN: I don't know of any systematic study of the Americans — or the Thais
either. A lot of the Thai participants later became prominent in one area or another of
Thai society, and are great friends of the United States. The best known probably is Surin
Pitsuwan, who was Thailand’s Foreign Minister until recently. When I went back later as
PAO, many Thais I ran into would say, “I was one of those early kids you helped.” That
made me feel terribly proud, even when I couldn’t exactly place them. It was a great
program, one that worked mainly because of the kids who took part, but also because it
had tremendous support from many quarters — in the U.S. as well as in Thailand.

Through AFS I met many Peace Corps Volunteers, quite a few of whom later became

great USIA officers. Among them were Harlan Rosacker, Robin Berrington, Frank
Albert, Ed Ifshin, Larry Daks and Gary Smith.
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BPAO KHON KAEN - 1965-67
Q: Would you like to talk some now about your assignment to Khon Kaen?

BLACKBURN: The USIS Thailand field program was truly extraordinary. Our goal was
to serve as a kind of surrogate ministry of information to help the Thai government
achieve its security and development objectives in rural areas, particularly in northeast
Thailand. When in 1965 I went up to open our post in Khon Kaen, a once-sleepy town
that Thai Prime Minister Sarit Thanarat was pouring money into with the aim of making
it “the capital of the northeast,” we had all the financial and equipment support I could
have possibly asked for. Besides plenty of regular staff — perhaps six FSNs — I had other
funds for hiring “temporary” workers. We called them SPS (special personnel support)
staffers. Altogether I had maybe 15 people working for me, as many as you could stuff
into the little office area we rented along a downtown Khon Kaen street.

We had probably six vehicles, a sedan for the BPAO and five CJ6s, which were specially
configured jeeps — carefully designed by Biggerstaff — used for transporting people,
posters, pamphlets, and books, as well as equipment for showing films out in the villages.
In our base office we had a large collection of films and perhaps 25 projectors we lent out
to Thai institutions that wanted to show our movies. All of us BPAOs had the latest AV
equipment to use. For example, we had new cameras to take pictures of anything we
found in villages that might be useable in a publication or poster. We had radios to do
interviews that might be used on one or more of the radio stations that we were
supporting, or on VOA. And we had 8-millimeter cameras for making “tactical films”
that might be used locally to show the Thai government working for the good of the
people in the villages. Of course, we had had no training in any of these areas, so the
results of our efforts were at best spotty. Still, it was a time of abundance, innovation, and
intense activity in support of a goal we all believed in.

One premise of the field program planning by Biggerstaff — and also later by Jack Zeller
and Ben Fordney — was that throughout the country the 13 branch posts should all have
the same types of vehicles, projectors, cameras, etc. Bigg loved to plan so much that he
even designed a model house for Thailand Branch PAOs — and got two of them built. My
family lived in one of them in Khon Kaen, and my colleague Mark Brawley and his wife
down in Yala had the other one. The two houses had the exact same floor plan.
Unfortunately, they both suffered from the same planning oversights. Bigg and his
engineering partner — Jose Rico, I think his name was — neglected to allow for water to be
piped into the inside kitchen area. The assumption was that all the cooking and washing
would be done by servants working outside the main living area. And because Bigg liked
spacious commodes, we had an unusually large downstairs bathroom that featured a toilet
placed in the middle of a long wall — just sort of sitting out there in splendid isolation. In
addition, the stairs between the first and second floors were designed to come down into
the middle of the dining and living room areas, but had no railings. Bigg didn't have small
kids, but we did. Banisters were quickly added, as was piping to the inside kitchen. And I
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now realize that Bigg’s overall concept of a made-to-order USIS BPAO house, audacious
as it was, wasn’t at all bad. In those days we were all amateurs, trying to do the best we
could under urgent conditions. And it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to give full
rein to our most creative imaginings. I didn’t know any more about making movies than
Bigg knew about designing houses, but we all tried to give such tasks our best shot.

The centerpiece activity of the field program was the MIT trip, generally lasting a week or
two, that had us going out into villages in groups led by Thai officials like a governor,
deputy governor or district officer — and also including officials who could provide much
needed services, like a doctor, veterinarian, community development worker, or
agricultural specialist. During my time in Khon Kaen and Udorn, I estimate I stayed
overnight in more than a hundred villages, and spent at least that much time in district
and provincial capitals. A couple hundred nights in less than three years was a large
cumulative chunk of time away from home. It was hard on my wife and kids, and often
strenuous and otherwise difficult for me, too. I, however, was energized by all the
experiences I was having — and by the thought that I was being a brave and valued soldier
in the counter-insurgency battle.

Conditions in some of the villages were plain awful. Most were very poor, and some were
wracked with diseases — including leprosy — and suffered from ineffective leadership as
well. Despite their exposure to anti-government Communist propaganda, the villagers
were almost invariably grateful for our visits, particularly when they realized that we
intended to be self sufficient in our meals, including paying for anything we needed to
supplement the supplies we carried with us.

For me personally the time in a village was a real challenge. I tried to come across as a
sympathetic foreign visitor, interested in admiring village folk crafts like woven items
and mousetraps, and not in any sense a leader of the team. It gave me a great sense of
satisfaction just to survive some of those trips. Fortunately, I had great help from Thai
FSN colleagues, especially Khun Withee Suvarat in the Khon Kaen period and Khun
Sanguan and Khun Tiew Tawat Pantupong when I was in Udorn. The Thai USIS staffers
provided the essential mobile unit for the evening film showings and helped the Thai
officials in various ways. They were great guys — dedicated and brave. Three of our USIS
Chiang Mai colleagues were killed in a Communist ambush shortly after I left Thailand,
but we had no such incidents on the MITs in my time.

I spoke Thai well enough to communicate with the officials and at a basic level with
villagers who spoke only Lao. I could overcome fears that our group might come under
attack by the Communists. I could sleep on bedbug-infested cushions and under mosquito
nets even when there were mosquitoes inside my net — as I found when I squashed their
blood-besotted bodies early in the morning. I could find my way to places to relieve
myself when there were no toilets anywhere to be found. I could eat food that was
sometimes not properly cooked — helped along by Mekong whiskey or locally made rice
whiskey that reduced my inhibitions about eating such dishes as uncooked pork, raw lake
shrimp, and ant eggs — even, once, live red ants. And I could maneuver the Thai cloth
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called a pakoma skillfully enough to take a standing bath using water from a large water
jar, maintaining my modesty when washing and drying even though fully surrounded by
Thai kids eagerly anticipating a misstep on my part. That I could do all of this game me a
sense of confidence and accomplishment. And actually, it was often fun. I traveled with
and met some wonderful people, the villagers were exceedingly generous, and not
infrequently the food was tasty. Sometimes we had gourmet fare, like frogs legs, roast
pig, or cannabis-laced soups or chicken curry.

Our reports on these trips were sent back to Bangkok. The Ambassador (first Graham
Martin and then Leonard Unger) would say, “You guys are my eyes and ears out there.”
How many of our reports got such ambassadorial attention I don’t know, but we believed
our reports got read by people who could make good use of them, so we were careful to
describe the specific characteristics of a particular village, the amount of cohesion it
seemed to have, its problems, and the major issue the villagers brought to the team leader
(potable water being the most frequently cited felt need). The intelligence people, civilian
and military, loved our reports. We often heard from Embassy colleagues that we were
doing important, even enviable, work on the front lines of U.S. policy in Thailand.

BPAO UDORN - 1967-68

When I went to Udorn I had, in addition to all the MIT activity, the additional
responsibility of working on troop-community relations. My predecessors as BPAO
Udorn were Ed Schulick and, before him, Gordon Murchie, both of whom had done
really amazing work in gaining the friendship and confidence of local officials in Udorn
and nearby jurisdictions. I had the good fortune of being able to pick up on their excellent
contacts among the Thais. However, dealing with the senior U.S. military was not so easy
for me — a 29-year-old snot-nosed civilian whose only authority came from being a junior
member of the Udorn Consulate. In 1967-68 Udorn was a major Thai base from which
we prosecuted the air war over Vietnam. In addition, it was the headquarters both for Air
America and other elements of the CIA’s so-called “secret war in Laos” and also for the
Thai government’s counter-insurgency effort in the northeast provinces bordering the
Mekong River.

I worked closely with our exceptionally able Consul, Al Francis, on various efforts to
promote reasonably comfortable relations between the U.S. Air Force and community
leaders in Udorn. Though the senior officers listened politely to my suggestions for
minimizing frictions with the local populace, their reaction often was, “Yeah, we know
cultural sensitivity is important, but don’t bother us too much about it. Our mission is to
fight a war, after all.” One of my ideas was to take some of the “civic action” officers on
an MIT to visit villages on the periphery of the base itself. They were pretty shocked to
see how easy it was for villagers to walk directly onto the base. With no proper perimeter
fence, the base was extremely vulnerable, but no one took action to protect it. Shortly
after our MIT, Communists sappers went in and fire-bombed some of our planes, and
then made a clean getaway. In a few instances, problems we uncovered on that MIT could
be and were addressed. For example, equipment was brought out to build a needed well,
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and in another case steps were taken to reduce the noise level of on-base testing of jet
engines that greatly disturbed services at a Thai temple.

On Saturdays I regularly took part in briefings of incoming Airmen. I gave them general
advice on showing respect for the Thai King and Queen, avoiding offending sensibilities
by publicly fondling their Thai girl friends, and behaving appropriately at Thai
ceremonies. As I was about to leave the country, I wrote down a summary of my main
points, and passed the draft to a senior Air Force officer. Years later I learned, much to
my surprise, that my text was used almost word-for-word in a pamphlet called “Thai
Customs and Courtesies” that was given to all U.S. Air Force personnel assigned to
Thailand from 1969 until we pulled out in 1975.

I sometimes used my residence as a venue for large dinner parties that brought the Air
Force officers together with local officials and their spouses. As an “ice breaker” I would
serve a concoction made from mixing village rice whiskey with small amounts of the
blood of a kind of monkey found in the remote parts of Laos and northeast Thailand. The
blood supposedly had various medicinal qualities, and was also considered an
aphrodisiac. It would be slightly congealed in the bottom of the bottle, so vigorous
shaking was part of the ritual. The Thai officials, especially the macho police and military
officials, recognized the concoction as a rare and special libation, while my American
military guests, though generally queasy if not horrified, gamely took a shot or two as the
price of building close relations with their Thai counterparts. It was a kinky idea, and
perhaps had desirable cross-cultural bonding results, but the practice was not universally
lauded. Later on, I heard that in some quarters I was known as a monkey killer who sent
his staff into the mountains to procure blood to feed my filthy habit. When I returned to
Thailand in the 1980s I was told that those monkeys had become virtually extinct, and
didn’t feel at all proud that I had contributed to their demise.

When I left Udorn in 1968 the USIS Thailand field program was at its largest. We had 50
officers overall, most of them working in the branches, 13 branch posts, and perhaps 500
Thai staffers. [ had an Assistant BPAO, first John Fredenburg and then Frank Albert.
Both were great guys to work with, and later went on to head their own posts. John, who
started the branch post in Nongkhai, on the Mekong River just across from Vientiane, and
reported to me from there, was the first and last BPAO in Nongkhai. With such
responsibilities on my young shoulders, I was blessed by working for excellent officers.
Ben Fordney had a terrific avuncular touch as leader of the entire field program at that
stage of its history, and Ed Schulick was my immediate boss, having taken that position
just after turning USIS Udorn over to me. Ed was probably the best boss I had during my
entire career. A born leader, he was enormously dedicated, thoughtful, and empathetic.
He always seemed able to draw out your deepest concerns as well as your best thinking,
and could then help you find needed focus for tackling the task ahead. Ed later used his
talents in fashioning the Agency’s speaker program, but tragically died of cancer not long
after his Thailand tour.

PHASE II IN WASHINGTON
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Q: In 1968, you went back to Washington as a part of the Phase II training program.
Refresh my memory as to what Phase Il was all about.

BLACKBURN: An officer by the name of Jim Halsema came up with the idea that
officers like me, who were relatively new to USIA and to the media dimensions of public
affairs should have a second, Washington-based stage of career training — to expose them
to the media products and other support operations run out of USIA headquarters. In
those days most of us joining the Agency had had little if any previous experience with
the media, unlike those who came in after the war. The idea was that, over a three-year
Washington tour, we would spend one year on short assignments to various parts of the
Agency, one year in a mainstream job, and the third year in language training or other
preparation for our next assignment.

It was definitely a concept that sought to address a real need, and those charged with
implementing it, like John Challinor, tried to be flexible and helpful to us. But of course
we the trainees soon came face to face with the serious flaws in the idea. The receiving
offices, especially in the media, were not crazy about having an ongoing parade of
trainees coming in and out of their purview. Often we were given mundane tasks and
never got a real sense of what was going on. That happened to me when I was assigned to
line up donations for a major USIA-sponsored education exhibit headed for Eastern
Europe. No one in the section ever took the time to brief me on the purposes of the
exhibit, much less the concept of how it was being structured. In all too many cases, the
rotational assignments had little relation to our interests or immediate needs.

Besides that, we were sick of being trainees and being treated as ignorant neophytes. And
it was 1968, after all, prime time in an era of striking back at authority. By 1969 there
were some 50 officers in the program. With me as one of the “ring-leaders,” we got
nearly all 50 to sign a strong petition complaining about the program. We asked that it be
substantially modified to more closely meet our individual needs. Our protest led to
significant changes, for example by being a major factor behind the Agency’s
establishment of a new system of career counselors responsible for helping guide younger
officers and looking out for their best interests in the assignment process.

In truth, my own Phase II experience had many enlightening and positive elements. On
my way back from Udorn, even before checking into Washington, I was asked to be the
escort interpreter for a Thai governor traveling on an International Visitors Program. That
grantee, Governor Phat of Ubol, was a key figure in ensuring a secure and friendly
welcome to the U.S. Air Force units based in his province. The USIS Thailand leadership
insisted that my recent experience in neighboring Udorn would be particularly helpful to
the success of his visit. This assignment gave me a rare chance to see the operations of
the marvelous IV program up close. Our itinerary emphasized certain military
communities which were eager to roll out the red carpet for this key official from
Thailand, our Vietnam War ally — such as Ft. Bragg, Eglin Air Force Base, and the Air
Force Academy. During our travels around the country we met some truly amazing
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Americans within the IV volunteer network who generously provided services ranging
from home hospitality to simply driving us from one point to another. That was a great
education for me.

On the negative side, I found working with the prickly grantee a bit of a trial. One
incident stands out in my mind. We went to Houston, where the local Council for
International Visitors had arranged for him to be given a prominent seat at a pro-Nixon
rally, a significant local event in that 1968 presidential campaign summer. Our plane had
been a bit behind schedule, and he, understandably tired and out of sorts, suddenly said, “I
don't think I'll go to that rally.” Ouch! I tried to persuade him to change his mind, but he
said he just wanted to go have some noodles and turn in early. When I called the local
sponsors, they were very upset — with him and with me. They irately asked me: “Do you
have any idea how hard it was to arrange this? Do you understand that the next time we
try to set up such special attention for a visitor, we are much less likely to get it?” I gave
it another try, telling him about all the trouble the local people had gone to, the VIP
treatment that had been laid on, and the importance to him personally as well as to
Thailand of this golden opportunity to meet the man most likely to become the next
president of the United States. All to no avail — and we had to cancel his attendance at the
event. Later on the Governor told me that the real reason he had been so reluctant to go
was that he feared his presence might become a factor in our election!

That is only one of my many Governor Phat stories. Suffice to say here that the IV
assignment was an interesting experience, a challenge to my diplomatic and Thai
language skills, and at the same time an extraordinary opportunity to get reacquainted
with my own country. The latter was particularly important. I was probably having almost
as much culture shock as Governor Phat was. After all, I left the country when John
Kennedy was president and came back following the assassinations of Bobby Kennedy
and Martin Luther King. The Democratic national convention took place in Chicago
while we were on the trip. I would stay up at night watching the horrific events
surrounding that convention. Then I would meet Governor Phat for breakfast, and he
would say something like: “By the way, I was watching television last night, but with my
poor English I couldn’t understand what was happening. Why were all those people
shouting? And what were those police dogs doing attacking people?” As best I could,
overcoming my own confusion and shock, I tried to make the appropriate, reassuring “in
context” remarks about the vibrancy of our political system, our long tradition of anti-
government demonstrations, and the ongoing internal U.S. debate about the Vietnam
War.

Q: During your initial Phase II training, what specifically did you do so far as exposure
to Agency media and other operations was concerned?

BLACKBURN: At VOA I worked in the newsroom for a couple of weeks, and then filled
in for about a month for Jack Zeller as acting head of the VOA Thai Service. After that, I
wrote two or three articles for one of the Agency’s general interest magazines about
America. And I worked on the American education exhibit I mentioned earlier. I was able
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to practice such skills as news and publication writing, radio program management, and
telephone solicitation (for the exhibit), but as no one gave me direct feedback on my work
in any of the offices, I didn’t really have an experience that could be called “training.” On
the other hand, I gained enormous respect for the skills of the GS professionals in USIA’s
various media offices.

Also during the period I went out on a week-long recruiting stint for USIA. To make the
most of the “orientation to America” dimension of that assignment, I volunteered to visit
campuses on our list that had had strong antiwar demonstrations, including San Francisco
State. I got there on Vietnam Moratorium Day, 1968 — not exactly a promising moment to
be recruiting for the Federal Government — but spoke to several classes and got into lively
discussions with some of the more activist students. Much to my surprise, I actually a
recruited a future USIA officer, George Bonjoc, while I was there.

Q: So Phase Il was worthwhile from your standpoint, is that right?

BLACKBURN: I didn't have such a bad experience, but the concept had fundamental
flaws that I tried to point out. First of all, they never should have tried to make us all
follow essentially the same schedule. Quite a few of the junior officers came from the
media to start with, and certainly didn't need the kind of rotation we were put through.
Another flaw was that going from place to place to place was too much like the JOT
training we were so glad to have behind us. Besides that, the receiving offices quickly lost
any enthusiasm they might have initially had, because we were pretty inexperienced and
weren’t around long enough to make a substantial contribution to their operations.

In our protest, I was a leader of our six-person “review committee.” We met over lunch
every week and talked about what actually might improve the program. We tried to
consult with everybody and sent questionnaires around to make sure we were not leaving
out anybody’s ideas. The effort was somewhat “underground,” but not really secretive —
and we shared all our findings and suggestions with Agency managers. We had some
rather large meetings with those running the program. There was some defensiveness by
those who had developed it, but the exchanges were not particularly contentious, and the
managers really had no choice but to recognize that we were making solid, well-
researched criticisms.

We basically said we opposed and resented the cookie cutter approach. Instead, we
wanted a personnel system that could interact with each of us coming back for our first
assignment in Washington — and develop individualized programs, based on each
person’s special needs and desires, for preparing us to become more effective officers
over the long run. Basically, they bought it. Rob Nevitt was head of Foreign Service
personnel about that time, and he was responsible, I believe, for starting the career
development officer system. He and others in personnel were very sympathetic to us. So
we got the career counselors we had asked for, and the training became less elaborate.
The whole program faded out within a few years, but it had been a valiant attempt to deal
with the real problem of our general ignorance about the functioning of USIA’s media.
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Q: The weakness had been that personnel did not have any leverage in the media
sections, in terms of making sure that the Phase Il trainees were properly taken care of?

BLACKBURN: Yes, there was that. In addition to our own resentments about being
supernumeraries, the media people were undermining it or criticizing the whole program
from a different direction.

This was all happening about the time that Frank Shakespeare became the USIA Director
in 1969 and started what he called the Young Officer Policy Panel, or YOPP.
Shakespeare laudably sought to find out what the younger people of USIA were thinking.
YOPP had about 16 members, half of them Foreign Service and half Civil Service. It was
headed first by Mike Schneider and then by Mike Canning. I was not on it originally, but
filled the first FS vacancy. We would meet regularly to discuss issues, and sometimes met
with Shakespeare himself.

We in YOPP took particular interest in how the Agency was treating the Vietnam War
and the range of U.S. opinion related to it. We looked, for example, at VOA's coverage of
the war, to try to determine how biased or balanced it was. That was when I learned never
to ask VOA a question that suggested they might not have been covering any particular
subject. Even for obscure subjects, VOA has doubtless devoted many hours to it, and they
can readily dump reams and reams of broadcast scripts on you. Whether VOA’s coverage
of Vietnam issues was or was not adequately balanced or credible was far beyond our
ability to assess. But the spirit of that time was that we USIA’s professionals were not
only engaged in important work, we could also influence decisions about what our
Agency’s future direction should be. What would be the role of film, whether Agency-
produced or acquired? What about publications? What should be the future of the
binational centers? It was an exciting period. Much like I had experienced in the USIS
Thailand program, it seemed that all issues were on the table, innovative thinking was
encouraged, and everything was possible. Not only the junior or mid-level officers, but
many senior officers were also questioning assumptions and trying to suggest new
directions.

Q: Who were they?

BLACKBURN: People like Alan Carter, Dan Oleksiw, and Jodie Lewinsohn, three very
strong and controversial personalities who became mentors and strong supporters of mine
at various times over the ensuing years. They were critiquing our involvement in “counter
insurgency” and “nation building” — especially in Southeast Asia — and proposing a wide
range of operational and administrative changes. Others were focused on how better to
build more international support for our Vietnam involvement.

I was fortunate to be involved directly or tangentially in much of this discussion, through

the YOPP and otherwise, as I got to know and collaborate with interesting people from all
parts of the Agency, in both the Civil Service and the Foreign Service.
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Q: What was Shakespeare's role in this personally? Did he get a lot of feedback?

BLACKBURN: Yes, he got some feedback. He would meet with us from time to time. I
remember one time he met with us and he was quite upset about the “incursion” into
Cambodia, which turned out to be one of the pivotal events of our Vietnam involvement.
He said it was really hard for us persuasively to justify, and very damaging to our image
abroad, but we as the United States Information Agency of the U.S. Government had to
do the best we could with the policies we had. We of course agreed with him - so we kind
of agonized together. I don't know really, in operational terms, exactly what came of that
discussion, but it was certainly good for our morale to be interacting so candidly with our
Director.

Q: Henry Loomis was his Deputy at that point, is that correct?

BLACKBURN: That was the period when Loomis was his Deputy and Jack O'Brien was
the Special Assistant to Loomis. Actually, it is quite possible that the YOPP was
originally Loomis’ idea, but Shakespeare certainly embraced it and Loomis never showed
up at any of our meetings.

Q: Maybe I didn’t — and still don’t — have the right vantage point, but I don't remember
being aware of any positive developments within the Agency of the sort you are talking
about. There was a lot of ferment, perhaps, but did anybody take hold of it and say this is
the lesson of all this and we should make these changes?

BLACKBURN: As far as messages or big operational changes, I can't think of new
themes or products that can be credited directly to the YOPP or junior officers more
generally. I think you could say that during the period we were all going through a lot of
personal questioning that went beyond just advancing our careers. We were asking if we
were right to be working for our government, and, if we were going to stay with the
Agency, what could be done to make it more of an institution we would be proud to work
for. A lot of people were quitting the Agency, and retention and morale were very much
on everybody’s minds at that time. Career development, fairness to all employees,
recruitment of minorities, and the like were topics we talked about, but the Vietnam War
and the general unrest of the late 1960s dominated much of our thinking.

Q: I think you're right about that. This was the period in which you had a sense that
personnel was beginning to take a more direct interest in the individual officer. Care was
being taken about where these guys were assigned. They had to compete more or less
fairly with their peers to get assignments. Previously, it had been, geographically via the
area offices, that there were cliques and clubs where people got assignments because
they had done well in a particular post and were favored by those managers, so they were
transferred to another area post or brought back to the area offices. Some of that led to
abuses, I think, how much I don't know. Now, where do we go from here?
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SPECIAL ASSISTANT IN ASIA AREA OFFICE - 1969-70

BLACKBURN: To my working as Dan Oleksiw's Special Assistant in the “Far East”
Area Office, or IAF. Your mention of the Area Directors’ control over personnel
assignments in that era is very pertinent. I was the beneficiary of just this system — a
system I should say that operated in almost identical fashion during my last assignment in
the East Asia Bureau of the State Department. Dan, as IAF Director, said he was going to
have an open competition among all the young officers who had an interest in Asia to
pick his special assistant. About 15 or 20 of us were summoned to his office for a brown
bag lunch to talk with him and “strut our stuff” in hopes of getting this plum assignment.
As it happened, my friend John Burns, who had been in the Thai field program with me,
was the personnel officer for IAF. He told me Dan had picked me long before that
session, and that the paperwork had already gone through the system.

I am not sure things were quite that finalized, but in any case I got chosen, and had a
fantastic opportunity to witness the internal operations of the area most concerned with
the Vietnam War and many other important developments of that period. Dan was
extraordinarily generous to me. Saying he wanted me to know everything he was doing,
he put my desk right outside his door, between him and his secretary, Mary Lipper, so
that I could see every piece of paper that came in, on any subject. I also sat in on all of his
meetings, if [ was available, on any subject. It was really quite something to have that
kind of access to the leader of what was a very active and high-powered office. Fitzhugh
(Fitz) Green was the deputy, and Dave Hitchcock, Jodie Lewinsohn, and Ike Izenberg
were all policy officers at one time or another. Stanton Jue and Jim Hoyt, and many
others were also on that team. It was an intense period for me personally. Dan wanted me
in his presence so much that he actually picked me in the mornings at a place close to my
house and dropped me off at night after work, usually after 7 p.m. He had a very old
green Buick that would be loaded up with his pals and go lumbering down Wisconsin
Avenue on its way to 1776 Pennsylvania Avenue, where he had somehow wangled a
parking slot just outside the back door.

Because that was Vietnam War time, and due to his own proclivities, Dan was very much
involved in personnel issues. I would sit in on his long sessions with personnel officers or
others that would invariably start late in the day after the close of regular business. Asia
personnel chief Bernie Lavin, or later Evan Fotos, would come up to Dan’s office to
cover personnel matters with great candor. Discussion often focused on people who were
reluctant to accept jobs in Vietnam. Such assignments tended to be hard on marriages and
not good for careers either. I sat through several excruciating sessions where officers
pitifully pleaded to be allowed to break their assignments. Though Dan usually did not
support such requests, I don’t think he was the cold-blooded person that some people
considered him — and in fact found him sometimes extremely soft-hearted. Over all,
though, he definitely had the toughness the Agency needed for such a job at that time.

Another priority for the area office was sending out moon rocks, of all things. The first
moon-landings had just taken place, and people all over the world wanted to see what the
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astronauts had found up there. We got a share of the haul, and Ray McGunigle and others
put a lot of time into figuring out where in East Asia they would go, who would
personally escort them the conditions of display, and the like. The moon rocks gave us a
welcome positive story to tell our overseas audiences when we were getting so much
criticism over the Vietnam War.

During that time, I got drawn into the middle of a dispute Dan Oleksiw was having with
Lew Schmidt, the PAO in Bangkok at the time. When Lew went out to Bangkok in 1967
to replace Jack O’Brian, Dan had in structed him to cut back the USIS Thailand field
program, saying that it was not an appropriate use of the taxpayer’s money to have USIS
operating essentially as a surrogate information ministry for the Thai Government.

Q: You are saying that Oleksiw sent Schmidt out there with precisely those marching
orders?

BLACKBURN: Those were Lew’s instructions when he went out there, yes. But when
Lew arrived and heard from all of us — and from others up and down the line in the
Embassy — what we were doing and how important we all thought it was, he told Dan he
had reached the conclusion that the USIS Thailand field program he had inherited was on
the right track and we should not precipitously turn everything over to the Thais.

Q: Did Lew have the backing of the Embassy and the Ambassador on that? The
Ambassador at that time would have been Leonard Unger, right?

BLACKBURN: Yes, Lew had their backing, but Dan, with the support of the Agency
leadership, insisted that they should get out of the field program as fast as possible. Dan
in early 1968 went to Thailand to see for himself what was going on — and that was when
I first met him. He accompanied Lew on a trip to the south, during the course of which
they dropped in on an AID-supported training program for midwives, for which USIS
was providing some publicity. When Dan returned to Washington he infuriated Lew by
dismissively characterizing the USIS Thailand program as one devoted to “midwifery.”
The dispute cut so deeply, for both of them, that they both treat the incident in
considerable detail in their oral histories.

So there I was in the IAF area office, on the one hand working for Dan Oleksiw and on
the other hand a proud alum of what I had fully believed was a valuable and effective
USIS Thailand field program. At the same time, many of the senior USIS Thailand
officers were now back in Washington. A number of them, like Jack O’Brien and Rob
Nevitt, had a broader perspective on the USIS Thailand program than I did, but Dan
decided that I should be the person to make an objective presentation to Frank
Shakespeare and Henry Loomis on what we were really doing there.

I pulled together a great deal of material — both in written and film formats —

demonstrating that although much of what we did could be considered information work
for the Thai government, we were also devoting substantial attention to spreading
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information about the U.S. — for example, through the regular TV program “Report from
America,” our translated books, our exchange programs, and targeted materials dealing
with the space program, our foreign and domestic policies, and U.S. direct support for
Thailand’s development. The presentation for Shakespeare and Loomis was heavily
attended and gave, I felt, an honest, balanced, and essentially positive picture of a
carefully planned and implemented USIA field program in support of a key ally in the
Vietnam War. Whatever they thought of the briefing, the Agency’s leadership continued
to support Dan’s push to eliminate those activities that did not directly deal with the U.S.
The pressure intensified when Lew’s assignment ended in 2000 and Keith Adamson, and
then Jack Hedges, took over. By 1972 the post was transferring operations and equipment
to elements of the Thai government at a very rapid clip.

During those Phase II years, I was also completing a doctorate at American University’s
School of International Service. At that time the Agency was extremely generous to
officers who wanted to take courses having to do with public affairs, communications, or
regional studies. I cashed in on that largesse, taking five or six fully-subsidized courses at
SIS. Having gotten a master’s degree at SAIS and later done additional course work at
American University, I calculated that if everything broke for me — and with a lot of work
at night and on the weekends — I would be able to complete the Ph.D. during my three
years back in Washington between overseas assignments. For my dissertation topic I
chose to look at mass media and national development in Southeast Asia, specifically
Burma, Malaysia, and Thailand. As this topic was of interest to the Agency, I got some
help in that respect as well. For example, when it came time to collect data, I was able to
extend an inspection TDY to Italy so that I could spend a week each in the three countries
I was studying — and get help from the local staffs, especially in Burma, with finding
materials and identifying people to interview. Then when I got back to Washington and
was finishing up some of the analysis, I got myself parked in the research office with
Gordon Tubbs for about a month. Even Frank Shakespeare took an interest in what I was
doing, and invited me to his office to talk about it. So, thanks to all that help and moral
support — and busting my butt — I got the Ph.D. just before leaving town for my
assignment to Japan. Of course, having a doctorate while working in USIA was pretty
close to useless, though I did sometimes find it useful to stick a “doctor” in front of my
name, especially when performing such roles as chairing a Fulbright Commission. And
besides the satisfaction of meeting the academic and intellectual challenges afforded by
working on the degree, it also served as a kind of insurance policy to keep in my back
pocket should the Agency sour on me, or I sour on it.

JAPANESE LANGUAGE TRAINING IN WASHINGTON AND YOKOHAMA -
1970-72

Q: Were you also preparing to go to Japan at that time?

BLACKBURN: Yes, [ was. Fortunately, I had finished the first draft of the dissertation
before I started Japanese training at FSI, so did not have that hanging over my head.
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Having been interested in Japan for a long time and with some earlier self study under my
belt, I was able to get a fast jump on the Japanese language training. I really didn’t want
to put aside two full years for language study, but hoped to earn the required 3/3 in one
year and start working right away. The FSI teachers (especially Tanaka-sensei, a gifted
educator known to many of her students as “Tiger Tanaka” for her boot camp type
drilling of beginning students) really encouraged and pushed me. I got the S-3/R-3 after
that one year, the first student ever to have done so, I was told. Still, there was no
appropriate job for me in Japan, and my Japanese was not all that deeply implanted

anyway.

When I got to FSI Yokohama in the summer of 1971, the teachers were very kind, but
essentially said, “Burakuban-san, you may have gotten a 3/3 back in Washington, but you
don’t yet have a 3/3 by our reckoning.” The terrific team of Japanese teachers in
Yokohama worked me over pretty well that year, while keeping my spirits up through
ping-pong games, go lessons, and occasional drinking bouts. In the end I scored a 3+/3+,
which was pretty good, but not the 4/4 to which I had earlier aspired and which some had
predicted I might be able to attain.

One of the highlights of the Japanese language program was my participation in the
annual Japanese speech contest for foreigners that is broadcast live on NHK. With
enormous help from an extraordinary Japanese instructor, Konno-sensei, I wrote a speech
on the stages of my supposed “love affair” with the Sony Trinitron TV set that aided my
language learning efforts. Looking back on the experience today, I wonder why I came up
with such a sappy subject. Still, it was a good speech, reasonably well delivered despite
my on-air stage fright, the Japanese loved it, and I beat out most of the competition to win
third prize — the best anyone from FSI Yokohama had ever performed in that contest, and
a record that may still stand.

After two years of the exquisite agony that only Japanese language students know — and I
can attest that spoken Chinese is a breeze in comparison — I was eager and ready for my

assignment at the heart of Alan Carter’s would-be USIS utopia, the Tokyo American
Center.

TOKYO AMERICAN CENTER DIRECTOR - 1972-75

Q: When did you know you would be going to the Tokyo center, and who did you
replace?

BLACKBURN: I knew about it roughly a year in advance. I replaced Warren Obluck, a
superb officer who had made tremendous contacts within the Tokyo arts community.

Actually, Frank Shakespeare took an interest in my assignment to Tokyo, and told me he
had personally and enthusiastically signed off on it.

Q: So while you were studying Japanese, Carter showed up as PAO, right?
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BLACKBURN: Alan arrived there in 1970, replacing Ned Roberts, just as [ was getting
started in the language training. On his arrival he announced a determination to
fundamentally revamp a program he viewed as almost totally inappropriate for advancing
our interests in the Japan of that time. He said the operation had become flaccid. The bulk
of the post’s key contacts dated back to the Occupation period, we were spending much
of our time, energy, and money on “cultural centers” that had outlived their democracy-
tutelage original purposes, and a scathingly-critical younger generation of Japanese
viewed the U.S. as a nation in decline. Alan, I think correctly, concluded that USIS Japan,
in both style and content, should reflect a vibrant, up-to-date America poised to exercise
leadership in the decades ahead.

Although capable Japan specialist Dave Hitchcock served as Alan’s deputy, most of the
post’s Japan experts and Japanophiles were moved to the sidelines or out the door. In
their place came an extraordinarily talented and brilliant group of officers. Among them —
besides Dave Hitchcock — were Barry Fulton, Don Hausrath, Ray Komai, and Dennis
Askey. Harlan Rosacker, another outstanding officer and later the head of USIA
personnel, ably handled press relations, but was not centrally involved in the “Carter
revolution.”

First among the revolutionaries was Barry Fulton. Barry had Alan’s complete confidence
and was in overall charge of planning and implementing the new organizational concept.
His first act was to “seize the mailroom” — to get a feel for what sorts of communications
were passing between offices and in what formats. Soon we all had standardized
letterheads for USIS products, with stationary and name cards that were all part of a
modernistic design concept masterminded by Ray Komai.

Among Barry’s early tasks was to set up a