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Andy Wilkinson (AW): 

But I will preface it, this is the fourth of April 2017. Andy Wilkinson with Ambassador Nagy in 

his office in the afternoon. I’m going to set this a little closer to you. But I have one really 

important question for you.  

 

Tibor Nagy (TN): 

Sure Andy. 

 

AW: 

What grocery store did you work for when you were in Lubbock undergraduate? Because I 

worked at the Piggly Wiggly at Monterey Center. 

 

TN: 

It wasn’t that. It was at Thirty-Fourth, and it was named after—I can’t remember if it was 

Rutherfords, Robinsons. It was named after the guy. It was a— 

 

AW: 

Furr’s?  

 

TN: 

No—oh no, it wasn’t a big brand; it was a private individual’s—I had a short gig up at—there 

were a couple of private grocery stores, but I worked at that one for a longer period of time. 

[Phone rings] Oh that’s just Dean Lindquist. I’ll call him back. He’ll leave me a message. So 

yeah, I just can’t think of the guy’s name 

 

AW: 

I was just curious because I tell people all the time that that job at the grocery store was one of 

the best I ever had. You know, you were inside and outside if you were a sacker—when you got 

to be a checker you were mostly inside. But in those years, before Facebook and email and 

everything else, it was the best dating service in the planet because— 

 

TN: 

Exactly! But mine was better because mine was a one person and I usually had the late shift, you 

know, from 6:30 until closing, and of course, you know a lot of the girls came by to get stuff. But 

the guy I remember, the customer, every night this guy came by—and he was a miserable 

looking guy, and he bought a bottle of vanilla extract. He would go outside and drink it, and one 

night it was bitterly, bitterly cold and he came in and bought it and he was heading out, so I said, 

“Just stay in here in the warm and finish it off, you don’t have to go outside.” 
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AW: 

Yeah, well there was one small grocer, the Inger, Paul Inger—   

 

TN:  

Wasn’t that like Rutherford’s or—it started with an “R.” But you know the town was not full of 

then of the Seven-Elevens and the other stuff, so there were these other smaller grocery stores. 

 

AW: 

My uncle ran one—my great uncle—on the east side of town, Credit Grocery. He would let 

people carry through the months until they got a paycheck or whatever, but yeah it wasn’t 

everything the Super Walmart and so forth.  

 

TN: 

No—but it was a lot of fun because doing it by myself I got to do everything! I ran the register, I 

stocked, and of course I would start mopping five minutes before closing and someone would 

come in and walk through my mopping. 

 

AW: 

You know, I don’t know if I appreciated it at the time, as I do now, but it was really a good job. 

You also learn so many important lessons: how to be nice to mean people [laughter]. You know 

things like that, that were useful later on.  

 

TN: 

But the Chicken Delight paid me 95 cents an hour, and then Russel’s— 

 

AW: 

Russel’s, yeah. 

 

TN: 

I think it was Russel’s, yeah Russel’s. It was Russel’s Grocery Store, Russel’s. They paid I think 

1.30 or 1.40, but then the flower shop, College Flowers, paid me 1.65 which was really getting 

up there.  

 

AW:  

Yeah, I think when I—I think the last time we visited I told you about I was working at the 

grocery store, going to tech and dating the woman I was to marry, and her father was chief of 

police, and he offered me a job on the police department and I took it because I went from a 

buck-fifteen an hour to, like, $500 a month or something—which was astronomical, I couldn’t 

believe I was that wealthy—[laughter].  
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TN: 

Exactly, exactly.  

 

AW: 

—at the time. Well, very interesting, we were at Tech at the same time, I was on the same six-

year plan. I started in ’66 in the fall—and I got December of ‘72 

 

TN:  

That’s when I started, yeah.  

 

AW: 

—and I got December of ‘72d 

 

TN: 

Yep, and I got out I think May of ’72.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, well mine wasn’t all just hard work, I walked off on my second semester. I didn’t have the 

sense to go drop, you know, so, I sat out a year before I started back— 

 

TN:  

Oh because of academic probation? Yeah. Well, I had a semester off for misbehavior, so— 

 

AW: 

Oh really? Well, that’s more fun than having to take one off for academics. So what was your—

can you talk about your misbehavior? 

 

TN: 

Oh yeah, yeah, yeah! I had no sense of financial responsibility, so I left a series of bad checks 

around. I’m sure there’s still stores in town that have them from my student days.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, right, tapped to the cash register.  

 

TN: 

Yeah, it was funny because there was a barber shop on Thirty-Fourth that kept one on the 

window, because the guy used to put all the bad checks in the window, and even after I became a 

diplomat and would visit back here, and I would go by and offer to buy it back from him and he 

refused to sell it back to me. He says, “No, it’s too much fun having your check in the window!” 

[laughter]   
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AW: 

Did you still get your haircut there? [laughter] 

   

TN: 

Yeah—oh yeah! 

 

AW: 

Oh that’s good. Sorry that was fun. The interviews are really good, very much in depth, but 

mostly of course, dealing with your service— 

  

TN:  

And yeah professional career—  

 

AW: 

Yeah, andthat’s really helpful, and if you don’t mind I would like to fill in a few things that 

would be of interest to me. First of all, just from a record keeping point of view, what is your 

actual date of birth? I know it was 19— 

 

TN:  

April 29, 1949 

 

AW: 

April 29— 

 

TN:  

1949—Budapest, Hungary.  

 

AW: 

Right, I saw that.  

 

TN:  

In the military hospital. 

 

AW: 

Your father was Hungarian, and your mother Austrian—is that correct? 

 

TN: 

No, she was also Hungarian. Yeah the family’s origins were German. It goes back to when the 

country was Austria-Hungary, and there were a lot of Germans who came in back and forth 

between the Austrian-Hungarian empire. My great-grandfather lived in Vienna, who was a 
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painter, and painted under his German name and his Hungarian name. He has a lot of paintings 

in the Hungarian National Museum of Art. 

 

AW:  

And what is his name—what are his names? 

 

TN: 

It was Györgyi n Hungarian and Gyrgal [7:55] in German. 

 

AW:  

And how do you spell the Hungarian? 

 

TN: 

G-y-ö-(with two dots on it)-r-g-y-i. Because the Gy is a letter all its own. Because you know it’s 

funny, Austrian and German because there was no Germany per se. That area would transfer 

back and forth, between Austria, Silesia, I think, transferred back and forth between Germany 

and Austria. So you could say Austrian, you could say German, but it was Germanic because my 

grandfather’s mother did not even speak Hungarian. 

 

AW:  

What is the root different—the root language for Hungarian different—?  

 

TN: 

Its unique—its Asian. It’s an Asian language.  

 

AW: 

That’s interesting. Did that help you in any of your language endeavors as you’ve moved around 

the world? 

 

TN: 

No, not really because there’s no current language that it pairs with. The only reason it helps is 

because the pronunciation—usually if I look at another language and pronounce it the Hungarian 

way, I tend to be more correct [laughter] than if I pronounce it the English way. Because if you 

take my name, and when I first came here to Texas, a lot of people said, “Tie-bor Nay-gy.” 

Totally missed both of them.  

 

AW: 

Yeah. Well we, although everybody does have their own pronunciations, when I go to England, 

you never know whether it’s “Who-ston, House-ton, or Houston.” And the Thames, of course 

makes no sense, you know, when you look at the pronunciation. But, then out here w have 
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Lamesa instead of Lamesa [varies pronunciation], Amarillo instead of Amarillo [varies 

pronunciation].  

 

TN: 

Oh yeah. 

  

AW: 

Quite a thing. Did your father, I was a little confused in the interview too, you came—  

 

TN: 

We came together.  

 

AW: 

Okay you did, but then your mother stayed? 

 

TN: 

Yeah, it’s fairly complicated because my dad had fought in World War Two with the Hungarian 

Army—they were allied with Germany. After World War Two, Hungary fell into the Soviet 

orbit, and the Soviets imposed the communist system of government. The communist 

government looked at all the former military officers as hostile, or at best suspect, so they gave 

them a very close screening. They tried to kill a lot of them off by giving them duties that had 

high fatality rates like mine clearing. My dad was involved in mine clearing with 80% rate of 

casualties in his unit, but then after they passed muster, they were given commissions in the new 

Hungarian army which was communist. But then they went through a purge, in Hungary as they 

did in Russia under Stalin, and my dad was one of those people who was arrested. When he was 

arrested he was condemned to death, and my mom was told—I was like three years old maybe—

but my mom was told, “You could divorce him, in which case you can keep your apartment, you 

can keep your child, and you can go to school, or you cannot divorce him, in which case he will 

be executed anyway, and we will take your child away, and we will kick you out of your 

apartment.” So my mom took the logical step, and because my dad was going to be executed—

but Stalin dies in Hungary. On Stalin’s death, there is kind of an internal government shuffle and 

the minister of defense is replaced with somebody who knew my dad and was his friend. So my 

dad gets let out of prison, surprisingly, reinstated, and he gets out of prison and finds out he’s 

been divorced. Which was quite a shock to the system, so at that point, he basically says to heck 

with it. Within a couple of years, he remarries a second wife, so when we left Hungary, it was 

my dad, his second wife, and I.  

 

AW: 

Okay. You had no siblings? 
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TN:  

My mom—through my mom I have a half-brother and a half-sister. And through my dad there 

was another half-brother who was an infant, so they had to leave him behind because the 

crossing into Austria was so dangerous that you could not take an infant who could start crying 

at any time, and give away the line of people that were sneaking out. So that was the confusion 

there. So we ended up—my dad, his second wife and I—ended up in Austria, but then the CIA 

took my dad out earlier because the communists had the Austrians pretty well penetrated, and 

they were kidnapping high value Hungarian targets and taking them back to Hungary and 

executing them. 

 

AW: 

Right out of Austria? 

 

TN:  

Yeah, right out of Austria. So the CIA basically said to my dad, “We need to get you to America 

because you’re a high value— 

 

AW:  

How did the CIA know about your dad? 

 

TN:  

Well, because when we got to Austria, my dad came into contact with his commanding officer 

from the revolution in Budapest, and his commanding officer was already in contact with the 

CIA. So they put my dad in contact with the CIA because the CIA was trying to mop up all the 

high-ranking Hungarian officers to debrief them and get all the military secrets.  

 

AW:  

Okay so when you say the revolution are you talking about the ’56 uprising? 

 

TN: 

Yeah because my dad played a critical role in that.  

 

AW: 

Oh really? Can you talk about that a little more?  

 

TN: 

Yeah, yeah, well— 
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AW: 

I remember I was eight years old, and I still remember the news, and the Life magazines, and the 

newspapers about the— 

 

TN: 

Well, for me, from a personal story of a second grader, I remember going to school and going 

home, and I had math homework and I never did it [laugher]. And I was so worried about having 

to go back to school and face the teacher—never had to go back to school because that afternoon 

my dad was gone, and I woke up the next morning, and he had never come back.  

 

AW: 

And you were in second grade in Budapest? 

 

TN: 

Second grade in Budapest.  

 

AW: 

In Budapest? Okay, before you’d gotten out to— 

 

TN: 

Yeah, this was second grade in Budapest, just a regular life as a Hungarian kid. And then I 

remember the radio reports saying that anti-revolutionary elements are trying to cause trouble, 

stay calm, and then the radio station flipped over and it was taken over by the revolutionaries. 

Then of course, it was a total different story, but my dad during the whole time of the revolution, 

only came home once to check in on us. And when the revolution got crushed, he knew that his 

life was over, because he had already been in jail once charged with treason, and he knew that 

this time it was for keeps; that’s why he had no choice but to take us out.  

 

AW: 

As a second grader, was that apparent to you? Was that your understanding of the revolution and 

all that? 

 

TN: 

Yeah, because remember in Europe people pay a lot more attention to politics than they do here. 

So even as a second grader, I was very sensitive to the political situation in central Europe. I 

mean I had been totally brainwashed by the communists. I was a little, we called them Young 

Pioneers, with the red kerchiefs and everything. So I was one of those—everything communist 

was good, everything capitalist was bad type of things. So yeah we were very sensitive, but then, 

it kind of flipped during those October 23- November 7—that was about 10+ days. And so, you 

know, the tanks came up and down the streets, and the flags had the communist symbol cut out 
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of them, the Hungarian military officers had all pulled the stars off their uniforms, so it was all 

soldiers on the street and all that kind of stuff. But sure yeah, it was very clear, you know, with 

booms going off all over the city.  

 

AW: 

Oh yeah, well even here, as a third grader here in Lubbock, Texas, I remember that was such big 

story. It was going on and, you know for us little kids—children—it may be the first thing we 

ever saw on television of a conflict, other than documentaries. But it really, really impressed 

itself on me even at that age, so I didn’t think you’d be shielded from that but— 

 

TN: 

Yeah no, I mean it was happening right in my neighborhood because we lived right downtown 

where all the action was taking place.  

 

 

AW: 

So, you get out, you get across, do you go straight to United States or—? 

 

TN:  

No we were—because so many Hungarians went across the border, like three hundred thousand, 

and Austria was a small country—they had, the Soviet army just left them in ’55 because Austria 

had been partitioned just like Germany. And the Soviets pulled out of there, so Austria was 

economically as devastated almost as Hungary. But the Austrian people were extremely kind, 

and there were not enough refugee camps, so Austrian families signed up to take in individual 

Hungarian families, and this wonderful kind Austrian family took us in. The woman worked in 

the American embassy as an Austrian national. Right next to the American embassy was a 

French school, so she and her husband paid my way to go to French school. So we got there 

November 20 or something like that, and we were there until middle of April the next year. My 

dad, I think, left like in February or something like that. So we were there a little but longer, but 

they were absolutely phenomenal. I stayed very close to them through the years, and my wife got 

to know them very well, my kids got to know her, and we visited them almost every year in 

Vienna.  

 

AW: 

Interesting, so I suppose following the news of the refugees from Syria and other places right 

now, strikes a lot closer home to you? 
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TN: 

Oh very much, that’s why I’ve written some articles about how refugees, as far as I’m 

concerned, do not constitute a danger because they are so closely vetted. It’s not like people who 

just walk in across the border.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, well, I was listening on the radio this morning about the people that we have had the 

problems with were all here legally.  

 

TN: 

Yeah exactly. 

 

AW: 

They may not have stayed legally—yeah, well that’s for a later topic. Really interesting, so your 

father, when he gets to America, what does—I know later he’s in USA, right? 

 

TN:  

Yeah, but initially when we get to America, and no English, so he gets debriefed by the CIA. 

And then he has a choice to make because he can either have employment with them, which 

would be very limited because he would never get the kind of security clearance he would need, 

or he can go into the private sector. Now his background was a military engineer, so he was a 

civil engineer by training. So he doesn’t know English yet, so the first job he gets is unloading 

grocery carts at Safeway. But then he gets hired by an engineering company, and he’s paid to be 

a draftsman until he learns English, and then when he gets English he moves up the ranks. He 

gets a very good job, but it’s only when he goes to work for USA ID that we really become 

economically—I’m not going to say well off, but economically okay because I was very poor 

when I came to Texas Tech still, and my dad and his second wife end up divorcing fairly 

quickly, because it was obvious it was just a marriage of getting out of jail.  

 

AW:  

Right, a big on the rebound I would guess [laughter].  

 

TN: 

Yeah, yeah, a major, major rebound, yeah.  

 

AW: 

From what I read in the interview, obviously you were working two or three jobs while you were 

here, and I saw that you had started in architecture.  
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TN: 

Yeah, big mistake. 

 

AW: 

Yeah, well, I thought I had it tough working nights on the police department and going to school 

in the days, but I didn’t put in near the hours that those pals over in architecture did.  

 

TN: 

Oh yeah—I didn’t have the discipline for that. No, I didn’t have the discipline or the talent or the 

aptitude, but the political science was fun.  

 

AW: 

Tell me, also, fill in a few other gaps—you had triplets? 

 

TN:  

Yeah, first triplets born in independent Zimbabwe. 

 

AW: 

That’s amazing, those were your first children? 

 

TN:  

First and only. 

 

AW: 

Oh so, the son that’s going to be a policeman here, is one of those? 

 

TN: 

Yeah, he’s one of those three. He was sworn in about a week ago.  

 

AW: 

Yeah you told me he was going to do that. I hope you’ll connect us. I’d love to visit with him.  

 

TN: 

Oh yeah I’d be happy to because, yeah, he’s a good kid. He’s a Tech grad. Both of them are Tech 

grads—both the sons are tech grads. 

 

AW:  

And your daughter? 
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TN: 

Baylor. 

 

AW: 

Baylor—that must be tough at reunions.  

 

TN: 

Yeah, no—they’re fine.  

 

AW: 

That must have been quite a stress for you and your wife to not only be pregnant in that part of 

the world, but also pregnant with triplets.  

 

TN:  

Well, it was worse than that because we were—we thought we were going to have twins, and to 

get anything there you had to order it way ahead of time, it took months to get stuff there. So we 

got two cribs, two this, two that and everything. And then the birth was extremely traumatic 

because she almost died, and we had to—my friend at the embassy had to charter an aircraft to 

get her out of Zambia into Zimbabwe because her blood pressure was like 260 over. It was just 

incredible. The birth, in an African hospital, was six weeks early, and my daughter was just at 

two pounds, so it was very touch and go. They only had two incubators at the hospital— 

 

AW: 

And you had three babies. 

 

TN:  

—and had three babies, so two of them had to share. Oh my gosh it was—but the three of them 

survived, and then they had stayed in the hospital for about six weeks, but then when we get 

them back to Zambia, we only had two of everything [laughter]. Yeah, that was quite dramatic.  

 

AW:  

Yeah, I imagine. How long were you in Zambia after they were born? 

 

TN: 

Well, they were born in 1980, so we were there until probably summer of ’81.  

 

AW: 

So two of everything and three children for a whole year? 
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TN: 

Yeah then we went straight on to the Seychelles from there.  

 

AW: 

What was their birth date? 

 

TN:  

August 11, 1980.  

 

AW: 

My daughter is August 4, 1980—they’re all Leos I guess. There’s no way I can go into detail, or 

need to, on all your different duty stations, but I was really struck by your recounting of being in 

Guinea and also, but mostly in Ethiopia. We don’t need to go over that again, but for anybody 

listening to this, they really need to read that transcript because if they’re an American like me, 

they don’t have any concept—especially of Ethiopia. The thing that struck me about Guinea was 

that it seems like that was a duty station where you felt like you got something done.  

 

TN: 

There and Ethiopia—very much so.  

 

AW:  

And Ethiopia both. Whereas a lot of those places it was kind of like trying to hold both ends to 

keep them from coming apart.  

 

TN: 

Yeah absolutely and also, you can, in the right circumstances, you can make quite an impact as 

an ambassador. Whereas if you’re the deputy to the ambassador or lower down the ranks, you’re 

basically working for someone else and implementing their priorities.  

 

AW:  

Although I seem to detect on a number of those cases that you would be as often as not, a go to 

person for the other government, particularly the host government. Being not at the top, you 

seem to have relationships with your peers in the other services.  

 

TN:  

Yeah, always had really good contacts, and it’s kind of interesting because in in Africa, you 

don’t have—the embassies are not as large and the embassies have to deal with issues that are a 

lot more difficult. Because, you know, you’re in France. I mean your problem of the day is what 

cheese are you going to pick out from the 300 that are available?  
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AW: 

Which museum to go to.  

 

TB: 

Yeah, which museum you want to go to. And the places where I worked, I mean the issues were 

the electricity is not on and you don’t have water to your house, and the criminals are at the door 

kind of thing, so there was always some kind of crisis going on.  

 

AW: 

It also struck me that sometimes our allies and their embassies were as much an issue to deal 

with as the government you were there to have a relationship with. 

 

TN: 

Yeah the French were not our close friends because the French were very jealous and suspect of 

American influence, and the French— 

 

AW: 

A lot of these used to be French— 

   

TN: 

Yeah, French colonies, especially in Francophone Africa, which used to be French colonies, I 

mean they considered that to be their own private preserve and they didn’t want the Americans 

exerting their influence or trade relationships or things like that, so oftentimes I didn’t know if 

our enemies were the French or the Soviets.  

 

AW: 

Well, the other thing that seemed to be true, and please correct this if my apprehension of it is 

wrong, but it also seemed like—and as I read it I was also thinking about the time period this was 

when the Soviet Union was crumbling, and things were really changing there. But is also seemed 

that your relationship with your Soviet peers was—I don’t want to say it’s chummy or anything 

like that, but it seemed to be they were less the issue than they would have been ten or fifteen 

years before.  

 

TN: 

Yeah, because my time of overseas service starting in about ’78, the low point was probably 

when I was in the Seychelles which was ’81-’83 because that’s when the Soviets had moved into 

Afghanistan, and I remember having really, really vitriolic debates with my soviet counterpart 

who would say things like, “Oh you Americans are killing our Russian pilots with the stinger 

missiles that you give to the Afghans,” and I would say “Yeah, just like the North Vietnamese 

were killing American pilots with the missiles you were giving them,” which shut him up 
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[laughter], but that was I guess the height of acrimony. Then later on, there was quite a bit of 

mellowing, and also part of that time, remember the Russians were going head-to-head with the 

Chinese, so we would really, really upset the Russians by making friends with the Chinese.  

 

AW: 

I know the Chinese today, they have enormous presence in Africa— 

 

TN: 

They do, they displaced us as Africa’s biggest trade partner.  

 

AW:  

Did they have that kind of strength at the time you were—? 

 

TN:  

No, no, China at that time was diplomatically and economically very, very weak. Very weak. But 

interestingly, they had their friends, their sources—I remember in Togo, I think it was in Togo, 

yeah it was in Togo that I would actually meet with the Chinese every couple of weeks just to 

compare notes. That was a lot of fun because they were able to get sources that we didn’t have, 

and we had sources they didn’t have, so we could kind of put the stuff together.  

 

AW: 

You each walked away with a bigger picture. 

 

TN: 

Exactly. It was really a trading opportunity. “Here’s a piece of information,” and you just keep it 

going. 

 

AW:  

I was also struck by one comment that you had—and I can’t remember which country it was in, 

because you had a lot of duty stations, but I think the interviewer asked you about the Soviets 

and you said, “Well they were mainly there to check up on each other.” [Laughter] 

 

TN: 

Oh yeah, that was in the Seychelles. The Seychelles was kind of fun because our embassy had 

six people, very productive, I think it’s the most productive operation I ever worked in. The 

Russians had like—I forgot was it 80? 100? I mean it was ridiculous, and it was so obvious—

they were obvious because none of them could go downtown shopping by themselves, they all 

had to go in a group. They had, their counterpart to the CIA, the KGB resident, who was the best 

chess player on the island, and we had the chess club at the American Cultural Center, so we got 
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together once a week, and he was there trying to recruit Americans from a tracking station that 

we had which was run by American contractors.  

 

AW: 

And that was your whole reason for being in the Seychelles, right? 

 

TN:  

To support the tracking station, yeah, and also to keep track of the Russians. Then they also had 

military intelligence, so they had the guy who was the head of the GRU, and it was obvious that 

the KGB guy and the GRU couldn’t stand each other [laughter]. They would hate it if I’d go to a 

cocktail reception or something, and I’d be talking to one, and the other would be lurking around 

trying to hear what we were talking about, and then I would talk to the other one, and the other 

one would be lurking around to see what we were talking about. So it was hilarious, and the 

Chinese—it was like seven embassies in the Seychelles—and the Russians, we, the French, the 

Brits, the Chinese, the Libyans, then the Indians, and I may be missing somebody, maybe not, 

but it was like a novel. The Chinese also had like sixty or sixty-five people, and why in the world 

they were all there, who knows, because they had embassies everywhere with sixty-five people.  

 

AW: 

Well, maybe was it—I think it would be good duty if you were a Chinese to get to go to 

someplace— 

 

TN: 

Yeah, the problem with the Chinese was they weren’t allowed to take their families often with 

them often, so they would love it when we would come around with our little kids.  

 

AW: 

Oh yeah. Something that I didn’t see addressed, except incidentally in those interviews, was you 

talked a lot about being a conservative early on, and that made you fit in of course at Texas Tech 

in those years.  

 

TN: 

Yeah, except I was a Republican, and everyone then was a democrat.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, but they were only Democrats in name—the Dixiecrats were quite their own group, but 

Goldwater supporter— 

 

TN: 

Yeah, door to door for Barry.  
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AW: 

And your father I would think would have been a staunch anti-communist.  

 

TN: 

Oh absolutely, and I think that’s why we were all Republicans was because the Republican Party 

was stronger against communism. 

 

AW: 

Yeah, especially in the Rockefeller years. Well, but then you go into the Foreign Service, and 

you’re plunged into a world, not of black and white—no pun intended about Africa—but you’re 

plunged into a world of grey.  

 

TN: 

Oh absolutely.  

 

AW: 

And the people that you’re having to work with are people that are distasteful sometimes, or 

they’re dupes who are served by distasteful people, yet you have to pilot a course through all 

that. How on earth do you learn to keep your own moral compass in that kind of environment? 

 

TN: 

Well because you’re serving the greater good of protecting and promoting the United States of 

America. So you figure that you’re dealing with some very, very unsavory characters, but at the 

end of the day, you’re doing it to serve your country. I mean Will Rogers said that “A diplomat 

is someone who lies for his country,” [laughter] and as far as I’m concerned that’s pretty close to 

the truth. Maybe not always by commission, but certainly by omission. 

 

AW:  

When you decided to retire, you were still a pretty young guy, what— 

 

TN: 

Well, I retired from Foreign Service when I was in my fairly early fifties, and I had thirty-two 

years of government service, and one of the reasons I retired was because this job was offered.  

 

AW: 

This one?  

 

TN: 

Yeah.  
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AW: 

Oh. How did you get to be—if you don’t mind—who offered you the job?  

 

TN: 

No, yeah—well, Idris who was here, while I was overseas I would occasionally come back here 

and give lectures.  

 

AW: 

Because your wife is from— 

 

TN: 

From Lockney, and my in-laws at the time were living in Plainview—they moved from Lockney 

to Plainview—and so I would come back in the summers and I would occasionally do lectures or 

programs or stuff like that. So I got to know Idris, and I got to know the guy who was briefly 

political science chair, Phil Marshall, and then when Idris was thinking about retiring, he got in 

touch with me and asked me if I would be interested in applying for this job. At that time Jim 

Brink was senior vice provost, Bill Marcy was provost. Bill Marcy had a background in the CIA; 

Jim Brink was very globally oriented, so I put my hat into the ring, and then I spent my last year 

as diplomat in residence at the University of Oklahoma just to see if I liked academia or not. 

When I was at Oklahoma, I was offered the job of deputy assistant secretary of state for African 

affairs or this one, and my wife and I talked about it, and we decided that thirty-two years of that 

type of work was enough. Overseas was fun because you could get a lot accomplished, whereas 

sitting in Washington—Washington is a fun place to live, but that is not a dream job because 

you’re the one that has to run the congress, get beaten up on congress, or there’s some crisis in 

Africa and twenty-four hour notice you have to get on a plane and go all over the world, and we 

thought, Well, maybe it was time to start a second career. I was offered this position, and thank 

goodness because it’s been a lot of fun.  

 

AW: 

You mentioned congress. One other thing that I detected in the interviews was that the people 

from congress who came to your post were not, how should we say, they didn’t seem to be very 

helpful.  

 

TN: 

No, there were some who were phenomenal, like Mickey Leland, to this day I have the highest 

respect for Congressman Mickey Leland of Texas who was killed in Ethiopia trying to do good 

work, visiting refugee camps, but a lot— 

 

AW: 

Did he die in a plane crash? 
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TN: 

Yeah, the plane crashed into a mountain and took out a lot of the embassy people. It took out his 

staff and some of my colleagues, but a lot of them were there totally—I hate to use the word 

stupid—but they were totally stupid and self-serving—  

 

AW: 

Yeah, the squash court story was— 

 

TN: 

Oh the squash court, the senator’s wife who wanted to buy ivory, and when my wife said that’s 

illegal she said, “That’s okay. They don’t search us.” And the one who came to Ethiopia when I 

was there the first time with three TV crews from Boston so he could be filmed at a starving 

people feeding center on Thanksgiving back in Boson. That was—some of those guys were just   

beyond the pale. We had two helicopters full of congress people in Ethiopia— 

 

AW: 

Yeah, that’s a great story. Tell that again.     

        

TN: 

Well yeah. They were being flown by the Ethiopian military to visit some demining—I forgot 

what they were going to visit—but all the democrats were in one helicopter and the Republicans 

were in the other and the helicopter with the Republicans had a very rough landing and if the 

pilot hadn’t brought it down just right, it would have gone over a cliff, and the staffers that 

evening were just livid that we had them like that because they said, “Do you realize that if that 

helicopter had gone down, the power would have changed in the House of Representatives?” So 

it’s not that these four congress people would have died, it’s that political power would have 

flipped in the House of Representatives because of a helicopter—they said, “From now on you 

need to mix them up!”  

 

AW: 

I was also struck by in contrast to the antipathy for these people that you seem to have a really 

good working relationship with your professional state department people.  

 

TN: 

Oh yeah, I mean you have to.  

 

AW: 

That they—yeah, but that they were, they’re demonized enough in the media and by local 

politicians, but it was kind of heartening, to me, to get your take on these especially when the 
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interviewer one time says, “Well wasn’t that the person particularly difficult?” And you said, 

“Well not for me.”  

 

TN: 

Yeah, no. 

 

AW: 

And I know you mentioned Susan Rice, were other secretaries as— 

 

TN:  

Well Susan was Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs, and you know, some of them 

were good, some of them were not so good. Susan had a reputation for having very difficult 

relationships, especially with white men. I had I though a phenomenal working relationship with 

her. I had the utmost respect for her, and I think it was reciprocated. We were very much on the 

same wavelength on dealing with Ethiopia. Philosophically, I disagreed with—the U.S. 

government tried to be even handed between Ethiopian and Eritrea during the war, even though 

Eritrea was clearly at fault. But Susan had the policy, and there was a rationale for it, and it was 

very difficult for me trying to play it even handedly when the Ethiopians would look at me like, 

Are you a moron? You know, the Eritreans attacked us, they came across the border without any 

warning, so why are you not saying that it’s their fault? Tell them to get back—and it was very 

difficult to defend that, but at the same time, I got phenomenal support from Susan. And I know 

she’s had her political problems since then, but from my point of view both she and the NSC 

director for Africa, Gayle Smith—who had a long history in Ethiopia when she had worked for 

USA ID, and at the end of the Obama administration she became USA ID administrator. But 

those folks were great, even though I was very much on the opposite end of the political system. 

I was a professional diplomat and I was going to support whatever policy came out of the White 

House.  

     

AW: 

Well, in the end, that’s what makes us different [laughter] from the rest of these— 

 

TN:  

Yeah because you know when you speak you can never, as a diplomat, you can never say out of 

your mouth, “Well this is U.S. policy, but my own personal point of view is X”—you just can’t 

do that because every word that comes out of your mouth has to reflect the policy of the White 

House. And I wonder if this current generation of people coming in, the millennials, if they’ll be 

able to respect that rule because you have to. But they’re different personalities— 
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AW:  

They are and there is a different attitude toward government in the administration now that I 

think would make it—there is always a different attitude—but I worry about the support of the 

professional because one of the ways it strikes me, I know when I was in police work, you might 

not agree with it, but you did it because that’s your job and you trusted everybody along with 

you to do the job, and you know that at some point the policies were going to change—things 

were going to change—but if you had people on the ground doing the work that were 

professional, nothing was lost in transition. And like you say, the millennials who their transition 

may be with an eye on, where does this take me elsewhere as opposed to— 

 

TN: 

It’s a very high degree of narcissism, and it’s also the generation that got the participation awards 

for sixth place, so they’re getting ready to get smacked in the face by life.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, all they need to do is read your interview to get a sense of how a person in your privileged 

position—and for the recorder I’m holding my fingers like quotes—how difficult it was, you 

know, to be—you remarked at one time that you were almost killed  

 

TN: 

Oh in the Seychelles, yeah, absolutely.  

 

AW: 

And that was during the Mutiny— 

 

TN: 

A mutiny, yeah, by the South African mercenaries. The ancient order of the froth blowers as they 

disguised themselves.  

 

AW: 

Well, I’m sure there are a lot of other things to talk about on that, I was just, I found it very 

fascinating to learn a little more about you, but also to get your take on a variety of things, and as 

I mentioned early on—especially Ethiopia. I’m going to have to now learn something about that 

long history you talk about.  

 

TN: 

Yeah. It is, it’s a very long history, it’s millennia long.  

 

AW: 

The other thing that you said about them is that they were actually a nation.  
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TN: 

Yeah they were the only ones—in all of Sub-Saharan Africa.  

 

AW: 

They actually formed—acted like a nation. Does that hold today? 

 

TN:  

Absolutely, it’s one of those places that will always be a nation because there are bits of 

geography around the earth where there’s always going to be a contained nation—Persia, Iran is 

one of those, Turkey is one of those, and Ethiopia is one of those too.  

 

AW: 

And they all have a millennia worth of history—which is tough for us, we’re not anywhere close 

to [laughter]— 

 

TN: 

No, no, no, I’m always laughing when an old university here is 1700 or something like that, and 

then I go back to Hungary and one of the universities I know there real well is celebrating—I 

don’t know how many—but they were founded in like 1260 or something like that. 

 

AW: 

I got stranded in Sheffield, England, when I was touring it to perform, and this wonderful couple 

took me back to their home—I was stranded because my driver couldn’t get there for the fog—

and they said, “We apologize we live in one of the newer homes, one of the newer developments 

in Sheffield,” so I’m expecting an atomic branch bungalow or something. They take me to this 

home that was clearly old and I said, “This is the newer part of Sheffield?” And they said, “Oh 

yeah this house only dates from about 1750,” and I said, “We were colonials when this house 

was built—what do you mean this is the newer part?” Puts a whole different twist on your time 

frame than what I was used to. Well, I could listen to you talk for a lot longer about this, but let’s 

move to Texas Tech for this reason; you have, in a very different way, a very long connection to 

Texas Tech. I mean you went here as an undergraduate, and then you were off for many years, 

and then you come back. I think that puts you in a unique spot in terms of looking at the forest 

more than the trees, and seeing about what has transpired, not just at Texas Tech, but in 

Lubbock, Texas, the southwest, all those kinds of things. Is that too open ended to get us a start?   

  

TN:  

Oh I don’t think so, because in some respects, the growth that Texas Tech has had physically is a 

metaphor for the growth that the city has had. I remember well delivering for Chicken Delight 

that Fiftieth Street was kind of the end of the city and Sixty-Sixth Street was the cotton fields. 

And the day the loop opened and you could drive around the loop and see cotton fields on both 
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sides. And the day South Plains Mall opened, which looking back now was probably the final 

nail in the coffin of downtown Lubbock, and then you come back here, I guess when I was here 

it was just barely 100,000, and now we’re hitting three times as big. The physical area just keeps 

growing and growing, but in that growth, you also tend to lose a lot because I’ll never forget—

and I may have talked about this in my other one—that when I first arrived in Lubbock, I had 

never been west of the Mississippi, I’d never really been west of Pennsylvania, and I get on the 

plane and land in Lubbock, and through my dad’s office there were some people here who 

picked me up and drove me from the airport, and all the way in I kept waiting to get to the city, 

and we never arrived in the city [laughter].  

 

AW: 

I’d have remembered that [inaudible laughter] 

 

TN: 

I had never seen a quote-on-quote city like this because it was not a city. I mean to me cities 

were pedestrians and public transport and buildings that were at least close to each other. Here 

everything was very bizarre. I remember the things that just really struck me like all the little 

towns around Lubbock and how important Friday night football was to them because my 

roommate was from Abernathy, we became the best of friends, and we were together until I got 

married, and I would spend so much time in Abernathy I considered that my hometown in many 

ways, and I just got a call from the mayor yesterday and they’ve invited me to come speak at the 

annual chamber of commerce thing, and I’m looking forward to that because I was telling—I 

mean I knew every single person just about, well that’s an exaggeration, so, you know—my 

gosh. But it was an insular, very, very insular, of course no alcohol, the bootleggers. On campus 

you had white people who wore jeans and white people who wore khakis, and that was about the 

diversity.  

 

AW:   

To the different groups, that was a big difference— 

 

TN: 

Oh it was a huge difference! And I remember the one political thing I did here, bizarrely enough, 

was for a Democratic candidate, first and only time—no because I served on Obama’s Africa 

policy group—but one of two times I actually tried to help a Democratic candidate was Senator 

Ralph Yarbrough. A very kind of interesting guy, but for the time very left wing— 

 

AW: 

But a very left wing Democrat.  
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TN: 

For the time, yeah, for the time. And I don’t know what got into me—maybe it was who I was 

dating, who knows—but we went with a group and we went on— 

 

AW: 

As I recall, he was pretty charming. I mean he was one of those kind of politicians that you could 

disagree with, but when you finish talking with them you thought you agreed with them.  

 

TN: 

Yeah, a gentleman, but of course he didn’t have a chance, but I didn’t know that. But we went 

knocking on doors in East Lubbock, and I’ll never forget that one door I knocked on, and I hear 

this little voice inside say, “Mama, Mama, there’s a white man at the door!” And then the other 

voice said, “Well, if it’s one of those blankedy-blank bill collectors, you tell him to get the 

blankedy-blank out of here, we don’t have any blankedy-blank money to pay him today!” kind of 

thing. It was a part of Lubbock that you never saw, I mean Lubbock is, back then, was a 

Caucasian town, and you just never realized the huge diversity which was under the surface. I 

have no idea even back then what percent of the town was Hispanic— 

 

AW: 

I can tell you, our African American population in Lubbock has stayed pretty constant at 10% 

tops. Hispanic changed a lot, but in those years, it was difficult to count because we still had a lot 

of migrants— 

 

TN: 

Exactly and you had those new places that the migrants would stay in, and you know, they came 

up— 

 

AW: 

Right, and they were encouraged to come up, and for the most part, welcomed, because they 

came up to work— 

 

TN: 

Yeah, and then they went back. 

 

AW: 

Went back, took their money and went back. I can remember as a young policeman, on Saturday 

night at the end of a season, whatever season that was—wheat, cotton—that the Mexican men 

would be standing on a corner with a little sack or little box with some clothes and they’d be in 

their pressed khakis and their polished shoes waiting for you to stop and ask if did they have a 
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green card or not—which we never did—but they were looking to get a ride because INS then 

would put them on a bus and send them back [laughter]. 

 

TN: 

Take them back, so they were waiting to be caught, for their free transport, as opposed to the 

greyhound back to the border.  

 

AW: 

Right because they were going back and taking the money, and when we were on the police 

department, they were absolutely zero part of our crime problem. Now the people who grew up 

here, different matter, but the migrants, they kept their nose clean, they wanted to get back home, 

and it was— 

 

TN: 

Yeah because they wanted another contract the next season. 

 

AW: 

Right and so there was this real established—culturally established—wink and a nod about how 

you dealt with migrants because you weren’t going to—especially before we had stripper 

cotton—you weren’t going to pick cotton without migrant labor.  

 

TN: 

Oh yeah, absolutely, you had to. And the irrigating, and all of that kind of stuff. I mean it was a 

very, very, it really was backwoods kind of an outlook then—you know, no diversity of thought. 

I remember during the Vietnam years—you can’t even call it a demonstration on campus—

where a handful of students showed up to protest the Vietnam War.  

 

AW: 

And most of them were not political, they were interested in smoking dope and— 

 

TN: 

Smoking dope and hooking up and things like that. And then you fast forward thirty years, and 

my gosh, in many respects just a tremendous change. You look at the population and all the 

nationalities who were here, you look at the Asian grocery store, and African Student 

Association.  

 

AW:  

Some of the best Thai food on the planet, and in Lubbock, Texas, how does that happen? 

 

 



Texas Tech University’s Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Oral History Program 

 

 
30 

TN: 

And then you can sell wine on the corner, and on and on and on. But underneath it, there’s still—

you know you scratch far enough—and there is still this bedrock that goes back to the founding 

of the community and you still have that sense of largess and doing good works, or responsibility 

to do good works for people like Louise Underwood, and some of the others that take a great 

deal of pride in the community and they do the kind of activities that you would not normally 

expect of a quote-on-quote backwoods community.  

 

AW: 

It’s always been a conundrum and a puzzlement, in the big sense to me having grown up here, 

my father was one of those who was, in a speech, enormously bigoted. And I didn’t grow up that 

way, at some point I began wondering, Well why? And it finally dawned on me that the people I 

knew here that spoke like that, for the most part, didn’t behave like that.  

 

TN: 

Yeah, that’s right, the vocabulary was very, very shocking because my wife’s dad is still alive 

and he’s ninety—you know whatever years—and he still uses words that just absolutely shock 

me, and it’s part of his vocabulary, but his actions were totally different.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, I saw my dad behaving, and he was kind and generous and tolerant in his behavior, but 

completely different in his ideology and speech, which has always been quite an interesting thing 

about this community, and it’s something worth exploring—I don’t know quite how to do that. 

But at Texas Tech you got excited about political science, or were you always excited about 

political science? 

 

TN: 

I was always excited about political science, I just didn’t know that you could major in it 

[laughter]. 

 

AW:  

So when you get to college you find out that you can do it, was there someone in particular here 

that became a mentor or a— 

 

TN: 

Not really because what I did—I mean the truth of the matter is I just started taking classes that I 

liked and eventually they amounted to a degree. Tt that time it was called Government. So it was 

a dual political science and history degree—my minor may have been geography or something, I 

don’t remember—but I just kept taking classes because I did not want to go to the Vietnam War. 

I came from a draft board in Washington, D.C. that I knew that they would never reach my 
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number, and I had too much fun in the summers working at a summer camp where I made 

enough money to cover my school expenses, and I knew that all that would come to a crashing 

halt when I graduated.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, I did get drafted, my number was pretty low, and I was a policeman.  

 

TN: 

I thought that working in law enforcement gave you an exemption? 

 

AW: 

There were some things it would, but they drafted me, but they 4-Fed me because I couldn’t get 

tetanus shots, which was the most bizarre thing on the planet. In fact, I brought a paperback book 

naively thinking that at the end of the physical they were going to put me on the train and send 

me somewhere [laughter]. But it was quite an experience. I think I minored in government as 

well, and I can’t tell you a government class I took, or who my professors were, but I just 

wondered if you had a different experience.  

 

TN: 

Oh I loved it. I mean I had one history teacher, Allen Kuethe, who was still here when I came 

back, and he was very active in developing our center in Seville, Spain. He really was 

phenomenal about describing Latin America. He made me interested in Latin America. And then 

Alwyn Barr was another one, and he actually—part of whatever course I took had to do with 

African political systems, which was the first time that I ever thought about Africa intellectually. 

So I had phenomenal, phenomenal classes. I really enjoyed them, I learned a lot, and I was very 

happy with the preparation I got from my education.  

 

AW: 

Coming back, of course we know bigger— 

 

TN: 

Tech is much bigger. Tech is much more involved, much more sophisticated, so many more 

degree programs. Basically when I came here, it was open admission, and now Tech is reaching 

for much higher status not just nationally, but globally. I mean all of that would have been 

unheard of back then. We have students from 117, I think, last count, different nationalities, and 

in the graduate school, it’s almost 25% of our student population are internationals.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, I’ve been teaching here for fifteen years, and the difference—just in those fifteen years—

in terms of the number of students in my two courses I teach that are international is 
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phenomenally different from the first fifteen years ago. As a person coming in from sort of the 

outside, but with an insider history, how does it look, to you, in terms of Texas Tech’s reaching 

for these kinds of goals? It’s kind of like the vital straits of Hormuz, you hear the tier one status, 

it’s almost become a trope, but it certainly is important in lots of ways.  

 

TN:  

Well, I evaluate it differently because I have a lot of VIPs coming here—international and 

national. I just had that group last week from the American Academy of Diplomacy, and I 

always smile knowing what will happen because they come here with a set of expectations and 

then they get blown away by our quality, our appearance, the attractiveness, just the smarts of the 

students that they come across. It happened with them as well. They could not have been more 

positive after their visit here. And that happens over and over and over again, and in the years 

I’ve been here, I’ve seen it happen to foreign ambassadors, to foreign states people, to people 

nationally prominent, so it always makes me feel good because it truly is a hidden gem. Now our 

job is, I think, to do a better job of promoting our self [phone rings. Brief conversation about the 

phone call]. 

 

AW: 

So that’s a great segue into the next question I wanted to ask was we made these strides, and we 

are different to people who come, and I see the same thing on a much smaller level when they 

come tour our archive because you never expect that—people on campus don’t expect that 

[laughter]. What is our next step? Is it the promotion as much as it is the—? 

 

TN: 

From my point of view, I think the promotion is very important because I see some other 

universities and I think we are so much stronger in so many areas than universities that have 

much higher, much stronger, reputations. Another one I really do think is doing a better job of 

going after federal dollars because that’s where we seem to be lacking, and that would help our 

reputation is if we just had a lot more—and unfortunately I mean you just have to do that—is go 

after federal dollars because I think the professors, the faculty we have, is just second to none. 

The instruction the people here get, the education, it’s literally a bargain compared to what 

people pay at other places. I mean we’re a global institution, we just need to have a I think more 

positive reputation. It’s not a bad reputation; it’s just an unknown.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, well, when you have no reputation— 

 

TN: 

When I travel the world and people say, “Texas Tech, oh yeah, I’ve heard of them—you’re in 

Austin!” 
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AW: 

Or “Are y’all the longhorns?” That’s the one that really gets me [laughter]. What do you see as 

the future for this community and this university?  

 

TN: 

Well, that’s a good question, I wish I could say 100% that I’m optimistic. I worry a lot about 

water for the community, and I think in many respects that’s still an attitude that needs to change 

for the community of, Well, by god I have money so I can pay for it, and I’m going to use as 

much as I want, I don’t care about recycling, I don’t care about solar energy and wind energy. I 

can buy a huge pickup truck because I can afford filling it up. Well that’s great, but when there’s 

no more water, it doesn’t matter if you have money. I think we could have been more like Santa 

Fe— 

 

AW: 

Or even San Antonio. 

 

TN: 

—where you go towards zeroscaping, and you really make a serious effort to conserve water and 

put it to good use and nothing wrong with recycling.  

 

AW: 

No, it is a curious thing out here because you have, I think, it’s sort of a microcosm of the tricky 

bells between a market-driven regulation and the governmental-driven regulation. As we know, 

markets ultimately prevail, but they don’t always act early enough, particularly if you have a 

finite resource. But this is a place where, even if you agree that it should be curtailed, by and 

large people here are not going to be in favor of doing anything other than letting the market take 

care of that. So it’s kind of interesting to me to watch that interplay, especially on water. 

 

TN:  

I mean it’s ridiculous how much we pay here for our monthly electric bills— 

 

AW: 

And our water. 

 

TN:  

—and other places in the country, you put in solar panels and you can sell electricity back to the 

electric company. Why in the world we won’t do that, I just don’t understand. As far as the 

university goes, education is undergoing such a huge change, who knows what direction it’s 

going to go in, for sure there will always be a place for face-to-face education, but whether or not 
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that’s going got be reserved for a much smaller group of students, or not, I think there’s going to 

be dramatic, dramatic changes.  

 

AW: 

Because our generation, the boom generation, we’re declining now, so one would think that that 

decline would also be seen sometime in universities, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. Is it 

because now we have so many more people, particularly from other countries—but just so many 

more people as part of our country—that want to get their degrees, that we still have growth in 

enrollments? I keep looking at those numbers and thinking, When is that going to quit?  

 

TN: 

Well, I think you also have a sense that—because when we were going to school, what was it 

30% of the people went to college? Whereas now it’s 60-65% or more go. But at some point I 

think there’s going to be another major shift where people that are engaged in certain 

occupations are going to have to get a college degree, but others may be more in the old way of 

apprenticeship, journeyman, that types of things, because artificial intelligence will do so much 

more. I mean—I hate to say this—but in ten years we may no longer need bus drivers and truck 

drivers. 

 

AW: 

I drive a twenty-two year old Toyota, and I’ve resolved not to buy a new car until I can get a 

self-driving car, so I don’t have to fool with it.  

 

TN: 

Well, all I’m doing now is leasing, I refuse to buy another car, because the technology is 

changing. So just like its changing so much for occupations, I cannot see a way that it’s not 

going to happen on the campuses. Whether it’s going to go towards 80% of the students will go 

to community college, and then those who go on will come here, or the honors college will be 

the center of the campus for the really brilliant student, but something is going to have to give.  

 

AW: 

Can we go back to water for just a moment?  

 

TN: 

Yeah.  

 

AW: 

One of the things that I have heard in attending conferences where water and drought are the 

cornerstone topics, I’ve heard people say that they view the difficulties in the Middle East, in 
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terms of the resource side not in terms of the sectarian, tribal side, but on the resource side that 

it’s really more about water than it is about oil, is that a reasonable— 

 

TN:  

Absolutely, not just there, but also between Pakistan and India. The Nile basin, where in the Nile 

Basin you have between Ethiopia, and Sudan, and Egypt, of course between Pakistan and India, 

the Indus Valley, and the Ganges, and the other, then the Tigris-Euphrates river system, the 

Jordan River, with Palestine and Israel—so yeah I think water is much more of a flash point and 

it’s going to become even worse with the global climate change and population increase. Oh 

absolutely. One of the last meetings I had with Prime Minister Meles of Ethiopia, he said that the 

next large war in Africa is going to be over water.  

 

AW: 

Speaking of Ethiopia, or not Ethiopia, but Africa—didn’t you just have a sojourn back in 

Nigeria? 

 

TN: 

Yeah, they called me back to service to spend— 

 

AW: 

Is this like the military? Once you’ve joined up, you’re never out? 

 

TN: 

Well it is, but you have a right to say no thank you. I mean they’ll still call you, but you don’t 

have to jump up and salute. I wanted to do it. I just wanted to see the changes in fifteen years, 

and it was so neat because it was wonderful to show up there in Abuja and just walk right back 

into the embassy, into the big office, and sit in the chair, and— 

 

AW:  

And what had changed? 

 

TN: 

Well, the people. With the millennials there, you deal with them a lot differently. They’re a lot 

more self-assured, and their expectations are much higher than it was when I was there before. 

Because, you know, the electricity doesn’t work? So what? You don’t have water for a day? So 

what? Now they get uptight if they don’t have internet service.  

 

AW: 

I was going to say wifi goes out, and it’s a— 

 



Texas Tech University’s Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Oral History Program 

 

 
36 

TN: 

Yeah, it’s a major— 

 

AW: 

I’ve done a lot of interviews with retired SCS people, and it’s really clear that those people were 

conservationists—they had to be working for the government, they had to be raised from Tech 

and A&M and places in agriculture—but they were at heart they were conservationists. They 

would forego jobs in industry that paid far better because they really believed in what they were 

doing, and to a person I’ve asked them about, well, what’s it like now? And he said, “Well the 

difference is we had vocations, and young people today have jobs.” Is it like that in the Foreign 

Service? 

 

TN: 

Yeah, because during my time most people came in for a whole career. Now a lot of people 

come in and say, “Well I’ll do this for a couple years, and then I’ll see what else is available.” I 

mean the whole nature of the foreign service society has changed because, of course when I was 

there it was mostly couples—now we have—but they were heterosexual couples— 

 

AW: 

Yeah, but still, when—so when you went some place you got to bring your spouse and your 

family? 

 

TN: 

Absolutely, unless it was a really awful place, in which case you were separated for a while. 

Well now we have heterosexual couple, homosexual couples, we have tandems where both are 

working, so the system either can place them together or they may take turns—like my son and 

his wife are a tandem, and right now my son is sitting out this tour on leave without pay while 

his wife, because she’s the leading spouse on this particular tour, because it was impossible to 

find jobs for both of them in that place—and then you have a lot of singles, you have a lot of 

single parents— 

 

AW: 

That’s got to be really difficult.  

 

TN: 

It is for the people who are trying to place people. You have a lot of special needs people, so it 

has really changed.  
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AW: 

And if you have couples that aren’t heterosexual, then which country can you—can you send 

them to any country? 

 

TN: 

Well, sometimes we’ll rub our mores into other cultures, and say Saudi Arabia this is who were 

sending you, tough.  

 

AW: 

We do that on purpose? 

 

TN: 

Yeah sometimes. I mean we’ve made points like, I was deputy to Ambassador Francis Cook in 

Cameroon, and they sent her out as I think the first female U.S. ambassador to the Arabian Gulf 

when she went out as ambassador to Oman. Just like we sent a black ambassador to South Africa 

when Apartheid was still there, Ed Perkins. So we will often— 

 

AW: 

Whom you worked for at one point, right? 

 

TN: 

Yeah. So often we will send that signal to say this is who we are, we’re the greatest country in 

the world, deal with it.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, that doesn’t make it easier for the people out there being the— 

 

TN: 

No, no, no, no, no. But a lot of these people, like Francis, I mean she was delighted to go out 

there and be a pioneer, and she’ll roll over anybody who gets in her way.  

 

AW: 

She was also interesting to me reading your interview that—wasn’t she the one that you 

mentioned could have gotten elected—? 

 

TN: 

Oh yeah, the President of Cameroon, without a doubt. Yeah exactly.  

 

AW: 

That’s amazing.  
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TN: 

Yeah, and she has been back here a couple of times. And she came with the ambassador of 

Oman, who was also the first Arab woman appointed as an ambassador to the United States. So I 

had the two of them together here which was very interesting. Two very strong women.  

 

AW: 

Yeah and they get along? 

 

TN: 

They’re great friends—yeah, they’re fantastic friends.  

 

AW: 

Reading those interviews, I also—and this may just be me, I’m a glass half full kind of guy—but 

when I got through reading the interviews I actually felt pretty optimistic about things that I 

haven’t felt optimistic about things in months [laughter]. So am I wrong, am I right [laughter]? 

 

TN: 

No, you’re right.  

 

AW: 

Okay good that makes me feel a lot better!  

 

TN: 

Everything, everything—glass was half full, absolutely, with more to come.  

 

AW:  

So how do you see things developing with, particularly in the world now, we’ve got the issues 

with water, we have a real focus on the sectarian issues in lots of parts of the world, Indonesia as 

well as the Middle East and Africa. But the thing that seems most surprising to me, as an 

observer, is remembering that as little kids J. Edgar Hoover wrote—I remember everybody on 

our block had a copy of Masters of Deceit. And then as we got a little older, well we kind of 

made fun of him—you know, well this is stilly. Nobody in our neighborhood is a communist, 

they’re not even—in fact, they’re pretty suspect if they’re Presbyterians [laughter]. So we grew 

up with sort of a negative opinion of that, and now lo and behold, we see the Russians are really 

active again.  

 

TN: 

Yeah, but they never stopped. They’ve always been Russians. For a couple of years during Boris 

Yeltsin maybe, but that’s who Russians are.  
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AW: 

Yeah isn’t that interesting? They’re great poets, so as a culture, their poetry is good.  

 

TN: 

Yeah, was it Churchill who said that the problem with Russia is not that they’re socialists, but 

that they’re Russians [laughter].  

 

AW: 

A Russian that I knew—not well, but at least had a good acquaintanceship with— Yevgny 

Yepteshinko [?] just died yesterday, and I thought about that as I was reading those interviews as 

well. So, you’re still glass half-full about the world? 

 

TN: 

Absolutely, Absolutely.  

  

AW: 

I’m so glad to hear that.  

 

TN: 

I’m not glass half-full on North Korea, but that’s about the only place where I’m really not a 

glass half-full— 

 

AW: 

So how does—you have a lot of experience in treading some really difficult lines with countries 

that were problematic or had problematic elements in them—how does a person with your 

background think about what seems to be an intractable issue like a North Korea, which is so 

insular? How do you influence it—other than dropping a bomb on them or something like that—

how does one from a diplomatic point of view address that kind of an issue? 

 

TN: 

You know from my point of view, it may seem intractable, but I’m a real believer in the truism 

that if something cannot go on then it won’t. So one way or the other it’s going to stop, whether 

the guy is taken out by his own military, whether he’s crazy enough to start a military action, 

whether the Chinese end up poisoning him [laughter]— 

 

AW: 

Yeah, the Chinese can’t be any happier with him than we are.  
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TN: 

No, they’re not. Whether the Trump administration actually does a surgical strike. I think that 

situation is going to have to be resolved in five years, otherwise an atomic bomb is going to blow 

up in Seattle Harbor.  

 

AW:  

Or certainly in Japan or certainly, you know— 

 

TN:  

Yeah so, I mean that’s obvious, it’s going to happen.  

 

AW: 

Is it a different order of magnitude problem than the Iranians? 

 

TN:  

Yeah, because Iranians are not—I mean the Iranians are a rational state. They’re one of those 

places that I talked about which is basically a permanent country. So they’ll come around, it’s 

going to take a while, and we’re not going to be friends and cozy and everything, but we can 

coexist with them. But North Korea is a totally different case because it’s not a country per se, 

it’s a family domain, and the family happens to be crazy.  

 

AW:  

Yeah. In some ways, although it’s probably not a fair comparison in every respect, but Cuba for 

a while, it was insular and supported by an outside 

 

TN: 

Yeah it was insular, but it wasn’t— 

 

AW: 

And was supported by an outside— 

 

TN: 

And they weren’t out to develop their own nuclear missiles or anything like that, and they had a 

sense of reality that they could only push us so far, whereas the North Korea—I worry about the 

North Korea.  

 

AW: 

So is there a place in the modern world for a surgical strike? 
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TN:  

Yeah.  

 

AW: 

Well, it strikes me that way, too. 

 

TN: 

Absolutely that could happen. I’d say 30% that, 30% the Chinese doing something and putting 

somebody else in their place, 30% their own military does something, or 30% they instigate 

chaos, so we’ll see.  

 

AW: 

Well, what is the Chinese proverb? 

 

TN:  

We live in interesting times. Yeah, we do live in interesting times.  

 

AW: 

So this is a lot of talk about things that—I don’t know if they’ll interest anybody but me, but I’m 

really interested in them. Tell me about Tibor as a person, what are you interested in doing now? 

I mean you’ve got this whole list of things that you’ve done, you’ve lived in these interesting 

places, you’ve had the experience, in a big way, that a lot of us had in police work of being in 

personal danger, and you’ve gotten to achieve some things, and now you’ve— 

 

TN:  

I definitely would like to do something after Texas Tech, I’m not sure what that would be—

whether it goes back to being in the government again, or maybe helping a university overseas, 

like in Ethiopia or something like that, or going back in a different capacity and helping one of 

these African countries move forward. My dream is to do something useful until I’m 120. 

 

AW: 

So let me know, on that part, how you get to useful at 120 [laughter]. Have you ever thought 

about writing? 

 

TN: 

Yeah and I did a book, which won the Paris whatever for non-fiction. It’s called Kiss Your Latte 

Goodbye. I coauthored with a friend of mine, who is my background exactly, we were colleagues 

together in Africa, Greg Engle—Ambassador Greg Engle—and it’s about managing operations 

in very difficult overseas environments.   
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AW:  

What year was the book? 

 

TN: 

About three years ago. Yeah, we won the Paris Book Festival Non-fiction—something like that. 

Yeah, Kiss Your Latte Goodbye. It’s all anecdotes basically with some principles tying it 

together.  

 

AW: 

I’m sure that we have a copy at the Tech library.  

 

TN: 

That I don’t know.  

 

AW: 

Well if we don’t, we should, I’d like to read it. I was really intrigued with the interview, but I 

was thinking more on the border of— 

 

TN 

Personal? Yeah, maybe so, the neat thing about writing a book with someone is that you keep 

each other accountable because you don’t get lost staring at an empty page kind of thing because 

you say to your friend, “Okay I will do a chapter this week on such-and-such, you do a chapter 

this week on such-and-such, and at the end of the week we compare, we send them to each 

other.” The next book I’m thinking of is actually a little bit funner, it’s called African Toilets and 

Hotels [laughter]. It’s about some of the more interesting travel logs we had, and I was going to 

get some of my friends, who were ambassadors from other countries, to do a chapter each.  

 

AW: 

Oh yeah, that would be a wonderful book. Those of us who travel a lot in the United States, 

people like me, I feel like people say, “You want to go camping?” And I always say, “No I think 

roughing it is a Motel 6.” 

 

TN: 

Yeah, it is. 

 

AW: 

 I want to be someplace where the Wi-Fi works— 
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TN: 

Well our rule was that we would always want to find a hotel in Africa that had either electricity 

or running water. One of the two. And if it had a working toilet and air conditioning, oh my 

gosh. 

 

AW: 

Well that would certainly put those of us who worry about the Motel 6 being the bottom rung, 

would certainly put us in our place [laughter]. I had another great question, and now thinking 

about the travel just did me in. Oh, just my own anecdote, I’ve had—in fact last semester I had a 

half dozen kids in my songwriting class who were from West Africa, some from Angola and 

some from—one group spoke Portuguese, and one French—and I would try to get them to write 

in their native tongue, and they wouldn’t do it, they said we came here to write in English, but 

they were some of the best students I’ve ever had.  

 

 

TN: 

Yeah, because they’re serious. 

 

AW: 

Very serious. Knowledgeable, polite, I can imagine that going back to work in higher education 

there would be quite rewarding.  

 

TN: 

Yeah, because the material that you’re working with is phenomenal. They have motivation, the 

intellect, they just have not had the training.  

 

AW:  

And, I would guess too, that your wife having been through all this, would be happy to do that— 

 

TN: 

I think so, absolutely because she is very service oriented—community oriented—and she loves 

to travel.  

 

AW: 

Well and you’ve got children that are— 

 

TN: 

Yeah, we have a son right now in South Africa with his wife.  
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AW: 

What have I not asked you about that I should have? 

 

TN: 

I don’t know. I’d have to think about that.  

 

AW: 

Well do, and we’ve got a time set up for Thursday, let me think a little bit about it because I had 

a whole list of things I was thinking about talking about, but after I read the interviews it was— 

 

TN: 

Yeah, we can get back together Thursday and then we can fill in any more gaps.  

 

AW: 

Yeah good. 

 

TN: 

Sounds good. Well, thanks a lot for coming over.  

 

AW: 

Thank you! Thanks for taking this time.  

 

TN: 

That’s great. 

 

AW: 

I’ll go ahead and say thanks again, and I’ll stop this.  

 

End of Recording 

 


