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Remarks by Ambassador Abelardo L. Valdez 

The Council of American Ambassadors President Emeritus 

30
th

 Anniversary Awards Ceremony 

May 6, 2013 

 

Good Evening and Welcome: 

We meet this evening to honor five of our members, including one of our founders, with the 

Benjamin Franklin Award for their distinguished diplomatic service on behalf the United States of 

America and their outstanding leadership of the Council of American Ambassadors during the first 

three decades of its existence.   

Tonight we also honor the memory of two other founders, Ambassador Henry L. Kimelman 

and Ambassador Milton A. Wolf, for their outstanding contributions to the Council by establishing 

a new award in their names. This prestigious award will be presented for the first time to three 

distinguished ambassadors, who, like Ambassadors Kimelman and Wolf, have made outstanding 

contributions to the Council during this crucial period. 

These awards are bestowed in keeping with the theme of our 30
th

 Anniversary 

Commemoration of the Council’s founding, which is “Honoring Our Founders’ Legacy.”   

Thirty years after its founding, the Council of American Ambassadors is a respected and 

thriving organization because our founders had a vision for creating a unique organization and 

provided the leadership for realizing that vision.  They created a new organization that would enable 

former non-career ambassadors to continue making contributions to our country and the Department 

of State, and to maintain fraternal ties with their colleagues. Prior to the Council’s founding, there 

was no organization where they could meet with their non-career ambassadorial colleagues and 
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discuss the critical issues of American foreign policy, stay informed about world events, travel 

abroad together to meet with foreign  government officials and enjoy camaraderie with other 

Americans, who like Benjamin Franklin, left their professions and businesses, to serve our country 

as its highest-ranking diplomatic representatives in nations around the world and in the leading 

international organizations.  

 After completing their tours of duty, however, non-career ambassadors were almost never 

invited back to the Department to share their opinions on policy issues or to participate in any 

capacity, and there was scant recognition of their contributions to American diplomacy.  The 

Council has changed most of that for the better, especially during the last decade. In the process, it 

has gained the respect of the Department of State, the career foreign service and the foreign affairs 

community. Much good will has been established by the Council with the Department of State 

through several of its programs, which support the Department’s mission in tangible ways. 

Today the Council has an array of excellent programs in which its members can participate 

at will.  These include the orientation program for newly appointed non-career ambassadors, 

established in cooperation with the Foreign Service Institute;  a cooperative reserve service program 

that will enable members to serve as advisors to the Department on a range of issues; two 

fellowship programs  where they can mentor young leaders interested in careers in diplomacy and 

international affairs---and by the way, twenty of the fifty-five graduates of that fellowship program 

are with us this evening; and another fellowship program through which  we provide mentoring and 

specialized training in public diplomacy for mid-level foreign service officers; a conference series 

held in Washington and around the country in cooperation with prestigious research institutions and 

universities; an Ambassadors Roundtable that enables our members to interact and discuss bilateral 

relations with members of the Washington diplomatic corps; a respected foreign affairs journal, The 

Ambassadors Review, which provides them an opportunity to publish their views on critical foreign 
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policy issues; and an on-line platform, Ambassadors Perspectives, that is another outlet for sharing 

their views on such issues; as well as fact-finding missions to countries around the world to meet 

with foreign and U.S. officials to discuss current issues and developments in our bilateral relations 

with those nations.  

  So, as you can see, we have come a long way during the past 30 years and I am confident, 

that the Council will continue to grow its membership, programs, resources, and prestige in the 

decades to come. Interestingly, other foreign affairs organizations established by career foreign 

service officers, such as the American Academy of Diplomacy, the Association for Diplomatic 

Studies and Training, and the Foreign Affairs Council  are now reaching out to our Council and its 

members for support and participation in their programs and on their boards of directors.  This is 

distinct turnaround from the situation existing 30 years ago, when non-career ambassadors were not 

perceived to be worthy collaborators or allies.  

All of this progress is due to the leadership of our Founders and other leaders of the 

Founding Generation, and this is the rich legacy they have bequeathed to us.  This is the legacy we 

honor tonight and tomorrow.  

As we all know, our first non-career ambassador was Benjamin Franklin.  He left his many 

private activities in Philadelphia to answer the call to duty from the Continental Congress to serve 

as our Ambassador to France at the beginning of the American Revolution.  A brilliant man, who 

had accomplished great things in a variety of endeavors, as a printer, author, publisher, scientist, 

philosopher, colonial agent and revolutionary, without the benefit of a Harvard or Yale education---

but having been awarded honorary degrees from both  universities twenty years before his mission 

to France.  In fact, Franklin had no formal education at all.   
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And without the benefit of any training in diplomacy, he accomplished what no other 

member of our country’s Founding Generation could have accomplished.  Against great odds, and 

no little backstabbing from his own diplomatic colleagues and certain members of congress, 

Franklin persuaded a reluctant King of France and his ministers to support the American Revolution 

and eventually to grant recognition to our fledgling republic.  There is no doubt that, if Franklin had 

not succeeded so spectacularly in his mission, the American Republic would have died in its 

infancy.  And we would not be holding this ceremony today. 

Yet, as is documented in a recent ground-breaking book by Pulitzer Prize- winning author 

Stacey Schiff on Franklin’s mission to France, this great man, who is the Patron of our Council and 

who most Americans remember now as a revered founder and a wise old gentleman who went to 

France on an important mission, never received from the Congress of the United States any 

recognition, reimbursement for most of his expenses---or even a thank you for his tremendous 

achievements as a diplomat.  Jealousy, malice and envy at his great success and tremendous 

popularity in France made him many enemies in Congress, who were all too eager to humiliate him.  

Although given a hero’s welcome by the people of Philadelphia upon his return after eight 

years in France at age 78, and elected the equivalent of Governor of Pennsylvania, Congress 

ignored Franklin’s diplomatic achievements and singular contributions to winning the Revolution. 

Schiff writes about Franklin’s disillusionment after his return: quote “By the end of 1788, he was 

reduced to petitioning his government for some recognition of his services, an indignity no other 

Founding Father would suffer.  But for Franklin there would be no reward, no settling of expense 

accounts, nor---most stunning---a syllable of gratitude for his mission to France.” 

The point of this story is that when we started planning in the fall of 2011 and spring of 

2012 for this 30
th

 Anniversary Celebration, we resolved that the Council of American Ambassadors 
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would demonstrate more grace and respect towards our Council Founders than the Congress of the 

United States exhibited towards Ambassador Franklin.  Although, we probably do not have enough 

funds in the endowment to settle the great expenses they have incurred in building this Council!  

When I made the suggestion to Ambassador Chorba that we do so, he almost had a heart attack!!   

In all seriousness, the Awards Committee, ably chaired by Ambassador Robert Stuart, the 

first member of our founding generation to receive the Franklin Award, and the Board of Directors 

concurred unanimously in my proposal and nominations to honor and express our gratitude to our 

Founders and other members of the Founding Generation who have played important leadership 

roles in making the Council the organization it is today. Thus, it is a great honor for me to preside at 

this ceremony at the request of President Tim Chorba, who also served as a member of the Awards 

Committee, and to bestow, on behalf of the Board of Directors, these prestigious awards.    

------------   -------------     ------------ 

Remarks for Presentation of Awards 

The Benjamin Franklin Award is presented for outstanding diplomatic service on behalf of 

the United States---and the distinguished recipients tonight will join a very select and illustrious 

company of other recipients, which include former President of the United States and Ambassador 

to the UN and Representative to China, George H. W. Bush;  former Secretary of State James 

Baker; the late Ambassador to Japan and Majority Leader of the U.S. Senate Mike Mansfield;  the 

late Ambassador to the UN Food and Agriculture Organization in Rome, U.S. Senator and 

presidential candidate George McGovern, and former U.S. Ambassador to Norway, Robert Stuart.   

As we say in Texas, tonight’s recipients will be walking in the Tall Cotton. Like Benjamin 

Franklin, they have accomplished much in several areas of endeavor, including business, law, 

finance, ranching, the oil industry, politics, publishing, journalism and philanthropy, and have 
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performed extensive public service and served our nation in the military, in addition to their 

distinguished diplomatic service.  And they have served our Council with extraordinary 

commitment and outstanding leadership.      

The first presentation of the Benjamin Franklin Award this evening is to Ambassador 

William vanden Heuvel---and I will now read the citation approved by the Board for this award:    

For distinguished diplomatic service as United States Ambassador to the United Nations 

European Office in Geneva (1977-1979) and as Deputy United States Ambassador to the United 

Nations in New York (1979-1981) and for his vision and leadership in founding the Council of 

American Ambassadors and his extraordinary service as Interim President and Chairman of the 

Council. 

The next presentation of the Benjamin Franklin Award is made to Ambassador Keith L. 

Brown.  The citation for this award reads as follows: 

For distinguished diplomatic service during his tenure as United States Ambassador to 

Denmark (1989-1992) and Lesotho (1982-1983) and for his outstanding leadership as President 

and Chairman of the Council. During his presidency, he directed the development of a strategic 

plan and significant fund-raising efforts, which provided seed funding for the International Affairs 

Fellowships and the Ambassadors Forum series.  

Next, the Benjamin Franklin award is presented to Ambassador Bruce S. Gelb.  The award 

citation reads as follows: 

For distinguished diplomatic service as United States Ambassador to Belgium (1991-1993) 

and Director of the United States Information Agency (1989-1991) and for outstanding leadership 

as President and Chairman of the Council. During his presidency, he established the Kathryn W. 
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Davis Public Diplomacy Fellowships and enhanced cooperation between the Council and research 

and academic institutions in Washington and around the country.  

The next presentation of the Benjamin Franklin Award is presented posthumously to 

Ambassador Henry Kimelman with this citation:  

For distinguished diplomatic service as United States Ambassador to Haiti (1980-1981) and 

for his outstanding leadership as the founding chairman of the Council of American Ambassadors’ 

Endowment Fund and his extraordinary service as Council Treasurer for many years. His foresight, 

financial acumen and philanthropy made possible the enhancement of the Council’s programs. 

His sons, John and Don Kimelman, will receive the award on his behalf.  

The final award of the Benjamin Franklin Award is presented to Ambassador Ogden Reid, 

and his citation reads as follows:  

For distinguished diplomatic service as United States Ambassador to Israel (1959-1961) at 

a critical period in U.S.-Israel relations and for his outstanding leadership as President and 

Chairman of the Council and Editor of The Ambassadors REVIEW. Under his able leadership, The 

REVIEW achieved international recognition as a respected foreign affairs journal. 

Ambassador Reid cannot be with us tonight because of health reasons.  Therefore, 

Ambassador Bruce Gelb will receive the award on his behalf. 

Let us now congratulate all of the Benjamin Franklin Award recipients with a big round of 

applause.       

I will now present the Ambassador Henry L. Kimelman and Milton A. Wolf Award for the 

first time. This prestigious award has been established to honor their memory and many outstanding 
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contributions to the Council-----and to recognize members of the Council who have rendered 

extraordinary service and made outstanding contributions to the Council.   

Ambassador Kimelman served as U.S. Ambassador to Haiti.  He was Vice-Chair of the 

Council and the founding Chairman of our Endowment Fund Committee for many years. His 

leadership, philanthropy and financial acumen in that capacity were crucial in putting our Council 

on a firm financial footing.  Ambassador Milton A. Wolf served as U.S. Ambassador to Austria and 

was one the original founders of the Council. He served as Chairman of the Council’s Board of 

Directors and was a dedicated board member for many years.  His outstanding leadership during the 

early years of the Council helped to lay the foundation for its future growth and success.   

Members of the Kimelman and Wolf Families are present today and I invite them to join me 

now in commemorating the establishment of this prestigious award with a photograph. Mrs. Caryn 

Weschler, one of Ambassador Wolf’s daughters, will now respond to the establishment of this 

prestigious award. 

I am now pleased to present the  Kimelman-Wolf Award to The Honorable Joseph 

Gildenhorn, former Ambassador to Switzerland,  The Honorable Glen Holden, former Ambassador 

to Jamaica, and The Honorable John L. Loeb, Jr., former Ambassador to Denmark, for their many 

outstanding contributions and extraordinary service to the Council during most of the last three 

decades. They have all served as Vice-Chairs of the Council for more than twenty years.  

Ambassadors Holden and Loeb are founding Vice-Chairs of the Endowment Committee and 

Ambassador Gildenhorn has been our Treasurer for more than twenty years and in 2011 became the 

Chair of the Endowment Fund Committee.   

The Board’s citations for these awards recognize that their outstanding leadership, 

philanthropy, financial acumen and able administration of our Endowment Funds have made it 
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possible for the Council to grow and prosper.  In bestowing this award, we express our warmest 

regard for them personally, great respect for their leadership and deepest gratitude for their 

outstanding contributions to the Council.  It is with great pleasure that I present this award to 

Ambassador Gildenhorn, Ambassador Holden, and Ambassador Loeb.  Congratulations to all of 

you. 

This concludes our awards ceremony.  Please join me in congratulating all of our   award 

recipients with a big round of applause.  Thank you.   

 


