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Q: Today is the 30th of November, 2001. This is an interview with Roger Harrison. This is being
done on the behalf of the Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training and I'm Charles Stuart
Kennedy. To begin with, could you tell me when and where you were born?

HARRISON: | was born on the 25th of May, 1943 in San Jose, California.

Q: All right. How about, could you tell me a little bit about the background of your mother and
father?

HARRISON: My mother was second generation of a Swedish immigrant family that eventually
ended up in the Central Valley of California. They were farmers. My father's family came via
lowa and Alabama where they had a turpentine operation that was wiped out in a hurricane and
ended up in California as well in their case in Santa Clara Valley. My grandfather had achieved
some eminence as the president of the Spanish American War Veterans in California and his
sons went on to do various things. In my father's case, he was a grocery clerk.

Q: How about, did either of your parents go to college?

HARRISON: Yes, they both graduated from San Jose State.

Q: What was your mother's field?



HARRISON: She was in music. When my father died, which he did when | was ten, she went
back to teaching music and taught choir in a little country school in a place called Cupertino
which was a little country outpost in those days. It is now the heart of Silicone Valley. She taught
mostly rural kids and choir and later when they lost the kind of funding you need to support a
separate music program she went back to school and got certified to teach social studies and
did that.

Q: Your father, what did he study at college?

HARRISON: He studied sociology, but he never put it into use. He kind of bounced around a
little bit and ended up working in Kylie's Market in Santa Clara.

Q: As a kid, was that area basically a farming community in those days?

HARRISON: Yes, it was a minor industrial place, but it's mostly prune orchards and apricot
orchards, beautiful place. Probably one of the nicest places to live on earth in those days.

Q: Yes, | worked one summer a little farther down the valley in Coalinga, but that was pretty
barren.

HARRISON: Oh, you were across the coast range in the Central Valley. Coalinga is not one of
the best places. But Santa Clara Valley was; it used to be called the Valley of the Hearts Delight
in fact, | know that because | worked in a cannery in college. We canned hearts delight fruit
cocktail and it was. It was a wonderful place, no humidity, wonderful climate, no smog in those
days and not too many people, just orchards from valley wall to valley wall.Q: Where did you go
to school?

HARRISON: | went to public schools, a variety of grammar schools, | went to Campbell High
School with Craig Morton who later became the quarterback in the National Football League.
Actually there were some interesting people | went to high school with, Bob Pisano who is now
Chairman of the Board for MGM because we ended up together at a new high school called
Delmar from which | graduated in 1961. Then | went onto San Jose State which again is a state
supported institution and graduated in '65, but in '63 | went off in a program called the California
State International Program which had been founded by a then obscured professor up at San
Francisco State named Tom Lantos who was in those days | think he'd been in the States for
about ten years, you know, from the Hungarian events in '56. So, | went to Germany to the Freie
University in Berlin in the academic year of '63 to '64 already having determined that | wanted to
join the Department of State. This was the way of beginning.



Q: | want to take you back a bit. Elementary school. What were your interests in school?

HARRISON: Fighting. I'd get in a lot of fights, but otherwise | didn't really have any interest in
school other than getting through the day. Except reading. So, | was mostly self-educated. |
didn't pay any attention in school. Got lousy grades in high school, but | read a lot.

Q: What sort of books did you read?

HARRISON: Oh, | read a lot of adventure books, | read a lot of books about sport heroes. |
read just about anything that came along that looked vaguely interesting. | used to read pretty
much. That was my leisure time activity. | didn't read the classics in those days. | read for
enjoyment. The heavier stuff was not attractive to me.

Q: Nordhoff and Hall and that sort of thing, Mutiny on the Bounty? | was wondering.

HARRISON: Well, what did | read? No, | don't think | ever read Mutiny on the Bounty. Did |
read anything along those lines? No, the only reason | knew about the English authors is that
we used to have played Authors. Remember that card game? Yeah, we used to play a lot of
Authors so | know who'd written Wuthering Heights, but I'd never read Wuthering Heights. One |
remember was off tackle, Nate Archibald, Nate? No, that's the basketball player. A guy named
Archibald wrote about an end on a college football team, that kind of stuff, but a lot of it.

Q: In high school, did you go out for any sports?

HARRISON: | did, | went out for basketball and tennis. | won my letter in tennis. We had good
players, nine-player team. | was the ninth player, but | was better than the tenth player, so | got
to play tennis and | won a varsity letter in tennis, but basketball | played for three years, but
never really made any impact at all on the basketball team.

Q: Your father died when you were ten? Were you a problem for your mother?

HARRISON: Oh, no, | was a good boy. No, no, | was a well-behaved young lad. | was actually
her favorite of the three of us and | was the guy who cut the lawn, washed the car. | was a good
kid. Not good in school. In fact, the interesting thing was | was a national merit scholar, but | had
a C average in class so that made me relatively nonsaleable to good colleges.



Q: Well, how can you be a national merit, how does this national merit scholarship work?

HARRISON: Well, a national merit scholar is based on a test you take when you're a junior.
It's given the same time the SAT tests are given and it just measures generally.

Q: SAT means Scholastic Aptitude Test?

HARRISON: Yes, that's right. It's a separate test from that and the achieving young scholars
from around the world take it, actually from around the United States take it, and then you get to
be what is called a finalist, and from the finalists are chosen those people who receive the
actual scholarships. The rest of you have that achievement to use when you're out applying for
college, but because my grades were so bad even though | had finished well on that test,
colleges were not all that interested in me. Plus, we didn't have any money, my mother being a
widow and so forth to pay for incidentals, so | was pretty much stuck at home at San Jose State.

Q: How about during the summer in high school and all? Did you have summer jobs?

HARRISON: Yes, | had a lot of summer jobs. | was a fry cook; | was a pretty good fry cook. |
could do forty hamburgers on a grill. You know, that's pretty much maximum fry cook activity.
Did a lot of counter work. Worked at A&amp;W Root Beer stand for a long time. | was pump
jockey at a Hancock Gas Station mostly during school and then in the summer, cannery work as
soon as | was old enough which was eighteen. | worked cannery every summer because they
paid better money.

Q: Was Del Monte up there?

HARRISON: Well, ours was U.S. Products, but the cannery | worked in was supplied with a
jobber. They labeled for a lot of people, so you know, they supply and if you need an extra Del
Monte pallet or two, they'd label our stuff Del Monte and ship it off. So, they used to have a label
room there actually, about every label imaginable, but yes, there was a Del Monte cannery right
next to us and it used to be a big cannery area down in the valley, the Santa Clara Valley, before
that real estate got too expensive.

Q: Did politics, your mother and prior to that your father, had they any sort of affiliation or
interest in politics?



HARRISON: No, not any that | ever noticed. We weren't a politically active family at all. | took
an interest early on, but it was lonely in my family. We tended to be, the family tended to be
mid-west conservatives and | was a fiery young liberal and maybe just to irritate them | took
contrarian at least in my family's points of view. So, we had many hot Thanksgiving discussions
in my family, but no, they were the salt of the earth or slightly gone off salt of the earth kinds of
people and of no particular achievement.

Q: Well, | mean, they were doing their thing. While you were in high school, did the outer world
intrude at all? Did you read newspapers about what was happening?

HARRISON: Oh, yes, | always read newspapers. In fact | remember the newspapers such as
they were in those days which wasn't much and the San Jose Mercury News didn't take much
Interest in, which | delivered. That was another job; much interest in foreign affairs, but | sort of
remember the morning that Sputnik went up because that was a big headline. After Sputnik we
were all going to be engineers. Do you remember those, maybe you do, too, Look Magazine, Life
Magazine, would do these articles about how the Soviets were bound to beat us. They'd have
charts of engineers, right, so the last year we graduated you know, fifty engineers and
everybody in the Soviet Union who graduated was an engineer last year. If you extrapolated
those curves, everybody in the Soviet Union would be an engineer. There would be no engineers
in the United States at all and so they would inevitably win the contest. There was a lot of
pressure on all of us in high school after '57 | think it was that that went up, to become
engineers to take on technical education; a lot of push in that direction.

Q: It was an Eisenhower priority, a part of his administration's priority.

HARRISON: Yes. It's one of the things that government can't do. It's always nice and maybe |
was getting an early education of the futility of the American government trying to do stuff like
that. Nobody pays any attention, so.

Q: The whole thing worked out pretty well anyway.

HARRISON: Yes, | mean the way in which we and we're doing again. We tend to overreact
when something intrudes. You know, we're jerked awake and we kind of start flying around in all
directions.

Q: We always plan for the worst case. Well, San Jose State, you were there from when to when?

HARRISON: | was there from '61 to '65 with the exception of that year | went to Berlin.



Q: When you were there in '61, what sort of major were you?

HARRISON: International relations.

Q: What brought you to that?

HARRISON: Actually, it was interesting. They had a career day out in front of the library and
they had people at card tables pitching various careers. It was government career day, so
everybody was there, the labor department and the military guys were there and | sort of
surveyed the field and there was one natty looking individual there. | forget who he was, he was
an FSO on a year sabbatical at Berkeley and | thought he was well tricked out so | went over
and asked him what he did and he told me. That was the beginning of my desire to become a
Foreign Service officer. Pretty much | was aimed at that from my freshman year in college.

Q: Was Tom Lantos a professor of yours?

HARRISON: No, he was the head of this program in which | participated. An extremely
handsome man in those days, one of nature's favored young men like Billy Graham, that mane
of blonde hair and very charismatic guy. So, | had some contact with him because we were the
pilot group of students going off to do this and he was sort of hovering around us because it was
a career move for him and he wanted to succeed. | saw him a little bit, but no my, there was a
professor there named Martin Birnbach who was the only professor who | really had much
personal contact with. It was a big place. You sat in classes of 20 or 30 or 50 or 100
undergraduates. You didn't do any seminar work in those days. It was kind of a factory to turn
out degrees. They had 22,000 people there even then. There was only one professor that |
thought - and | don't know if you've observed this, too - but | think there are very few of them that
are actually genuinely still interested in ideas in the sense that they - except those that they've
been defending for years, that are still open to intellectual discussion. He was one, a great guy,
teaching political philosophy, which was the beginning of my interest in that subject to which I've
usually carried on to this day. | owe a debt to Martin Birnbach.

Q: Before you went to Berlin was Europe sort of attracting you?



HARRISON: No, | guess | heard about this program and thought it would be an interesting
thing to do, but the main thing about it was that it was cheap and they had some scholarships
available for it. So, it ended up | think costing me about $1,500 which | could make in the
cannery in a good summer. So, it was something | could do and | thought it would be interesting
to get out. I'd been studying German so it would obviously be a way to perfect those sKills. |
thought if I'm aiming at a State Department career, this would be a good thing to see whether |
Iked living abroad. So, off | went.

Q: From '61 to '65 how did the sort of the election of 1960, did this engage you at all?

HARRISON: Oh, | remember, yes, sitting with this guy who became chairman of the board for
MGM had an election night party at his house the night they were announcing the Kennedy
Nixon election. Yes, we were all for, actually | think in those days | was for Nixon, strangely
enough. Why would | be for Nixon?

Q: Well, you were interested in foreign affairs and Nixon seemed, he was a young man, too, it
was not that cut and dried.

HARRISON: You know, when | think about it | think he was prejudiced against old Joe and the
stories about how old Joe had engineered a phony Pulitzer prize in a book that Sorenson had
actually written and all that stuff seemed a little manipulated | guess to me. Even from eighteen
years old sitting out in California. But, I'd seen Kennedy actually at a campaign rally. He came
through San Jose and so we all went out in high school. He used to wear these suits. Actually,
the story later was that they were cut small so that he'd always look vital to be bursting out of
nis suits and he was bursting out of his suits. | saw him drive by in a car like you see people go
oy In campaign rallies. Nixon | never saw, but | watched the debates. All that is very vivid. |
guess as it is to most people who lived through those times.

Q: When you went to the Freie University, what was your impression? This was your first time
abroad | take it?



HARRISON: Yes, it was, in fact, the first time on an airplane, all that stuff. | think the most
vivid Iimpression was established when Kennedy was killed because I'd been there then about,
well | went first to the institute to do some language study and then off to the university and |
was sitting in a guy's room. We were talking with the Armed Forces Radio on the radio and that
report came over, but we missed it the first time and it just you know, it kind of registered
subconsciously. That was about Berlin time as | recall about 7:00 or 7:30 in the evening and by
10: 00 that night the German students had organized a torchlight parade in which began over at
the zoo; the railroad station, Bahnhof Zoo downtown, not far from Kurfig erstendamm. We all
went down there; | was living in Schudendorf (the student village), which was out on
Poffchemersalle. It's probably ten miles from downtown by underground, but we all jJumped on.
We went down there and they had these torches. Everybody was given one; they must have a
stockpile of torches somewhere in Berlin for this kind of event.

Q: | was just thinking that torches are not something that you just whip up.

HARRISON: Well, maybe they had old stockpiles of them, | don't know.

Q: Leftover from Hitler.

HARRISON: Yes, left over from a different time. At any rate they whipped them out and they
were these pre-made things, wax impregnated paper and we took off on this long procession
and ended up what used to be called Zahlendorferplatz in front of Zahlendorferplatz Rathaus in
front of Berlin City Hall and filled that. It's now called John F. Kennedyplatz because of that
night, because it was all filled with | don't know, 10,000 people with these torches. Then Willy
Brant came out on the balcony and eulogized Kennedy. It was quite a thing and what impressed
me most about it was the sheer organization that went into it. Well, that and in retrospect the
sentiment that attached overseas to Kennedy you know, which you can't imagine attaching to
any of our subsequent presidents. Nobody would do that for any of them or | think they would
be, the people would be apprehensive for a lot of reasons.

Q: I was in Yugoslavia at the time. Actually | was in Graz and then | came over and | went back
to Belgrade. Flags were at half-mast, there was, you know, Yugoslavia was in mourning.
HARRISON: People were stricken by that. He had some quality. It might have happened for

Eisenhower, but in a different way.

Q: It was the youth | think, too. The feeling of youth | mean it was.





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































