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I am humbled to have been asked to accept this award today because so many others were 
involved.  In additional to Lionel Rosenblatt and Craig Johnstone, who just spoke, there were 
many participants, most notably former Ambassador L. Dean Brown who headed the Task 
Force, Frank Wisner who stayed with the project after we transferred leadership to HEW, and 
many others including Paul Hare, seated in front of me. I cannot presume to speak for them. 

We are commemorating together today the actions of diplomats as two conflicts came to an 
end: our recent extended intervention in Afghanistan and one nearly 50 years earlier at the end 
of the Vietnam war.  Commemorating these events together underscores an important fact 
about the role of diplomats.  Neither war ended in a way that enhanced America’s international 
image. The awards today do not celebrate US policy, but what diplomats often do best.  We 
were not involved in creating the conflicts, but were called upon at an end point—sometimes by 
our own consciences—to pick up the pieces and make the best of a bad situation. In both 
situations, diplomats recognized the importance of rescuing allies whose lives would be under 
threat. We sought to establish as honorable and humanitarian an outcome as possible. 

Let me try to explain a bit about what a small group of concerned FSO’s did in April 1975, when 
we believed Vietnam was about to collapse.  We began meeting informally at noon each day to 
review developments. We quickly recognized the absence of any final game plan. We took a 
few emergency steps to keep the Saigon airport open, but most importantly we pushed State’s 
bureaucracy to create an inter-agency task force to look toward the future.  Once the task force 
was established, we volunteered as a group to be the staff members, each taking leave from 
existing jobs.  Many from State and AID joined later, as did evacuees from Vietnam and other 
former Vietnam hands. We worked together at establishing staging sites in Guam, temporary 
camps at US bases around the country, and with resettlement agencies.   

We forget now that everything moved at lightning speed in Vietnam. Not only did Vietnam 
collapse within eight weeks from the fall of the first provincial capital to the fall of Saigon. In this 
time of political partisan conflict on all issues, it is most important to recall that we responded to 
the crisis in Vietnam as a nation and in a bipartisan manner. The legislation creating a 
resettlement program was proposed in the House on May 7 and signed into law two weeks later 
on May 23.  The vote in the House was 381-31; in the Senate 77-2; By mid-June 130,000 
Vietnamese refugees were either in the US or en route.  

Many of us who were involved in Vietnam began watching developments in Afghanistan when 
the President announced our withdrawal. Through contact with friends at State, we learned the 
evacuation process had become much more complicated in 2021 than it had been in 1975. The 
necessity of obtaining an SIV visa seemed a bureaucratic nightmare.  It was so much simpler in 
1975. Those Vietnamese feeling under siege self-selected themselves and fled to the Embassy 
and later by boats off the coast.   After a relatively simple screening, most entered the US and 
were resettled in communities, where almost all of them very quickly became very productive 
citizens. 

I hope the same could be true for the current round of Afghan refugees, but sadly we live in a 
very different time now.  


