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[Transcription	Begins]	

BEHRINGER:	My	name	is	Paul	Behringer,	and	I’m	a	senior	fellow	at	the	Center	for	

Presidential	History	at	Southern	Methodist	University.	

KNOTTS:	And	I’m	Ken	Knotts.	I	am	a	lieutenant	colonel,	retired,	from	the	U.S.	Air	Force,	

and	will	be	talking	today	about	some	of	my	experiences	as	a	diplomat	in	the	

former	Soviet	Union.	

BEHRINGER:	Can	you	begin	by	describing	your	professional	background	and	how	you	

became	interested	in	Russia	and	Central	Asia?	

KNOTTS:	Yeah.	I	actually	became	interested	in	Russia,	Eurasia,	and	Central	Asia	even	in	

elementary	school	because	my	father	was	a	professor	at	the	time	in	the	Louisiana	

State	University	system	[at	Northwestern	State	University	in	Natchitoches],	and	he	

actually	wrote	his	master’s	thesis	on	the	relations	between	the	Soviet	Union	and	

China,	People’s	Republic	of	China.		

BEHRINGER:	So	you	grew	up	in	an	academic	environment	a	little	bit.		

KNOTTS:	Yes,	very	much	so.	Actually,	my	father	was	and	retired	as	a	professor	in	

Louisiana.	My	mother	was	an	elementary	school	teacher	in	northern	Louisiana.		

BEHRINGER:	And	how	did	your	professional	background,	career	start	and	develop?	

KNOTTS:	My	first	professional	interaction	or	study	of	Russia	actually	was	as	a	cadet	at	the	

U.S.	Air	Force	Academy.	And,	as	you	may	know,	all	cadets	are	required	to	take	a	

foreign	language.	My	father	had	already	encouraged	me—he	said,	“You	can	take	

French	or	Spanish,	[00:02:00]	like	many,	or	German.	But,”	he	said,	“why	don’t	you	

challenge	yourself	and	take	either	Russian	or	Chinese,	for	example?	It	might	come	
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in	handy	later	on.”	And,	as	in	most	things,	my	father	was	very	correct	that	it	

certainly	helped	me	in	my	professional	career	and	my	Air	Force	career	later	on.	

BEHRINGER:	And	then
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Translations.”	And	what	we	did	was	we	would,	in	some	cases,	even	subscribe	to	

Soviet	military	publications,	and	we	would	read	what	they	were	showing	t
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day,	I	said	to	Colonel	Lotz,	I	would	like	very	much	to	become	an	Air	Force	area	

specialist	and	go	to	the	specialist	program,	which	was	a	two-year	master’s	program	

at	the	Naval	Postgraduate	School,	followed	by	the	Army’s	Defense	Language	

Institute	in	Monterey.	So	I	was	fortunate,	and	he	saw	that	I	got	that	opportunity.	

So,	from	1989	to	1991,	I	became	a	Soviet	specialist.	

And	some	of	your	viewers	probably	appreciate	this,	that	after	the	Air	Force	

made	me	a	Soviet	specialist,	what	did	they	do	with	me	but	assigned	me	for	a	one-

year	remote	[tour]	in	the	Republic	of	Korea,	somewhere	where	I	had	absolutely	no	

specialty	training.	So	that’s	intended	as	a	polite	jab	at	[the]	Air	Force	and	

government	in	general.		

But	every	time	I	got	a	chance	to	talk	to	anybody	Air	Force	career-wise,	I	

would	put	in	a	bid,	“Don’t	forget,	I	speak	Russian.	I	speak	Russian	well.	I’m	an	area	

specialist.	I	would	like	very	much	to	go	to	Moscow	or	someplace	else	in	the	former	

Soviet	Union.”	And	eventually,	I	got	that	chance.	[00:10:00]	In	1994,	after	I	came	

back	from	Korea,	I	got	the	chance	to	be	an	assistant	air	attaché	in	Moscow.		

Now,	in	my	preparation	time,	and	as	part	of	my	attaché	training	for	

Moscow,	it	turned	out	that	the	Air	Force	needed	a	temporary	person	to	go	to	U.S.	

Embassy	in	Minsk,	Belarus.	And	I	just	happened	to	be	walking	through	the	
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[President]	Sh

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-belarus-lukashenko-extracts-idUSBRE8AQ0V520121127
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-belarus-lukashenko-extracts-idUSBRE8AQ0V520121127
https://www.cnn.com/2023/07/19/europe/prigozhin-wagner-belarus-appears-intl/index.html
https://macmillan.yale.edu/news/russia-belarus-develop-their-union-state-hold-huge-military-exercise-russia-goes-polls
https://macmillan.yale.edu/news/russia-belarus-develop-their-union-state-hold-huge-military-exercise-russia-goes-polls
https://president.gov.by/en/belarus/economics/economic-integration/union-state
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BEHRINGER:	So	then	you	go	from	Minsk	to	Moscow.	What	was	Moscow	like	at	that	time,	

and	how	did	it	compare	to	your	time	in	Minsk?		

KNOTTS:	There	were	a	lot	of	similarities,	but	the	political	and	military	atmosphere	in	

Moscow	was	certainly	somewhat	different	than	in	Minsk.	At	the	time,	as	you	

know,	when	I	first	got	there,	Boris	Yeltsin	was	still	in	charge.	And	Boris	Yeltsin	

certainly	was	[00:18:00]	more	likely	to	cooperate	with	even	NATO	and	with	the	

United	States	than	his	successor	Putin	would	become.	And	so	there	was	a	time	

that	it	looked	like	there	was	a	chance	to	have	some	at	least	democratic-leaning	

government	and	policies	from	the	Russians	in	their	own	country.	Even	at	the	time,	

I	had	my	doubts	that	it	would	in	the	end	turn	out	well,	but	for	a	while	it	looked	

like	it	might.		

BEHRINGER:	And	what	was	Moscow	like	at	that	time	as	far	as	city	services,	living	

conditions,	that	type	of	thing?	

KNOTTS:	My	own	personal	life	was	very	different	from	many	American	diplomats	in	that	

I	never	lived	on	the	diplomatic	compound,	the	embassy	compound.	I	lived	away	

from	the	embassy.	At	first,	I	was	not	sure	I	would	like	that,	but	as	it	turned	out,	I	

very	much	enjoyed	that.	I	lived	in	an	apartment	building	out	on	Kutuzovskii	

Prospekt	only	a	couple	of	miles	from	the	embassy,	not	even	quite	two	miles.	It	was	

an	apartment	complex	that	was	for	either	diplomats	or	business	people.	And	so	it	

 
Rus’).” https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/05/myths-and-misconceptions-debate-russia/myth-11-peoples-ukraine-

https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/05/myths-and-misconceptions-debate-russia/myth-11-peoples-ukraine-belarus-and-russia-are-one
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/05/myths-and-misconceptions-debate-russia/myth-11-peoples-ukraine-belarus-and-russia-are-one
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to	try	in	some	way	take	advantage	of	me.	On	the	other	hand,	I	knew	whenever	I	

was	dealing	with	Ministry	of	Defense	people	or	Russian	military,	they	were	there	

and	they	were	going	to	act	in	their	own	self-interest,	and	I	fully	expected	that.		

BEHRINGER:	Staying	on	that	topic,	did	you	ever	have	a	run-in	with	the	local	police	or	

anything	where	they	tried	to	get	you	in	a	tough	situation	or	anything	like	that?	

KNOTTS:	The	short	answer	would	be	yes,	but	nothing	that	was	not	something	that	I	

could	handle	at	my	level.	There	were	a	couple	of	times	that	I	got	pulled	over.6	We	

had	diplomatic	plates.	They	knew	exactly	who	we	were	because	we	were	required	

to	travel	in	certain	vehicles	with	diplomatic	plates.	So	from	time	to	time,	even	the	

lower-level	police,	the	militsioner,	would	see,	“Hey,	you’re	a	diplomat.	I’m	going	to	

show	you	who’s	boss.”	And	you	would	run	into	a	situation	like	that.	At	some	point,	

after	trying	to	be	civil	to	him—almost	always	a	him;	I	think	I	remember	one	

female—if	I	had	to,	I	would	pull	out	my	diplomatic	passport	and	say,	“Look,	you	

either	let	me	go	or	call	the	American	embassy,	and	they’ll	come	talk	to	you.”	But	I	

always	handled	it	before	I	had	to	call	the	embassy	and	ask	for	their	assistance.		

BEHRINGER:	Тhis	period	in	Russia	is	remembered	now	as	this	terrible	economic	disaster.	

What	were	the	living	conditions	like	for	average	Russians	there?	[00:24:00]	Did	

you	see	a	lot	of	shortages	or	any	type	of	thing	like	that?	

KNOTTS:	I	certainly	saw	shortages.	I	was	careful	in	how	I	interacted	with	common—I	

don’t	mean	that	as	detrimental,	but	with	average—	Russian	people	because	I	did	

 
6 Dr. Knotts says “intentionally got pulled over,” meaning that the Moscow police pulled him over knowing that he 
was a diplomat, not that he was trying to get pulled over.  
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BEHRINGER:	What	issues	did	you	work	on	while	you	were	there,	but	also	what	were	the	
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Chernomyrdin.	He	was	kind	of	the	counterpart	to	the	U.S.	then	Vice	President	Al	

Gore.	And	they	had	a	series	of	meetings,	held	mainly	in	Moscow,	that	were	the	so-

called	Gore-Chernomyrdin	talks.	And	a	subset	of	that	became	what	was	called	

theater	missile	defense.	And	I	became	the	point	person	for	our	office	actually	for	

both	of	those.	I—again,	from	my	vantage	point,	and	none	of	those	high-ranking	

people	would	even	remember	me	probably—but	I	had	the	fascinating	experience	

of	meeting	Prime	Minister	Chernomyrdin.	I	spoke	several	times	one-on-one	with	

Vice	President	Gore—found	him	to	be	a	very	affable	and	very	approachable	

person,	by	the	way.	I	was	not	a	trained	translator,	but	I	would	often	be	used	

unofficially	as	a	translator,	even	an	interpreter.	You	have	to	be	very	careful	of	that,	

because	my	Russian	at	the	time	was	very	good,	but	again,	I	was	not	a	trained	

interpreter.	There	were	a	couple	of	times,	and	I	was	glad	to	do	it,	but	Vice	

President	Gore	actually	asked	me	a	couple	of	times	to	translate	for	him.	And	

fortunately	for	me,	I	did	not	embarrass	myself.	More	importantly,	I	did	not	

embarrass	the	United	States.	I	happened	to	remember	at	the	right	time	all	the	

diplomatic	language	that	I	needed,	the	terms	that	I	needed,	and	did	not	make	a	

fool	of	myself,	for	which	I	was	very	[00:32:00]	glad.	And	again,	Al	Gore	would	not	

remember	me	from	Adam,	but	it	was	a	fascinating	experience	for	a	still-captain	in	

the	Air	Force	to	have	a	chance	to	meet	these	gentlemen.	

And	then	for	the	theater	missile	defense,	it	was	the	U.S.	20th	Air	Force	that	

was	the	main	unit	that	was	involved	from	the	U.S.	side,	and	I	got	to	be	the	escort	

for	the	20th	Air	Force	delegation	that	visited	some	of	the	Strategic	Rocket	Forces	
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bases	in	Russia	and	got	a	chance	to	go	inside	their	missile	silo	command	centers,	

got	a	chance	to	see	some	of	their	silos	in	person.	I	also	got	a	chance	to	see	some	of	

their	security,	which	was	in	some	cases	rather	alarming	because	I,	both	as	a	cadet	

and	later	as	an	officer,	have	visited,	been	a	guest	at,	U.S.	Air	Force	missile	

complexes,	and	let	me	just	say	that	the	U.S.	security	was	much,	much	better	than	

what	I	saw	at	some	Russian	facilities.	

BEHRINGER:	At	this	point,	what	was	the	U.S.	trying	to	do	with	missile	defense	in	the	

mid-nineties?		

KNOTTS:	The	U.S.	side	was	trying	to	get	as	much	cooperation	as	possible	from	the	

Russian	Federation.	I	certainly	realized,	and	I	think	[00:34:00]	that	the	U.S.	

negotiators	realized,	that	the	Russians	were	really,	even	at	that	point,	even	under	

Yeltsin,	were	still	only	willing	to	go	so	far	as	their	cooperation	was	concerned.	
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KNOTTS:	I	got	a	chance	to	speak	with	him	a	few	times,	but	it	was	never,	with	him,	on	a	

really	informal	basis.	So	the	only	times	that	I	was	really	around	him	was	when	

formal	talks	and	negotiations	[00:38:00]	were	going	on—when	you	would	expect	

him	to	have	his	“official	face.”		

On	the	other	hand,	I	got	a	chance	to	be	with	Vice	President	Gore	on	a	

couple	of	informal	occasions	and	even	got	a	chance	to	chit-chat	with	him	a	few	

times,	which	again	was	fascinating	to	me.	So	I	didn’t	get	a	chance	really	to	assess	

Chernomyrdin	as	far	as	his	informal	self.	

BEHRINGER:	What	about	his	position	in	the	Russian	government?	How	influential	would	

you	say	he	was?	

KNOTTS:	At	the	time,	my	impression	was	is	that	he	was	quite	well-placed	and	quite	

powerful.	My	impression	in	looking	back	is	that,	for	example,	as	Vladimir	Putin	

rose	in	stature,	I	think	that	certainly	Chernomyrdin	and	others	that	were	

competing	entities	to	Putin	diminished	in	strength	and	power.	

BEHRINGER:	You	mentioned	the	Partnership	for	Peace,	and	can	you	explain	a	little	bit	

how	the	Partnership	for	Peace	was	related	to	NATO	expansion?	How	did	you	see	it	

in	the	broader	U.S.-Russian	relationship?		

KNOTTS:	Okay.	Both	officially	and	unofficially,	the	Partnership	for	Peace	was	a	way	for	

the	United	States	and	NATO	to	get	its	foot	in	the	door,	so	to	speak.	As	an	example,	

when	I	was	in	Belarus,	I	introduced	the	possibility—I	think	perhaps	even	

Ambassador	Swartz	before	me—before	I	got	there—had	introduced	the	possibility	



 
 

 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_49119.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_50317.htm
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BEHRINGER:	And	I	think	some	scholars	have	portrayed	Partnership	for	Peace	as	this	

alternative	that	the	U.S.	government	could	have	invested	in	more	instead	of	the	

pathway	toward	NATO	expansion.	Did	you	ever	see	it	as	an	alternative,	or	were	

they	both	different,	or—?	

KNOTTS:	I	guess	I	didn’t	see	it	in	that	perspective,	but	I	can	see	where	somebody	not	

directly	involved	would	have	that	view.	I	don’t	even	know—I	could	not	dispute	

directly	if	people	back	in	Washington	or	in	other	NATO	capitals	would	not	have	

that	same	kind	of	opinion.	I’m	just	not	positive	on	that.		

Let’s	look	at	the	example	that	is	very	much	in	the	news	now,	Ukraine.	It	was	

very	involved	in	Partnership	for	Peace.	It	applied	for	full	NATO	membership.	As	a	

retired	officer,	I	will	say,	I	am	sure	that	one	of	the	reasons	the	United	States	and	

other	NATO	countries	hesitated	to	approve	full	membership	was	the	fear	that	

exactly	what	started	happening	in	2014	and	has	been	expanded	almost	a	year	ago	

now	would	happen.	[00:44:00]	And	as	anybody	who	has	studied	Partnership	for	

Peace	and	NATO	knows,	there’

’
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Peninsula.	And	then	back	beyond	that,	in	2008,	Russia	militarily	invaded	the	

Caucuses	country	of	Georgia,	and	many	Georgians	died	in	that	invasion.		

So,	NATO	expansion	has	always	been	something	that	the	U.S.	and	other	

NATO	countries	were	very	interested	in	promoting,	but	they	also	had	to	consider	
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KNOTTS:	The	U.S.,	I	think,	was	very	much	for	it,	but	with	some	concerns,	as	I	just	

expressed,	as	far	as	Ukraine	is	concerned.	From	the	Russian	perspective,	when	I	

was	there,	from	[19]94	to	’96,	with	Russia	under	Yeltsin—I’m	pretty	sure	[00:48:00]	

in	his	heart	of	hearts	that	Boris	Yeltsin	was	only	willing	to	go	so	far	as	NATO	

expansion	was	concerned.	I	doubt,	unless	he	saw	a	specific	advantage	for	Russia	to	

be	part	of	NATO,	that	he	would	ever	have	agreed	for	the	Russian	Federation	to	

formally	join	NATO.	Just,	to	me,	it	beggars	the	imagination.	But	why	do	you	

defend	against	the	country	that	is	your	number-one	threat?	I	don’t	know.	I’d	have	

to	go	back	in	history,	and	there	are	probably	other	examples	that	turned	out	okay.		

Even	under	Yeltsin,	in	my	view,	the	Russians	certainly	had	their	misgivings,	

their	limitations	as	to	how	far	they	would	cooperate.	And	let	me	give	you	an	

example	that,	even	when	they	said	they	were	cooperating,	there	were	several—

okay,	let	me	back	up	and	explain	briefly.	U.S.	attachés,	and	other	countries’	

attachés,	would	request	for	visits	to	Russian	military	bases,	would	request	to	

attend	the	Russian	air	show	that	used	to	be	promoted,	may	still	be,	on	an	annual	

basis.	Many	times,	at	least	a	dozen	times,	I	would	be	on	a	travel	team.	We	would	

put	together	an	itinerary.	[00:50:00]	We	would	go	from	our	office	and	introduce	it	

officially	with	a	request	to	the	Russian	Ministry	of	Defense.	Several	times,	the	

Ministry	of	Defense	in	Moscow	would	say,	“Yes,	you	may	go	and	visit	this	

installation.”		

Almost	without	fail,	what	would	happen	is	that	the	U.S.	attachés	would	

travel	to	the	base	installation	in	question,	and	we	would	get	turned	down	at	the	
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last	minute,	sometimes	on	the	morning	of	the	visit.	And	the	phrase	that	we	would	

almost	always	hear	at	the	other	end,	the	voice	at	the	other	end	of	the	telephone	

line,	was,	“K	sozhaleniiu,	slozhnosti	byvaiut.”	And	for	any	non-Russian	speaker,	

that	is,	“Unfortunately,	there	are	complications.”	And	that	was	followed	by,	

“Unfortunately,	you	cannot	visit	today.	If	you	can	come	back	in	two	or	three	days,	

or	perhaps	next	week,	perhaps	we	can	let	you	visit	then.”	So	in	Moscow,	they	

would	approve	it,	and	you	would	get	to	the	destination	and	you	would	get	turned	

down.		

Now,	every	once	in	a	while,	you	would	successfully	visit	an	installation,	but	

then	they	would	usually	show	you	only	those	things	that	they	wanted	you	to	see	

and	almost	never,	of	course,	the	things	that	you	would	like	to	see—their	best	

technology	up	close.	To	be	fair,	I’m	pretty	sure	that,	on	the	U.S.	side,	we	would	

certainly	limit	their	attachés’	access,	to	some	degree	at	least.	But	as	far	as	I	know,	

at	least	at	that	time,	[00:52:00]	the	Russian	attachés	were	allowed	to	see	and	

allowed	to	visit	on	a	much	more	regular	basis	than	the	U.S.	attachés	assigned	to	

Moscow.	We	from	Embassy	Moscow	would	complain	about	that	back	through	

channels	to	Washington,	D.C.	and	say,	“Why	don’t	you	limit	the	Russian	

Federation	attachés	more	than	you	do?”	Sometimes	they	did,	but	I	don’t	think	that	

they	were	ever	limited	as	much	here	as	we	were	in	Russia.		

BEHRINGER:	And	so	even	if	the	Russians	were	talking,	if	there	were	some	conversations,	

which	I	think	there	were	at	least	in	the	later	nineties	about	maybe	Russia	joining	
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NATO
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KNOTTS:	The	short	answer	is	yes.	We	know—it	is	publicized	now—that	he	was	a	

professional	officer	of	the	KGB,	Committee	for	State	Security.	[00:56:00]	He	

eventually	became	the	head	of	the	KGB.10	At	some	point,	I	did	become	aware	of	

him,	because	I	was	a	U.S.	intelligence	officer,	and	we	knew	to	some	degree	about	

the	personalities	of	our	potential	adversaries.	Certainly,	when	he	was	brought	to	

Moscow	and	started	to	rise,	then,	within	classified	knowledge,	and	then	publicly,	I	

feared—I	expected—that	he	would	at	least	be	a	potent	adversary.	Even	I	did	not	

foresee	that	he	would	basically	become	the	great	threat—the	active	threat—that	

he	is	now	to	European	security.		

BEHRINGER:	When	Yeltsin	elevated	him,	and	as	he’s	rising	through	the	government	so	

rapidly	after	[19]96-97,	what	was	your	impression	about	why	Yeltsin	was	doing	

that?	

KNOTTS:	Yeltsin,	to	some	degree,	certainly	was	looking	for	able	lieutenants,	able	

subordinates	on	whom	he	could	depend.	I	don’t	know	now,	and	I	don’t	know—I’m	

pretty	sure	that	somewhere	within	U.S.	intelligence—which,	in	my	opinion,	is	the	

best	in	the	world—I’m	sure	that	somebody	has	a	pretty	good	idea	at	what	point	

Yeltsin	started	to	consider	Putin	as	his	successor.	I	do	not	personally	know	that.		

To	try	to	answer	your	question,	as	Putin’s	profile	rose,	[00:58:00]	I	knew	

that	he	would,	again,	be	at	least	an	intelligent,	savvy	leader.	What	I	did	not	

 
10 In Russian, KGB stands for Komitet gosudarstennoi bezopastnosti, or Committee on State Security. After the 
dissolution of the USSR, the KGB’s successor organization became the Federal’naia sluzhba bezopastnosti (FSB), 
or the Federal Security Service. Putin was a lieutenant colonel in the KGB and became head of the FSB in 1998. 
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[federativnaia	sotsialisticheskaia	Respublika,	or	Federative	Socialist	Republic]	

under	the	Soviet	Union.	We	did	not	expect	him	to	overall	or	overnight	become	a	

Western-style	liberal	democrat.	I	personally	never	expected	Boris	Yeltsin	to	be	a	

far-left	liberal	democrat.	But	at	least	he	did	accede	to	democratic-style	elections,	

and	I	think	he	was	elected,	reelected	mainly	legally.	Now,	the	same	cannot	be	said,	

as	best	I	can	tell,	for	some	of	the	reelections	of	people	like	Vladimir	Putin	and	

probably	countless	others	at	regional	and	local	levels.	But	I	think	that	Yeltsin	was	

reelected	on	a	fairly	legal,	Western-style	basis.	So	again,	to	answer	your	sub-

question,	he	was	a	known	entity	that	we	thought	we	could	deal	with,	and	we	

thought	had	a	pretty	good	chance	[01:02:00]	for	being	reelected.		

BEHRINGER:	So	who	did	you	work	with	in	the	U.S.	Embassy	in	Moscow?	

KNOTTS:	In	Moscow,	again,	I	was	the	assistant	air	attaché,	but	I	had	the	great	

experience—first	of	all,	let	me	say	that	I	cannot	think	of	maybe	but	one	or	two	

State	Department	people	that	I	worked	with	in	three	different	embassies	that	I	

would	prefer	not	to	have	worked	with.	Most	of	the	State	Department	people—the	

vast	majority	of	the	State	Department	people	with	whom	I	worked	were	incredibly	

knowledgeable	and	very	professional,	to	perhaps	use	that	overused	word,	but	were	

excellent	professionals	in	what	they	did.	

A	couple	of	people	I	would	specifically	mention—I	worked	under,	

indirectly,	for	Ambassador	Tom	Pickering	in	Moscow.	I	know	that	he	had	been	a	

US	ambassador	in	at	least	two	other	countries	before	and	including	at	least	one	

Mideast	country.	I	had	the	occasion	to	work	directly	with	Ambassador	Pickering—
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or	[what]	became	FSB—set-up,	entrapment,	in	other	words.	I	made	it	clear	that	I	

knew	where	the	limits	were	and	that	I	wasn’t	going	to	do	that.	And	probably	

because	also	I	was	trusted	by	the	office	that	had	sent	me	to	Minsk,	they	supported	

my	going	to	Moscow	as	an	unmarried	officer.		

But	okay,	to	work	back,	you	were	asking	what	are	some	of	the	places	that	I	

had	a	chance	to	go	to.	I	went	to	dozens	of	places,	even	in	an	official	capacity.	And	
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about	it.	But	to	walk	out	on	that	bay	frozen	over	was	an	incredible	experience.	So	

those	were	some	of	the	places	I	got	a	chance	to	see.		

My	biggest	disappointment—I	never	got	a	chance	to	go	to	Vladivostok,	and	

I	wanted	to	go	to	Vladivostok	for	a	number	of	reasons.		

Now,	on	a	personal	basis,	I	traveled	to	many	other	places.	I	went	several	

times	to	St.	Petersburg	and	went	to	the	Hermitage,	for	example.	I	went	there	

probably	a	half	dozen	times.	[01:12:00]	In	1995	when	I	was	halfway	through	my	

tour—I	paid	for	some	of	it,	my	parents	paid	for	some	of	it,	but	I	brought	to	Russia,	

sponsored	them	to	come	to	Russia—my	father,	my	mother,	my	youngest	brother	

and	sister,	and	my	daughter	all	came	to	Moscow.	We	traveled	to	a	few	places	

around	Moscow,	including	a	couple	of	the	monasteries	and	the	so-called	Golden	

Ring.	And	then	the	most	fascinating	thing	that	I	and	we	did—we	traveled	from	

Moscow	to	Irkutsk	on	the	Trans-Siberian	Railway.	And	we	stopped	in	Irkutsk,	and	

we	stayed	two	days	and	nights	on	a	hotel	on	Lake	Baikal,	and	then	we	flew	back	

from	Irkutsk	to	Moscow.	I
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yourself.”	By	the	time	that	he	had	done	that	about	a	dozen	times,	he	learned	how	

to	say	[the	introduction	in	Russian],	“Zdravstvuite,	menia	zovut	Kenneth	Knotts,	ia	

professor.”	[01:14:00]	But	every	other	time	that	he	stumbled,	he	would	look	to	me,	

and	I	would	be	his	interpreter.	So	that	was	fascinating	for	me	and	for	my	father,	

but	my	mother	was	terrified,	because	she	was	back	on	the	train,	and	she	was	

terrified	that	my	father	would	keep	talking	so	long	that	the	train	would	go	off	and	

leave	us,	and	she	would	be	on	the	Trans-Siberian	with	no	escort,	with	the	kids,	and	

with	nobody	to	translate	for	her.	And	so,	two	or	three	times,	she	would	fuss	when	

we	got	back	in	the	train	compartment	and	say	to	my	father,	“Don’t	you	do	that	

again

U
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some	of	the	people,	including	one	who	is	now	in	prison	there,	former	military11—

the	chances	of	me	getting	framed	[01:16:00]	for	something	would	be	pretty	great,	

and	it’s	not	worth	the	risk,	unfortunately.	

BEHRINGER:	Is	there	anything	that	you	disliked	about	living	in	Russia	or	that	you	

wouldn’t—what	was	the	worst	thing	about	living	there?		

KNOTTS:	Let	me	say,	first	of	all—I’ve	certainly	given	the	impression,	I	hope—but	I	very	

much	enjoyed	interacting	on	a	daily	basis	with	what	I’ll	call	the	average	Russian,	

the	nonofficial	person.	What	I	will	not	miss	the	most	is	the	idea	that	you’re	almost	

always	being	watched,	sometimes	even	in	a	semi-threatening	situation.	I	

developed	a	negative	view	toward	most	of	the	Russian	military	officials	with	whom	

I	interacted	for	the	reasons	I’ve	told	you.	We	would	set	up	a	visit,	and	yet	I	grew	to	

expect	that	it	was	phony,	that	it	would	get	canceled	at	the	last	minute.	And	more	

often	than	not,	that’s	what	happened.	So	I	don’t	miss	that.		

The	other	things	I	don’t	miss	were	some	of	the	things	that	I	said	before,	

were	some	of	the	saddest	things	I	saw—some	of	the	very	poor	people,	especially	

the	elderly	women,	that	reminded	me	of	what	my	grandmother	might	go	through	

in	a	similar	situation.	To	me,	that	was	part	of	the	saddest	things	that	I	saw	in	

Russia—were	the	victims	of	the	rise	of	the	Russian	economy.	The	prices	were	such	

 
11 Here Lt. Col. Knotts is referring to Paul Whelan, a former U.S. Marine arrested in Russia in 2018 and convicted 
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that	the	pensions—the	people	who	were	retired—they	could	not	hope	to	buy	even	

basic	commodities,	food	or	shelter.	[01:18:00]	

BEHRINGER:	Moving	a	little	bit	to	the	end	of	your	time	in	Russia	and	then	after	from	a	

policy	perspective—one	of	the	goals	of	the	project	is	looking	at	how	the	personal	

relations	between	presidents—American	presidents	and	Russian	presidents—

affect	or	don’t	affect	the	broader	U.S.-Russian	relationship.	What	was	your	

impression	of	President	Clinton’s	relationship	with	President	Yeltsin	at	the	time	

and	its	impact	on	U.S.-Russian	relations	more	broadly,	either	for	good	or	for	ill?		

KNOTTS:	I	had	a	chance	to	see	President	Clinton	[on]	three	separate	occasions,	if	I	

remember	correctly.	To	answer	your	question,	I	think	that	President	Clinton	was	
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welcomed,	I	think,	the	fact	that	at	least	Yeltsin	was	willing	to	go	to	fairly	

democratic-style	elections,	for	example.		

I	would	also	say	I	had	the	occasion	even	more	frequently	to	watch	then	F
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KNOTTS:	Again,	I	was	not	in	the	diplomatic	circles,	and	so	I	did	not	see	President	Bush	

personally	as	I	did	President	Clinton.	But	I	can	tell	you	from	a	military	officer’s	

standpoint	and	with	diplomatic	background,	I	thought	that	President	George	W.	

Bush	had	a	very	realistic	approach	to	dealing	with	Russian	officials—by	then,	

Vladimir	Putin.	
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of	either	President	Clinton	or	President	George	W.	Bush,	because	we	now	see	

vividly	what	Vladimir	Putin	not	only	potentially	could	be,	but	has	become.	And	are	

there	things	that	somebody	could	have	done	along	the	way	to	negate	that?	

Perhaps.	Possibly.	But	I	doubt	it,	because	he	has	shown,	especially	in	his	invasions	

of	Ukraine,	just	how	crass	and,	frankly,	evil	he	is.	[01:26:00]	

BEHRINGER:	As	long	as	we’re	talking	about	the	Bush	administration,	the	biggest	event	of	

the	last	couple	decades	and	certainly	of	the	Bush	administration	was	9/11,	and	I	

understand	that	you	were	actually	working	in	the	Pentagon	at	the	time.	Would	

you	mind	telling	us	what	that	day	was	like	and	what	happened	and	your	

experience?	

KNOTTS:	Yes,	I	consider	myself	actually	quite	fortunate	that	I	am	one	of	the	ones	who	

walked	out	unhurt	from	the	Pentagon	that	day.	I,	at	the	time,	was	a	branch	chief	as	

an	Air	Force	lieutenant	colonel,	worked	for	Joint	Staff	intelligence	on	a	daily	basis.	

Either	I	and/or	some	of	my	subordinates	would	brief	the	two-star	admiral,	at	that	

point,	who	was	the	Joint	Staff	intelligence	officer.	And	we	would	have	briefings	

each	day	at	about	five	o’clock	in	the	morning.	That	would	be	the	start	of	his	day.	

He,	the	intel	chief	would	then	go	and	brief,	based	on	his	previous	briefing,	the	

chairman	of	the	Joint	Chiefs	of	Staff.	And	so	that’s	where	I	was	and	why	I	was	there	

in	the	Pentagon,	in	the	basement	of	the	Pentagon,	on	11	September	of	[20]01.	

In	hindsight,	certainly	one	of	the	things	we	had	been	concerned	about	was	

potential	terrorist	attacks,	b
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When	the	aircraft	that	hit	the	Pentagon	actually	hit,	I	did	not	feel	it,	even	

though	I	was	not	too	far	from	the	point	of	impact.	It	is	such	a	massive	building.	I	

did	not	feel	it.	A	young	lady	who	worked	for	me,	a	colleague,	ran	into	the	office	

space.	She	said,	“The	building’s	on	fire,	the	building’s	on	fire.	We’ve	got	to	get	out	

of	here.”	That	was	my	first	indication	that	there	was	a	direct	threat	to	us.	But	

again,	we	did	not	know	immediately	that	an	aircraft	had	hit	the	Pentagon.	We	

soon	figured	out	that	is	what	happened.		

I	was	positively	impressed	with	the	way	that	everybody	around	me	that	I	

saw	personally—how	they	conducted	themselves.	They	did	not	panic.	They	did	not	

go	ballistic.	They	did	not	say,	“Let’s	get	the	heck	out	of	here.”	My	first	concern—

"Where	is	everybody?	Do	we	know	where	everybody	is?”	And	we	knew	where	all	

but	one	person	was.	And	it	turned	out	later	he	was	actually	on	leave	that	day,	and	I	

had	not	been	aware	of	that.	We,	in	an	orderly	manner,	but	without	delay,	[secured	

classified	spaces	and]	started	getting	up	the	staircases	to	the	ground	level.		

Something	else	that	stands	out	in	my	memory—and	[01:32:00]	I	don’t	see	

myself	as	any	hero	in	doing	this—but	there	was	a	lady	who	was	in	a	wheelchair,	we	

were	concerned	that	she	could	not	get	up	the	escalators.	We	didn’t	want	her	to	use	

the	elevators.	So,	actually,	there	were	about	four	people	standing	around,	

including	a	Navy	guy	that	I	knew,	that	I	worked	with	fairly	often.	I	said,	“Look,	let’s	

just	all—we	will	carry	her	together	up	the	steps.	Let’s	get	her	up	the	steps.”	I	didn’t	

ask	the	lady	her	name,	and	I	do	not	know	it,	but	that’s	something	that	I	remember	

because	we	did	get	her	up	to	the	ground	level,	and	somehow	somebody	got	
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another	wheelchair	for	her,	got	her	in	the	wheelchair,	and	a	security	policeman	

pushed	her	outside	the	building.	So	we	saw	that	she	had	gotten	safely	out,	and	we	

were	trying	to	get	everybody	else	out,	too.		

We	were	wondering	who	were	the	unlucky	ones,	because	we	knew	that	in	a	

building	that	size	with	so	many	thousands	of	people	in	there	that	somebody	had	

died.	We	did	not	know	that	until	later imh Gw: imPl i rismdP
5' v— hiaim	that	ul
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said,	“Sir,	please	turn	on	the	TV.	You
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approximately,	perhaps	longer?”	I	said,	“Let	me	make	a	couple	of	phone	calls,	but	

my	tentative	answer	is	yes,”	and	eventually,	my	formal	answer	was	yes.		

It	was,	in	some	ways,	even	more	amazing	than	being	in	Minsk	or	Moscow.	

I’ve	traveled	through	deserts	before,	but,	for	somebody	who	does	not	know,	

Ashgabat	is	on	the	[01:40:00]	edge—an	edge—of	the	Karakum	Desert.	And	so	for	a	

year	I	lived	in	a	desert	and	only	about	20	or	so	miles	away	from	Iran,	or	at	least	the	

border	with	Iran.	I	worked	for	a	very	capable	U.S.	ambassador,	but	the	U.S.	

ambassador	had	differences	with,	disputes	with	the	Department	of	Defense.	

Because	he	had	disagreements	with	the	Department	of	Defense,	he	would	not	

allow	me	to	live	on	the	diplomatic	compound.	So	I	lived	in	an	apartment—in	a	

hotel—right	across	the	street	from	the	U.S.	diplomatic	compound.	So	I	had	some	

of	the	benefits	of	the	location,	but	I	did	not	have	the	security,	for	example,	that	

people	who	lived	on	the	compound	had	better	than	I	did.	

Another	thing	that	was	fascinating	about	being	in	Ashgabat—the	president	

of	Turkmenistan	at	the	time	was	President	[Saparmurat]	Niyazov.	He	called	

himself	Türkmenbaşy,14	which	meant	“the	head	of	the	Turkmen.”	In	short,	the	

political	atmosphere	in	Turkmenistan	was	one	of	hero	worship,	cult	of	the	

personality.	From	1991	to	1992,	I	had	served	a	one-year	remote	[tour]	in	U.S.	Forces	

in	Korea.15	I	saw	[01:42:00]	on	a	day-to-day	basis	matters	related	to	the	cult	of	the	

personality	of	Kim	Il	Sung.	Basically,	you	had	the	same	kind	of	political	

 
14 Pronounced “Turkmenbashi” 
15 United States Forces Korea (USFK) is the joint headquarters for American forces in South Korea.  
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developed	a	closer	relationship	with	the	owner	of	the	camel,	and	I	would	

sometimes	go	and	visit	their	place,	and	I	would	pay	for	some	of	the	food	and	

upkeep	of	Joe.	And	I	even	was	allowed	to	take	Joe	on	a	couple	of	personal	rides	

[01:48:00]	and	went	to	a	couple	of	parks	that	were	not	too	far	from	Ashgabat	and	

probably	got	pretty	close	to	a	couple	of	places	that	I	wasn’t	really	supposed	to	be.	

But	I	was	just	out	riding	my	camel,	you	know?	I	got	a	chance	to	get	to	know	the	

owner	fairly	well	and	see	his	kids	and	his	family,	and	they	thought	it	was	quite	

amusing,	I’m	sure,	that	they	were	using	this	U.S.	
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opened	as	many	doors	for	me	as	you	can	imagine.	So	Ambassador	Schwartz	was	

wonderful	to	[01:50:00]	be	around	and	to	work	for,	and	I	learned	a	lot	from	him.	

He	later,	I	think,	went	on	to	be	in	charge	of	some	negotiations,	I	believe	even	

related—I	forget	the	specific	title,	but	he	went	on	to	other	important	fora,	let’s	put	

it	that	way.16	

His	deputy	was	a	man	named	George	Krol,	and	George,	as	I	was	leaving,	

actually	got	a	very	nice	presento	for	me	and	had	a	little	plaque	put	on	it:	My	

name—[it]	said,	“First	defense	attaché	to	Minsk,”	knowing	that	was	not	[my]	

official	[title],	but	it	was	a	nice	thing	that	George	did.	George,	I	believe,	went	on	to	

be	an	ambassador—but	I’m	not	sure	where—and	I’m	sure	he	went	on	to	be	a	

department	head	in	the	State	Department,	and	he	may	be	even	higher	than	that	

now.17	But	George	Krol	was	another	very	knowledgeable,	highly	professional	State	

Department	person	that	I	worked	with.		

The	other	person	that	I	would	mention	would	be,	ultimately,	Ambassador	

Tatiana	Gfoeller.	I	first	encountered	her	when	she	was	a	political,	I	think,	section	

head	in	Moscow,	then	working	for	Mr.	Burns.	And	then	Tatiana,	at	the	same	time	

that	I	was	asked	to	go	down	to	be	the	military	attaché	in	Ashgabat,	she	became	the	

 
16 From 2001 to 2003, Amb. Swartz headed the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) 
Mission to Moldova. https://blogs.lawrence.edu/news/2005/04/former-ambassador-discusses-eastern-
europe%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%9Cunfinished-business%E2%80%9D-in-lawrence-university-international-
relations-series-lecture.html. 
17 George Krol served as the U.S. ambassador to Belarus, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan during the George W. Bush, 
Barack Obama, and Donald Trump administrations. He was also the director of the State Department’s Office of 
Russian Affairs, minister counselor for political affairs at the U.S. embassy in Moscow, and deputy assistant 
secretary of state for the Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs. 

https://blogs.lawrence.edu/news/2005/04/former-ambassador-discusses-eastern-europe%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%9Cunfinished-business%E2%80%9D-in-lawrence-university-international-relations-series-lecture.html
https://blogs.lawrence.edu/news/2005/04/former-ambassador-discusses-eastern-europe%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%9Cunfinished-business%E2%80%9D-in-lawrence-university-international-relations-series-lecture.html
https://blogs.lawrence.edu/news/2005/04/former-ambassador-discusses-eastern-europe%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%9Cunfinished-business%E2%80%9D-in-lawrence-university-international-relations-series-lecture.html
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deputy,	or	the	chargé	d’affaires,	in	Ashgabat.	She	ultimately	went	on	to	be	a	U.S.	

ambassador,	I	believe	in	Kyrgyzstan.	And	she’s	another	just	outstanding	State	

Department	professional	that	I	had	the	chance	to	work	for	and	with	[01:52:00]	who	

went	on	to	bigger	and	better	things.	From	my	perspective,	it	made	no	difference	

that	she	was	a	she,	a	female,	but	I	thought	it	was	especially	impressive	that	she	

might	have	been—there	certainly	were	people	in	Turkmenistan	and	other	places	in	

Central	Asia	that	I’m	sure	had	doubts	about	her	capabilities	because	she	was	a	

woman.	I	think	she	and	others	have	put,	cast	all	those	doubts	aside	now,	showing	

what	a	competent	and	very	smart	and	capable	American	diplomat	she	went	on	to	

be.	And	I	had	the	pleasure	of	working	with	her	in	Moscow	and	then	working	for	

her	in	Ashgabat.		

And	there	were	others	too.	Ambassador	Michael	Cotter	in	Ashgabat	was	

top-notch.	It’s	just	that	he	had	negative	views	about	the	Department	of	Defense,	

and	that’s	the	reason	he	would	not	allow	me	to	live	on	his	diplomatic	compound.	

But	as	far	as	being	an	ambassador	and	doing	a	great	job,	I	commend	him	for	that.	
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