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Q: When and where were you born?

EICHER: | was born in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia on April 26, 1950.
Q: | used to register babies in Dhahran too back in 1958 to 1960.
EICHER: You were assigned there?

Q: Yes, | was the consular officer.

Okay, Peter; let's take your father's side. When and where did the Eichers come from and
what do you know about them?

EICHER: Well, the Eichers have been in the United States since before the American
Revolution. My grandmother was a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution
and could trace our ancestry all the way back to St. Louis, King Louis IX of France, as
well as a king of the Netherlands. But she was a Boyd, not an Eicher until she married, of
course.

Q: What were the early Eichers doing in the U.S.?
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EICHER: I'm not quite sure what they were all doing, actually. The best records we have
are on my grandmother's side, that's my father's mother, the Boyd family. The first of my
ancestors to reach America came to New York when it was still New Amsterdam. They
were Dutch. The Eichers came at a later point, I'm not sure when or where. The Boyds
came in the 1700's and eventually they made their way to upstate New York.

Q: Well, let's talk about upstate New York. When is the first time you are aware of what
your grandparents or your great-grandparents or great-great-grandparents were doing in
upstate New York?

EICHER: You know, I'm not quite sure when | first became aware. | know that my
grandmother did proudly keep a handwritten book that showed the family history
generation by generation all the way back through these illustrious names that | have
dropped. If | recall correctly, it was a member of the Dutch royal house of de Graff who
traveled to New Amsterdam. | remember visiting the main cathedral in Amsterdam once
and finding a very old de Graff tomb there; perhaps it was a member of the same family.
But at some point a de Graff descendant in America married a Boyd, which was my
grandmother's family. It's her familthe Boydwho were in upstate New York. They were
originally a Scotch-Irish family and immigrated to the U.S. in the mid-1700s. One of the
early Boyds was a private in the New York militia during the American Revolution and later
went on to be state assemblyman, | think, and was involved in building the Erie Canal

and | think served as a weigh master on the Canal. As for the Eicher family, I'm not sure
exactly when or where they arrived in the U.S., although it also was before the Revolution.
The Eichers were Swiss-German and, | think, migrated to the U.S. by way of Strasbourg,
but | don't recall the circumstances; | believe we have it in the family records somewhere.

Q: What do you know about your grandparents on your father's side?

EICHER: On my father's side my grandfather was a pharmaceutical chemist and he
lived in Chicago, although | believe he was born in South Dakota. | remember him
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talking about the farm in South Dakota. After they moved to Chicago and he became a
chemist, he was, in fact, the first person to put cod liver oil into a tablet, which | guess was
rather revolutionary at the time. He was never a big businessman but was a reasonably
successful small businessman, with his own very small factory making pills. He and his
family did alright in the Depression, since medicines are one of the last things people

give up, even in hard times. | remember liking his stories about when he was a boy, how
motorcars were still so rare that all the kids would run down the street to see whenever
one passed. He also talked about going out to the shores of Lake Michigan to see the first
airplanes fly over. | used to think that was strange and amusing, and now | find myself
doing the same sort of thing with my grandchildretelling them about the days when we
didn't have computers, video players, and such, and telling them about watching on TV
when the first man landed on the moon.

Q: And your grandfather?

EICHER: That is my grandfather I've been talking about. My father was an oilman, a
petroleum geologist and micro-paleontologist, hence the assignment in Dhahran. He was
working for ARAMCO (the Arabia-American Oil Company) at the time.

Q: What part of the oil business was he in?

EICHER: He was a geologist, involved in exploration for oil. He spent many years in the
Middle East. He was looking for oil in the Middle East, especially in Egypt and the Sahara.
During World War 1l, he was exploring for oil in the Middle East. He was exempted from
the army because they thought his work looking for oil was more important for the war
effort than serving as an infantryman would have been. He was working for ESSO and
then went to ARAMCO, which I think was associated with ESSO.

Q: Did the Middle East play much of a role in the stories in the family?

EICHER: Oh yes. You haven't asked me about my mother's side yet.
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She was of Egyptian nationality and was part of a Sephardic Jewish family that has both
Spanish and Italian heritage. Her family was part of the huge community of Jews and other
non-Arabs that lived in Egypt, and particularly in Alexandria, at that point. She worked with
the British Armas a secretary, | thinduring the War. | remember her stories of Cairo being
bombed and of being able to hear the guns during the Battle of EI Alamein. She and my
father met there not long after the War and were married in Egypt in 1947.

Q: The Sephardic Jews, how did they get started in Egypt?

EICHER: We don't have good family records on that side, perhaps in part because much
of the family was in Europe and died in the Holocaust. My mother's farther was one of

13 children, | believe, and her mother was one of 11 children, so we're talking very large
families, many of whom didn't survive, particularly on my grandfather's side. In term of
how they got to Egypt, | believe if may go back to the expulsion of the Jews from Spain
around 1492. | don't know where the family really came from that long ago. My grandfather
did have a Spanish last namErrera. He himself was from Thessalonica, which at the time
was part of the Ottoman Empire, and he was a relatively recent immigrant to Egypt from
there. My grandmother's family was the Naggiars, a fairly prominent family in the Jewish
community in Egypt, who had been there for | don't know how many generations.

Q: What was the status of the Jewish community at that time?

EICHER: There was a big Jewish community in Egypt, especially in Alexandria. It was part
of a quite a cosmopolitan group. Alexandria at the time had huge communities of Greeks
and Italians and others as well, a very cosmopolitan city. The foreign communities, and in
particular the Jews, did not leave in large numbers until after Nasser took over.

So, | come from this background which on one side is Daughters of the American
Revolution/Presbyterian and on the other side and a first generation Egyptian Jewish
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immigrant. And, of course, there are lots of other nationalities mixed in. If you scratch me,
I'll bleed almost every country in Europe and the Middle East.

Q: What were your mother's parents up to?

EICHER: My grandfather on my mother's side, Moise Errera, was a cotton broker but |
can't say that | know a lot more than that about his background or his work. They were
certainly not religious Jews, and even sent my mother to Catholic schools when she was
little.

Q: Let's take your mother. What sort of schooling did she have?

EICHER: She went to, | don't know, | guess it must been private schools in Alexandria
as she was growing up. At that time, the good private schools in Egypt were still French
language schools. French was her first language and the language her parents spoke at
home, although they were of Spanish and Italian ancestry.

Q: Did she go to college?
EICHER: She did go to university in Alexandria.
Q: Your father, what sort of education did he have?

EICHER: He went to university as well. He did geology and micropaleontology at the
University of Chicago and got a master's degree in it.

Q: How long were you in Dhahran?

EICHER: For about a year and, of course, | don't remember it. My parents really did not
like Saudi Arabia very much. At the time, Dhahran was really very much just an oil camp
and they were looking to get out so they left as soon as they could.
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Q: What sort of life was it for them? Did they talk about it much?

EICHER: You know, | think it was the kind of life which might not have been very different
from embassy life on an isolated compound some place. They were out in the middle of
the desert. There was a group of people out there working in exploration and production,
living in what | sense from old family pictures were very small, neat houses and kind of

a landscape that you would be familiar with out on the coast of Saudi Arabia. From what
I've been told, it was a very quiet kind of existence and probably tough. You know, the
climate was tough, the isolation was tough and there was certainly very, very little to do.

| remember my mother complaining that they used to blow the whistle for the men to go

to work and come home, which used to be a big irritation to my dad, who of course was a
professional, as were most of the people there were, and it wasn't as if they were punching
in at a factory, so they wondered why there had to be a whistle for them to come to work in
the morning.

Q: Where did your parents go then?

EICHER: After that they went back to New York. | can't remember when he switched to
which oil company because | was so young at the time but he worked with an oil company
in New York for a little while. We lived in the New York suburbHartsdale and Bronxvillfor

a couple of years and then went back to Egypt. He was assigned back to Egypt for more
exploration work there so we lived in Cairo and Alexandria for a few years. He actually
switched to Conoco at some point.

Q: Do you recall Egypt at all?

EICHER: | do recall it a little bit. | left when | was six so it was more impressions than
serious memories. But | do remember some incidents, and places, and people and smells
and tastes. | started school there, at a British school. In fact, | was later assigned to Egypt
as one of my Foreign Service posts and although | had not been there for thirty years,
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there were more things that were familiar that | expected. | even remember walking around
Alexandria with my wife and when we came to one neighborhood I said “boy, this is
familiar.” | checked later with my parents and found that it was the neighborhood where we
lived. | left Egypt in 1956, during the Suez crisis, when | was only six years old. We were
evacuated, along with the rest of the American community. | was pulled out of school one
day and put on a very crowded ship with the rest of my family and lots of other people. We
didn't have a cabin and | shared a sofa in one of the lounges with my brother as a bed. We
sailed away and were met in the Mediterranean by the U.S. Sixth Fleet. It seemed like an
adventure. And, as | said, | wouldn't see Egypt again for 30 years. My mother's family was
still there when we left, but most of them would also leave within the next few years.

Q: Well, then what?

EICHER: Then Houston, Texas for five years, another oil town, of course, company
headquarters. It was my chance to become an American, to grow up in a regular American
town, go to an American elementary school, and to get to be a Texan. | spent most of
elementary school there; we stayed five years. From there we moved to Paris, France. My
father was still working with Conoco, which was doing exploration mainly in Senegal and
Mauritania so he would spend a lot of time traveling down there but based out of Paris. |
suppose that was the most comfortable place to live when exploring for oil in Africa.

Q: Let's talk a bit about Houston. What do you think of Houston?

EICHER: It was where | spent my elementary school years, so its not as if | had a deep
knowledge of the place. For me, it was nice, a good childhood. There was a pleasant
school, baseball games, friends, neighborhoods, and bicycles, television, and everything
that goes with an American childhood.

Q: Were you much of a reader?
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EICHER: | don't think that | was an enormous reader but | guess | was always a reader. |
liked reading. | started with comic books and moved up through novels.

Q: In elementary school was there sort of a series of books that sort of impressed you?

EICHER: Well, you know, | was certainly reading a lot of Hardy Boy books and things

of that kind. I think there were also a lot of simple history type books that | used to read.
There was one series called Landmark Books that | remember reading several of, that
were simple biographies or maybe history stories of the Texas Rangers or the American
Revolution or things like that. Eventually | moved on up to adult books, maybe starting with
Agatha Christie. | can't remember at what age | might've picked up what. | do remember
that | was reading real adult novels by the time we arrived in Paris, which would have been
sixth grade. Exodus is the first fat book | remember reading.

Q: How about school? Were you much of a student?

EICHER: | was a pretty good student. | didn't tend to be first in the class but | was up there
among the bright students, if you will.

Q: At home, did you have brothers and sisters?

EICHER: | have one brother who is about 16 months older than me, so we were always
pretty close. Since we moved around a lot, | always had a companion who was about my
age. We tended to like the same things and do things together quite a bit.

Q: Did your mother give you much of a taste of Egypt and that part of the family?

EICHER: No, not all that much on a day to day basis, but a certain amount was always
there. | think her philosophy was with that she wanted us to be real Americans and to fit in
with the American kids. So, for example, we always spoke English at home, even though
French was her native language. You know, if you were living in Houston, Texas as an
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elementary school student in the 1950s and you were speaking some language other than
English at home, then people would have thought you were a little weird. | think she very
much wanted to avoid that and so there was probably less emphasis on the foreign side of
the family than there might have been. But, of course, | did know that | had a lot of foreign
relatives. | did speak a little bit of French because when we saw the relatives we would
speak to them in French. So | first learned French the same way | learned English, by
speaking it, not by taking lessons. But since we didn't speak it at home, it was never great
French, just passable, with lots of mistakes and a heavy American accent. In retrospect,
as a Foreign Service officer | sometimes looked back and thought that it would have been
nice to have spoken more French at home so that my French would have been much
better. But that was in retrospect; it certainly wasn't something | wanted to do at the time.

Q: The family didn't speak Arabic?

EICHER: Not Arabic at home, no. I'm not even sure they spoke fluent Arabic although
they certainly knew some. They were very much European Egyptians, although they were
Egyptian nationality.

Q: Alexandria was quite a unique place, the society there.
Did any elementary teachers sort of stick out?

EICHER: You know, | could probably remember most of the names my teachers in Texas
but | can't remember much about them really. | do remember in retrospect, you know, it
was very much the era of segregation and even though it was a public school, it was a
white school. | do have a memory of my third grade teacher railing against integration at
one point, saying the way things were going we were all going to be chocolate-colored
and she was certainly glad that she would be dead and gone by that time. As in all of the
South, there were still separate facilities, for example, white and “colored” water fountains.
In fact, | have an early memory of being with my brother at a supermarket and seeing

the two water fountains and flipping on the colored one and being surprised that it wasn't
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colored water coming out of it. | guess that shows we weren't too keenly aware at that
stage about racial segregation.

Q: When did you leave Houston and go back to Paris?

EICHER: To Paris. That was 1961.

Q: When you were about eleven years old.

EICHER: | was just in the early weeks of sixth grade so | was eleven years old.
Q: Where did you go to school? How long were you in Paris?

EICHER: About two and a half years. | went to school first at the English School of Paris
because there was no room at the American School that year. The next year | transferred
to the American School for seventh grade. | stayed there for a year and a half before the
next move. It was a beautiful school, out in Louveciennes, a suburb of Paris. The school
was set in a couple of old chateaus, really quite a place to go to school. One of them was
the DuBarry pavilion, where Mme DuBarry, Louis XV's mistress, did her entertaining.

Q: How did you find that?

EICHER: It was really very, very nice. We lived in downtown Paris. We very much enjoyed
the freedom of the city, we could take the metro and bus by ourselves, wander the streets
by ourselves, go to movies, museums, wander the Champs Elysee, find the bowling alleys
or whatever, you know, that we wanted to do. We spoke enough French to get around
quite easily and enjoyed Paris life very much. We had a lot of good friends, of course
mainly Americans because we were going to the American school. | should mention that

I met my wife there. She was in my class at the American school for the second half of
seventh grade and the first half of eighth grade. We didn't know each other well, but it was

Interview with Mr. Peter D. Eicher http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001547



Library of Congress

a small school so everyone knew everyone else a bit. Our older brothers ended up being
good friends.

Q: They were no particular constraints about wandering around Paris?

EICHER: None at all. There were a few terrorist attacks there at the time, as Algeria was
seeking its independence. De Gaulle was president of France. | didn't understand a lot of
what was going on politically at that time. | guess | didn't pay much attention to it at the
age | was when | got there. There were a couple of bomb blasts in town including one

at the American drugstore right on the Champs Elysee which got a lot of publicity and |
guess even more publicity here in the United States, perhaps. People might call from the
U.S. and say, “Are you okay?” as they tend to do when they hear about anything that goes
wrong in a country when you are assigned there. But basically, it was a safe city at the
time, at least in the neighborhoods we hung out in.

Q: Was there much intermingling with the French?

EICHER: Extremely little. Not as a matter of policy but just because we didn't. We went

to the American School, so we had American friends. There were a few French kids at
school who we might get to know who, for whatever reason, had been put there by their
parents to learn English or whatever. Some of the American kids, like me, hadn't been able
to get into the American School when they first arrived and were put on a waiting list but
unlike me, some had gone to a French school for a year rather than a British school and
so they had some French friends. | got to know a few of them a little bit but generally, not
very much. We also had a few French friends through family connections but with a couple
of exceptions they don't really stand out as people we spent a lot of time with. So, it was

| suppose in some ways it was very exotic and cultured to be growing up in Paris and be
exposed to so many European things. In other ways, it was probably very much like any
twelve year old growing up in a big city anyplace else.
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Q: You were about fourteen when you left there?

EICHER: Thirteen. We left there at the beginning of 1964 and moved to London, which
was another company headquarters in Europe. | can't recall what may have been the
business reason for my father's move from Paris to London. We were very, very sorry to
leave Paris, of course. It was a nice life, a lot of good friends, a nice city to be in. We were
always sad to leave the places we lived.

London turned out to be a wonderful place, of course. It's a great city. At that time it was
the kind of city you could be safe wandering almost anyplace. There was a lot to do, all
kinds of things going on. The music scene was very activit was just the time that | was
getting into pop music and so fortand of course London was the place at the time. It was
the time of the “British invasion,” when all the most popular rock music was coming from
England. We actually lived in a small apartment building where two of the Beatles were
living when they were just getting started. It was our temporary place when we first moved
to London and where we lived for three or four months while we looked for permanent
housing. George and Ringo were living in the apartment directly upstairs from us. There
were only six or seven flats in the building. There would be girls outside screaming. It was
kind of a fun experience. And heady, especially for a 13 or 14-year-old. The two Beatles
didn't stay long once the fans discovered they were living there.

Q: You were in London how long?
EICHER: Two and a half years.
Q: Where were you going to school?

EICHER: Although there was an American School of London right in town, the school that
was recommended as the place to go was actually the American Air Force school, which
was out in the distant suburbs of London. That didn't have room when | got there, so | was
on a waiting list for the last half of my eighth grade year. | went to a couple of little British
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schools which they called “tutorial schools,” which, | think, | don't know quite how or why
they existed, but they did seem to cater to people who were going to be there a very short
time and had very small classes of five or six people. They would try to give you individual
attention, so it was okay. It gave me a lot of exposure to real British things, British history
and British ways of doing things, which | had already encountered for most of a year at
the English School of Paris. | was in the tutorial schools only for a few months and then
as | started ninth grade, high school, | was able to transfer out to the American Air Force
school, which was called Central High School at that point.

Q: How did you find that?

EICHER: Well, that was good fun. | was there as a teenager. High school was fun in
London. It was a very long bus ride out to the school out in the suburbs, so some of the
best friends we made were the other kids who rode the bus with us. I think we did more
than an hour each direction on the bus every day from downtown London out to the school
but once you got there it was very much a little piece of America. In a way, it looked like

a lot of the American military bases in Europe. It still had lots of Quonset huts built to

last through the end of World War Il, but they were still there being used for one thing or
another, in this case, as a school. They had a new gym and football teams and student
councils and all kinds of normal American school activities.

Q: Looking back during that time, how did your education come out?

EICHER: | think it came out pretty well. You know, it was kind of a conglomeration that
wasn't necessarily as logical a progression as it would have been for somebody who went
through the same school system all their life. Changing schools every year or two, | was
probably missing some structure and probably missed some topics completely as a result.
On the other hand, | probably picked up a lot of things that | would not have picked up in a
standard American school system, particularly with my stints at the English School of Paris
and another half-year at the English schools in England. During those years, | kept hearing
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1066 is the most important year to remember, rather than 1492. | mean, those kinds of
things, and lots of stories of king this and king that and our proud British heritage, in a way
that | might not have gotten at all otherwise.

Q: Did you and your brother get much chance to talk about current events and what was
happening around the dinner table and that sort of thing or not at all?

EICHER: I think we did. We were a family who did sit and have dinner together and that
was partly because we were in Europe and there weren't the TV shows on there like in
the States. Eating dinner with the family | guess we talked partly about what happened
to us during the day, but it seems to me my folks were always interested in world affairs
and that there were probably a lot of things going on in the world that we talked about. |
would be hard pressed maybe to come up with a lot of specific conversations and topics
that we talked about but certainly, | remember discussions of de Gaulle and even Macarios
and the British politicians of the time, Wilson and Heath, and others who were in power
then, not to mention things that were going on in the States as well, which must have
come up. We used to get the New York Herald Tribune, and | remember reading that.
At first, when we got to Paris, | was mainly interested in the comics, but over the years

| started reading more of the paper. Even back in Houston, | remember watching the
Kennedy-Nixon debates on television. | remember, where | was when | heard Kennedy
was assassinatedoing my homework one night in Paris. By the time we left London, the
Vietnam War was already becoming an issue. | remember some discussions at home
about that, as well.

Q: Did your mother, particularly your mother, and father, did Egypt and Israel come up as
a subject much?

EICHER: Very little, that | remember. Not long after 1956, when most of the foreigners left
Egypt, most of my mother's family left also. | can't remember exactly what years. Most of
them, had or managed to get Italian passports and left for Europe. There were also quite
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a few who already lived in France. In fact, when we were living in Paris there was quite a
number of my mother's relatives there. A few ended up in Switzerland as well. So, there
was a big group of relatives with Egyptian connections scattered around Europe and in
that context every once in a while there would be conversations about Egypt primarily but
very little about Israel. My mother's brother moved to Israel but as far as | know he was the
only member of the family who did and my mother did not stay in touch with him.

Q: Did the American embassy intrude much in your affairs? Did you know it existed?

EICHER: Well, we knew it existed, of course. It intruded very little in our affairs. | seem

to remember going to the embassies and in London certainly, in Paris probably. It must
have been to get passports renewed or to get new passports or something like that. Aside
from that, I'm not sure we had any direct contact with the embassies. But, of course, we
had a lot of friends at school whose parents were working for the embassy, so we knew
lots of embassy kids as well as oil company kids and others. The embassy kids seemed
privileged because they could use the PX and get real American stuff, unlike us company
kids who had to live off the local market. It would be a little treat to join the embassy kids or
the military kids to get hamburgers in both London and Paris. There were actually places
right downtown in both cities, as well as out in the bases in the suburbs, with embassy
clubs or officers clubs. I'm not quite sure what they were, but you could go and get a
hamburger, etcetera there if you had a pass, which the embassy kids did. You couldn't do
it on the local market; there weren't any McDonald's or anything like that at that point.

Q: What about the Cold War when you were a kid, was it an issue?

EICHER: | guess it was. | grew up at the time when we used to have air raid drills in
elementary school. | can't remember how often, you know, once a month or once a week
or whatever. The teachers would tell you to get down on your knees underneath your
little desk and tuck your head between your knees so that when the atomic blast went
off you couldn't see it and you wouldn't be hurt by flying glass. In retrospect it seems a
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little comical, as if crouching under your desk would protect you from an atomic blast.
There were events like the Cuban missile crisis and Khrushchev banging his shoe that |
remember hearing about as they happened, although | don't recall that they affected my
life very much at the time. | remember the beginnings of the space race, of course. For
the first few launches of American astronauts they let us out of class in elementary school
to watch the blast-offs. You know, | can remember odds and ends but not really a great
coherent saga of the Cold War. Of course, | became more and more aware when we were
in Europe and | grew older. By the time | was in high school, | was certainly well aware of
the Cold War and international developments.

Q: You left London when?

EICHER: It would have been 1966, after my sophomore year of high school. We moved
back to the States. My father was transferred back to New York headquarters. We ended
up living in Connecticut

Q: Where did you live in Connecticut?

EICHER: We lived in Westport, Connecticut, which was an hour's train ride from New
York, so it was a long commute for my father. | went to the public high school there which
was very good and finished up my high school. My mother worked as a French teacher at
a local private school. My brother went off to college, so | was the only child at home for
the first time. By coincidence, my wife-to-be, who had been in my junior high class in Paris,
had also moved to Westport and was in high school with me there. That's where we finally
got together; | married my high school sweetheart.

Q: What was Westport like? Was this a commuter town or what?

EICHER: It was pretty much a commuter town and it was already a pretty prominent
upper class commuter town. Generally, the closer you went to New York, the more the
real estate prices went up. In Greenwich and Darien, where the commute was shorter,
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the prices were higher. Westport at the time was probably near the outer limits of how far
most people wanted to commute. It was already a very nice place to be. There were a few
movie or TV stars living there. Paul Newman lived in a big place very close to where our
house was. At that time, Westport was also still a town where there were a lot of people
who had grown up there and there were some less well off parts of town, but certainly not
poor. Nowadays, | understand you can't look at a house in Westport for less than a million
dollars. | get back there from time to time. My dad is buried there so | occasionally go back
when | visit my mother and brother who live in New Haven.

Q: You graduated when?
EICHER: In 1968.
Q: In 1968, how did Vietnam play, first for your family and then in high school?

EICHER: It played big-time. | mean, it was right at the time of big military buildups and
national protests. 1968, of course, was the big presidential campaign where Johnson
dropped out and there was the McCarthy movement against the war. We ended up with
Humphrey running against Nixon, so it was a big political year. It was also, of course, the
year that Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy were assassinated. | remember being
activist enough already to have helped organize little protests, memorial sit-ins on the
school green after those assassinations and participating in those. My brother, who was
two grades ahead of me, was already very much worried about the draft and he was really
coming down very strongly on the antiwar side of things for personal and philosophical
reasons. | know his views helped influence mine. I initially got a college deferment, but
those were soon ended. While | was in college, the draft changed to the lottery system. |
drew number 340, so | was safe.

Q: What was the high school like?
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EICHER: It was a big, suburban high school, in my view a very big high school. There
were probably about 600 kids in each grade, grades ten through twelve, which was huge
compared to the schools | have been going to overseas. The Paris school class had
maybe fifty people and now | was in a class of 600, so that was enormous. The school
was spread out on a big campus much like the Foreign Service Institute. It was very active
and a lot of things were going on: football games, dances, proms. Since Westport was

an artsy town and people had connections, there seemed to be a lot of big performers
who would come perform even at the high school auditorium. We had people like Louis
Armstrong and also got a lot of big pop and rock acts of the time, the Young Rascals,
Cream, and Pete Seeger. It seemed unusual to get this sort of people to come to a high
school. Adjusting to a school in the States after being overseas is harder than the other
way around. At overseas schools, almost all the kids are moving around every couple of
years and they come from lots of different places and backgrounds, so it's easier to fit

in. In the States, you're more likely to run into established groups of friends who are less
open to newcomers. As it turned out, | did fine. | found a group of friends, partly through
my wife-to-be, who had already been in the school for a year when | got there. | joined the
Service Club, which got me involved in a lot of activities, and was elected president of the
club in my senior year.

Q: Where did your family fall politically?

EICHER: Well, my father came from a long line of Republicans. He was a Republican and
his father was a Republican. | guess through the Depression his father was very much one
of the anti-Roosevelt people. My dad was on the liberal end of the Republican spectrum,
more of a Rockefeller Republican. My mother always supported the Democrats and, you
know, they would joke that they would cancel each other's votes when they went to the
polls. Eventually, my dad started voting democratic, as well. | think he grew disillusioned
with the Nixon administration. Also, with his kids supporting the Democrats, he grew
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philosophical and thought that since it would soon be our world, he would support the path
we were supporting.

Q: Did you know what you were going to do when you went to college? Did you have an
idea of what your career would be? How did that work out?

EICHER: I didn't know for sure. | had already started thinking about the Foreign Service,
although I didn't know very much about it in a practical sense. Having grown up moving
around all the time, something international appealed to me a lot. | wanted to continue to
move and to see the world. So, | guess it was in my mind that the Foreign Service could
be a career, or something else that would take me out to see the world and have more
international adventures. | was already thinking that way when | went to college. | went to
McGill University in Canada and part of the reason was that it was different, in a way from
U.S. universities. | was practically at home but at the same time | was in another country,
a French speaking city, and it made it seem more exciting to me. Canada was also a good
place to be heading in 1968.

Q: Were you particularly in Canada because of the draft?

EICHER: No, because as | told you | had an exemption and when | left for Canada, |
could've expected to have an exemption for the rest of my college career; the lottery came
a bit later. It was certainly in my mind, however, that Canada wouldn't be a bad place to
be if the situation didn't improve at home and the war continued over the long term. | had
been looking mainly at city schools on the East Coast and applied to a number of them
and actually went to visit McGill in Montr#al and really fell in love with the city and thought
it would be a good school. It had a reputation at the time as “the Harvard of Canada” so

it was well regarded academically. It was also far, far cheaper than American schools

of the same quality. That was particularly important since | was married right out of high
school to my high school sweetheart, Stephanie. The Canadian government subsidized
my education, as they did at the time for all students. Later, they boosted the fees for
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foreign students, but | was gone by then. So, the exotic elemennot that Montr#al was so
wildly exotic, but exotic compared to American citiethe price, and my attraction to the city,
all contributed to the decision to attend McGill, as well as the knowledge that it would be a
good, safe place to be if the war was still an issue when | graduated.

Q: You were at McGill from when to when?
EICHER: From 1968 to 1972.
Q: What was happening in Canada at the time?

EICHER: It was interesting times. Pierre Elliott Trudeau was the young, flamboyant prime
minister who was making headlines all over the world and he was fun to watch. In Qu#bec
province where we were, of course, they had the big separatist movement going on; the
Parti Qu#becois was probably close to its peak at that point and it looked like there was a
quite a chance that Qu#bec might head toward independence. There was even a violent
separatist movement that undertook some bombings and kidnappings.

Q: Did that affect the campus much?

EICHER: Well, you know, it was an activist campus. It was the late 1960s and early

"70s; sit-ins were fun. It was kind of what you did. McGill, of course, was an English
university in Qu#bec and so it stood to be affected by all of this but as an institution it

was not a proponent of separatism, certainly. On the contrary, it was part of the English
establishment. It was even a target. There was at least one bombing right on campus
while we were there about a block from our apartment. | remember hearing the blast and
everybody going out to look and see what had happened, which is, | guess, what we did in
those days; you hear a blast and go to it rather than hunker down, as you're advised to do
now.
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Q: Did you have a feeling that the students, | would think that the students in Canada were
looking over their shoulders and seeing the American students having fun raising hell

on campuses and they didn't have the same issues to protest. Were they kind of looking
around for issues or what?

EICHER: | suppose there was certainly some of that. Yes, | think Canadian campuses
were caught up in the same kind of spirit of a new generation of protest that went with the
'60s, as was the case in France and other countries not involved in Vietnam. You would
have an occasional antiwar rally but it wasn't the same kind of intensity there as in the
United States. There were also quite a lot of Americans at McGill who ended up there

for one reason or another; some certainly to avoid the draft. In fact, we knew a few who
had come up just specifically because their draft number was up and they chose to leave
rather than go to Vietnam. It was quite sad in some cases. Some of them really broke with
their families over their decision to come to Canada and it made very tough times for them.

Q: Did you have any, at the university, were any efforts made to take the people who
defected back to the United States?

EICHER: No. Not that I'm aware of in any case. Canada was pretty much a safe haven.
Getting permission to stay in Canada as a permanent resident wasn't necessarily a sure
thing. There was a complicated system to apply and be accepted. At the same time, | don't
think they were forcibly sending anybody back who was there to avoid the draft.

Q: Did you get any taste of the, | used to call it the syndrome from about half the people
who served in Canada, about the Canadians being annoyed at the Americans because
Americans don't pay much attention to Canada?

EICHER: You certainly got that feeling. You know, there was a constant sense of sleeping
next to an elephant, as they used to say. It didn't make much difference to Americans what
happened in Canada one way or the other. On the other hand, every time we sneezed, it
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affected Canada in big ways. You know, that was just clearly an underlying element of the
national culture that they had to deal with.

Q: Did you find any professors who were, particularly at the instructor level, who were
radically anti-American because of the war and all that or did that translate itself or not?

EICHER: Not so much, no. I think everyone was anti-wal don't remember any professor
who wasn'but | don't think that translated itself into anti-Americanism.

Q: How about McGill and what were you picking up about being at an English university
in the middle of a French-speaking place and this was the time, as you said before,
Francophones and all that, | mean separatism. Did that translate itself to the campus?

EICHER: It did. There were official efforts to be sensitive to what was going on elsewhere
in Qu#bec. In fact, | think | was part of the last class that went through McGill in four
years. Starting with the next year after me, the university changed to a five-year program
designed to give the students more French and to tie in better with the Francophone
elements of Qu#bec's educational system. So, in fact, McGill may not have been a very
attractive choice to me if | had not gone the year that | went. | wasn't looking for an extra
year in university.

Q: So you graduated in what, 19707
EICHER: In 1972.
Q: What were you pointed towards?

EICHER: By that point | was certainly pointed towards an international career and probably
the Foreign Service was at the top of my list; by that point, it certainly was. | did first

go back for a year of graduate school in the United States. | went to the University of
Pennsylvania for a year of international relations. | had done history and political science
at McGill. I thought that, first of all, | would be better off with a master's degree than just
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a BA, and second of all, it would be a good idea to have an American degree as well as
a Canadian one. | wanted to limit the program to one year, in part because | needed to
get a job and an income. | was still married, of course, and had one son who was born

in Canada. The University of Pennsylvania was one of very, very few schools that were
actually giving a master's degree in one year. | figured, you know, who's going to frown
at my lvy League master's degree because | got it in one year instead of two? Little did |
know that when | joined the Foreign Service, they paid me less because | had a one-year
master's than if | had had a two-year master's.

Q: Honest to God?

EICHER: Honest to God. When | joined, with a one-year master's degree, | came in at
the whopping salary of nine thousand and some dollars; less than ten thousand. People
with only a BA came in at a slightly lower salary and people with a two year master's at a
slightly higher one. Still, that was a lot of money to me. | think | passed the $10,000 mark
when | got a couple of step increases for testing out of French.

Q: In 1974? When did you take the Foreign Service oral and written exams?

EICHER: | took the written exam in the fall of 1972. There were hundreds of people
taking the test in Philadelphia at a big school. It was an all day exam, in several sections.
Most of it was multiple choice, with sections on English, as well as a general knowledge
section that was kind of fun. And there was at least one essay question. There was a
heavier emphasis on English and writing than | expected, which turned out to be good for
me, since | did well on that part. At the time, people taking the test had to choose what
specialty, or in Foreign Service terms which “cone,” they wanted to test in, and one of the
sections of the test was targeted to the particular cone you chose. In essence, therefore,
you were only competing against other people who chose the same cone. | chose political,
because it was far and away of the most interest to me, although you were warned that
some cones required higher scores than others to pass, and political was said to be the
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hardest. Still, | squeaked through and got a letter a few weeks later saying | had passed
and inviting me to take the oral exam.

| took the oral in 1973, the beginning of 1973, while | was still a graduate student at Penn.
Q: Do you recall any of the questions or how the exam was constituted?

EICHER: | certainly remember how it was set up. | remember taking the train down from
Philadelphia to Washington to take the test. It seems to me you had an essay to write first
of all, and then they took each of us separately into a little room with three examiners. |
sat there with them for about an hour or so and they fired off various kinds of questions
focusing very heavily on foreign policy issues, political issues. | remember that | had

two men and a woman on my panel. At some point not long after that I actually tried to
make myself a list of the questions | was asked while they were still relatively fresh in

my mind and | might still have that list in among the mounds of paper that | have filed
away. | do seem to remember them asking questions certainly on the Middle East, on the
Brezhnev Doctrine, on terrorism. In particular, | recall that since | had been in Canada,

in Qu#bec, there had been a couple of little incidents there as part of the Qu#becois
independence effort, including even the kidnapping of a businessman or something like
that; the examiners wondered whether | considered that to be a very serious problem

or not. | allowed as how | didn't think it was a particularly serious omen in Qu#bec.
Certainly, there could be a big political transformation in Canada due to public opinion but
| wouldn't see it being accomplished by terrorist means. Later on, | found out that one of
the examinerwhose name | cannot remembewas not much impressed by that answer,
since he himself had apparently been kidnapped once in Central America. Nevertheless,
they did pass me on the exam. To me, the oral almost felt a little bit like a fraternity rush or
something like thanot that I've ever been through thabut we hit it off, you know. It seemed
like they were kind of my kind of people. We got along well together. We seemed to have
things in common. So, after about an hour of questions they sent me out to sit there in
another room for a few minutes, | guess while they discussed what to do with me. One of
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them came out and told me | had passed and go to room something or other and get my
fingerprints taken so they could start the security clearance. So off | went.

There was at least one other person there at the time who also passed and was taking
the train back to Philadelphia; by coincidence we traveled back together and | later recall
running into him maybe once or twice in the State Department.

Q: How long a gap was there before you came in?

EICHER: It was about eight months, if | recall correctly, from the time | passed the oral
until the time | came in. | came in in October of 1973, so | guess that was fairly quick to go
through the security process, considering how many places | had lived.

Q: In those days it was, yes.

EICHER: After you passed the exam, they didn't actually offer you a job, but they put
you on a “rank order register” based on your test score and your cone. At the time, they
didn't even tell you where you stood on the register or what the chances of getting a job
offer were, or how long you might have to wait. It was all rather mysterious, so even after
passing the oral exam you couldn't really judge whether you would make it or not. Of
course, | was worried about what might come next if | didn't make it and started looking
around for other jobs.

Q: What were you doing in the meantime?

EICHER: Most of the time | was still in school. | probably took the exam in February or
something like that and didn't graduate probably until May from graduate school at Penn.
Then | went back to what had been my summer job for the previous few years, working
for the tax collector of the city of Westport, Connecticut. That took me into August and just
about the time | was getting really worriel could have stayed at the tax collector's office
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but it was hardly a living salarat the end of the summer | got the call asking if | could come
start a class at the beginning of October, which | happily accepted.

Q: So you came in in October of 1973?
EICHER: Yes.
Q: What was sort of the constitution of the class, the basic officer class?

EICHER: It was, if | recall, 29 people, of which the average age may have been around
30 or so, maybe a little younger than that. It was the 109th class. They've changed the
numbering since then, so at some point there will be another 109th class.

Q: How old were you at the time?

EICHER: | was 23. The average entering age of entering Foreign Service officers at the
time was 30 or 32. | think our class was younger than that. There were a number of us
who had come straight out of school into the Foreign Service, although the majority had
had real-world experience aside from just university. There were even a few who had
come in straight from undergraduate rather than graduate school, but there were also

a few who had been in the military in Vietnam or had other experience as teachers or
whatever. There were four women in the class. There were two or three “Mustangs,”

as they called them, who had come up through the ranks as specialists and were now
becoming officers. At that time, the Foreign Service was sharply divided between officers
and staff, even with different pay scales, much more so than today. The Mustangs were
very impressive to all of us because they were older and had already had lots of overseas
and embassy experience. We were having our class in a high-rise building in Roslyn,
which is where the Foreign Service Institute was located at the time.

Q: Were you put into a category as such? | recall the cones.
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EICHER: Yes. There were cones and, as | said, at the time you had to declare your cone
even before you took your Foreign Service exam written test and whether you passed

the test depended on your cone. Depending on what cone you chose, you might be able
to get in with a lower score or a higher score. Political at the time required the highest
score to get in. That's what | chose because it was what | was most interested in and of
course, being young and full of self-confidence | thought, why should I try for something
less? | do remember at least one guy in our class who came in as an administrative officer
grousing frequently that he really wanted to be a political officer and had only taken the
administrative test because he thought it would be easier to get in and that he would
switch over as soon as possible. So yes, that was an issue.

| remember, in fact, the first day of class, an interesting little anecdote. You know, | came
in bright eyed, going to my first day of work at the State Department, where | was going to
be involved in the great events of the world that were going on. And, in fact, great events
were underway, because the 1973 Arab-Israeli War started just exactly the day before |
started my Foreign Service class. You know, here | was, a young man going straight into
the center of foreign affairs and world excitement, and what was everyone talking about at
class that first morning? Well, the World Series, of course. So that was an interesting jolt to
me.

Q: Did you get any impression, any thoughts about of how you were indoctrinated into the
Foreign Service?

EICHER: You know, | thought it was great. At the time, it seemed to me to be a class that
was extremely relaxed, that was aimed at getting to know the other people in the class,
people who were going to be your friends and colleagues for the next twenty or thirty
years. There was a lot of emphasis on getting along and enjoying yourself more than on
heavy study. There were a lot of lectures on how the State Department worked and a lot
of administrative orientation. But, there was very little practical training in the A-100. When
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| got to my first assignment, | didn't really know how an embassy worked or, for example,
how to write a State Department report.

They did, of course, give us all the language aptitude exam, as | guess they continue to
give to everybody. We had some real stars in our class. | think we had several people

get 80, which was the highest score possible. | pulled a 61 and at the time they told you

if you wanted to learn a hard languagArabic or Chinese or somethinyou should have at
least 60. So, their advice to me was that well, with 61, if my life's goal was to learn Arabic
or Chinese, they would let me do it but they would not recommend it since | would have

a harder time than most people in those classes. That was never really my life's goal, so

| did not opt for that. | already spoke French and passed that with a 3/3, so they let me
through on that. | didn't have to do any further language training and wasn't required to bid
on jobs that required language training.

At the time, the assignment process was also a little bit mysterious. They have changed

it so many times with different entering classes and continue to do so. What they did

for us was to give us all a list of all of the posts we could choose from and ask us all to
give a list of six choices. There were domestic assignments on the list as well overseas
posts; there was no requirement at the time to serve overseas for two tours before doing
domestic assignments. In any event, | wanted to go abroad, not stay in Washington. So,
we all submitted our bid lists and, through some mysterious process, we would probably
be assigned one of them or perhaps not, depending on what we chose and what they
needed most to fill. There was not the requirement then that you had to do a consular tour,
as there is now. There was, however, a preponderance of consular jobs on the list. There
were also three jobs in Vietnam on the list to be filled. They all, | think, at least two of them,
ended up being filled by fellows who had been there before in the military and who were
not too unhappy to go back. | remember giving a lot of thought with my wife to filling out
our list. I can't remember quite what was on it but after | had filled it out and submitted

it, they came back with a couple of additional choices, one of which was Suva, Fiji, and

Interview with Mr. Peter D. Eicher http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001547



Library of Congress

that was very intriguing to me since | had joined partly with the view of seeing strange and
distant places.

So, you know, | spoke to the assignments people about Fiji and they said, “Oh, you know,
this would be great for you, a perfect kind of place, interesting, quiet, and especially good
because you're married and you have a small child. It's a good place to get your feet wet
and do a lot of different things because it's a small post.” So, we put it down and promptly
were assigned there. Interestingly, | spoke to one of my colleagueas far as | know he was
the only other one who expressed an interest in Fijand he had also gone and spoken to
the same people about it and their advice to him was, “Fiji? You don't want to go to Fiji.
That's way out in the middle of no place. Nothing is happening there.” And they assigned
him someplace else. Clearly, they had some notions of how to make everybody happy by
giving them the assignment of their dreams and guiding you to where they wanted you to
go and making you feel like you have gotten, maybe, the best of the deal. Anyway, that
was interesting.

| didn't have to get too much training to go to Fiji. One of the required training courses for
everyone was area studies but the closest area studies to Fiji was Southeast Asian area
studies, so they assigned me to that, in their wisdom. | went for two weeks and learned
about Vietnam, which was all that Southeast Asian studies were about at the time and
never heard a word about the Pacific Islands. They also gave me the consular course
because | would be assigned as vice consul as well as third secretary to Fiji. That was
before the days of “ConGen Roslyn,” so the course was mainly lectures on visa and
citizenship laws and procedures. There was little or no effort to give really practical, role-
playing kind of training.

Interestingly, although the position | was going to in Fiji was designated as a consular slot,
the charg# wrote me and asked me to take the economic/commercial course because

he really wanted to assign me, not to consular work, but to do economic and commercial
work. So, here | was a political officer going off to a consular slot to do economic and
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commercial work. But that was okay. In addition to the consular course, they ran me
through an economics course. | think it was a six-week's economic/commercial course.
| had not taken much economics in my university, so for me a lot of it was very new with
heavy textbooks and charts and math.

Q: Samuelson, | suppose.

EICHER: Yes, Samuelson, exactly. Things that | wasn't familiar with. They were trying to
make sure everybody had the equivalent of a degree in economics within six weeks and,
of course, the commercial side of it as well, how to promote trade and American exports
and so forth. They sent us off for a week to work at a Department of Commerce field
office someplace in the country that was dealing with foreign trade. | was lucky enough to
volunteer for and get San Francisco. So | went off for a week in San Francisco, a rather
nice introduction to the Foreign Service and, in fact, it was the first time I've ever been on
the West Coast. It was very nice indeed.

During the A-100 class, | remember they sent us off to a retreat at one point, in West
Virginia. They had a little lodge of some kind that they sent us off to for two or three days
to play war games and things like that.

Q: How did your wife respond both to the idea of the Foreign Service and then to Suva and
all that?

EICHER: Well, Suva was very much a joint decision, so she was happy about that.

She also liked the idea of the Foreign Service. She had also grown up moving around
overseas. | mentioned that we had met in seventh grade at the American School in Paris
and then ended up again at the same high school in Connecticut, which is where we really
got together. Her father was with IBM world trade and mine was with Conoco, so both
ended up at the company headquarters not far from each other in the New York area

and we ended up at the same high school in Westport. She was, | think, very excited to

be going out and starting to see the world anwe can get into it more lateshe eventually
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joined the Foreign Service herself and is now still a Foreign Service specialist in human
resources. She's still in the Foreign Service more than ten years after | retired. So, I'm
actually a “dependent spouse” and have been for our last couple of overseas assignments.

Q: How did you get to Suva?

EICHER: We flew by way of a stop in Hawaii, and then flew Honolulu-Suva. We stopped
a couple of days in Hawaii to enjoy it there; we had never been before. | always thought
one of the great things about the Foreign Service was that you could stop places on your
moves around. There are a lot of different places in the world that we have seen for a
weekend as we passed through on the way to an assignment someplace else, or on the
way back, which was always fun. Particularly in the early days, you know, we couldn't
afford to stay anywhere more than a couple of days. The State Department would pay
for a one night rest stop and anything else was on you. In fact, Suva was one of the last
places the Foreign Service could still theoretically travel to by ship. The Congress had
passed the American carrier regulations and one of the last American passenger ships
was still doing the South Pacific route from California. It was a cruise ship, of course,
which went rarely and the timing was wrong for the trip out. Even coming back we missed
it. In retrospect, we regretted that a lot since the timing coming back was just a couple of
weeks off. But, being in my first post, | guess, maybe | didn't have the gumption to insist
that | could leave a couple of weeks earlier than they wanted me to.

Q: You were in Suva from when to when?

EICHER: From 1974 through 1975. We must've gotten there in January of 1974, just four
months after | joined the Foreign Service, and stayed until December of 1975, so we were
there two full years.

Q: Tell me about Suva, Fiji. What was the situation there and of course this is a place that
quite frankly most people know little about. What was going on when you got there?
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EICHER: Well, first of all, it was at the time the smallest American Embassy in the worll
was the big expansion from three to four Americans at the embassand it covered the
biggest consular district in the world, which was mainly fish, but we covered everything
from what at the time was the British Solomon Islands Protectorate in the west to Tahiti

in French Polynesia in the east. So, it was this huge district to be covered by four people
out of Suva. Suva was, in fact, a very small and out-of-the-way place, just as people think
of it, and maybe even more so at the time. Suva itself was isolated not only in the South
Pacific but also within Fiji. The international airport was in Nadi on the other side of the big
island; it was either a flight or a four-plus hour drive away from Suva at the time. The roads
were generally unpaved still, so most people would fly in from Nadi to Suva, in a smaller
plane which took about half an hour. We landed in Nadi about three in the morning or
something like that, all your inconvenient travel times. We perhaps had not been advised
as well as we should. The flight to Suva wasn't going to be until seven in the morning

or something like that, and we hadn't booked ourselves a hotel in Nadi because no one
told us to and we didn't realize it would be paid for as part of our travel costs since we
had already stopped in Honolulu. We didn't realize that Nadi wasn't a real airport, in the
American sense; in those days it was just a tiny building without even a real waiting room
for people getting off flights. There were no chairs, no air conditioning. So, the three of
umy wife and son and just sort of wandered across the street and sat on a grassy knoll in
a field and watched our first Fijian sunrise. It was very pretty and we were happy enough,
on our first Foreign Service adventure, but all the workers at the airport thought we were
crazy, | guess; Westerners go to hotels, they don't sit in a field waiting hours for a plane.
Eventually, we did get on the plane to Suva and were we were met at the airport by the
charg#, Vance Hall, and his wife, Julia, and taken to the Grand Pacific Hotel, which was a
nice, old, colonial structure right on the water in Suva.

Q: Big veranda and all?
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EICHER: Big veranda, high ceilings, you know, very colonial style. We only stayed there
a few days before they moved us to more modest accommodations, not that the Grand
Pacific was any great shakes. But, it was going to be a long hotel stay. Since we were a
new addition to the embassy, there was no housing available for us and we had to start a
search, which took quite some time.

In terms of the politics of it, Fiji was a former British colony, now independent and in its
own way kind of a superpower among the many tiny South Pacific countries and islands. It
was really much bigger and more significant than any of its major neighbors, most of which
were, in fact, even still colonies at the time, so Fiji was significant in that sense. The U.S.
ambassador was resident in New Zealand and he had four hats, as ambassador to Fiji,
Tonga and Western Samoa, as well as New Zealand. Tonga was under the Fiji embassy,
as were most of the Pacific Islands, but Western Samoa for some reason was under the
embassy in New Zealand, | guess because of the flight connections or something. The
Ambassador was a political appointee, Armistead Selden, a former congressman from
Alabama, who would come up once every six months and kiss babies and slap people 