Hello again, friends, and welcome to Madison BookBeat, your listener-sponsored community radio home for Madison authors, topics, book events, and publishers. I'm your host, Stu Levitan.
Today we're going to expand our geographical focus just slightly to welcome for his second appearance, someone born in Stoughton, Wisconsin, who would become the most important and second most famous resident of Sun Prairie, Wisconsin, and the former ambassador to the Kingdom of Norway, His Excellency Tom Loftus.
His new book is Mission to Oslo, Dancing with the Queen, Dealing with the Russians, Shaping History. It's from our friends at Little Creek Press, just down the road in Mineral Point.
And here is some breaking news. It has just been shortlisted as a finalist in the autobiography memoir category for the Midwest Independent Publishers Award.
On the 4th of July, 1885, a young boy named Edward Loftus and his family left the Norwegian town of Telemark for America, settling in the small farming town of Brooklyn, Wisconsin. 108 years later, in November 1993, his grandson, Tom Loftus, took up his post as the American ambassador in Oslo, serving until December 1997.
It was a pivotal time in diplomatic and military history, following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. It was a time of optimism, but it was fraught with uncertainty. It was a time of particular concern in neighboring Norway.
Ambassador Loftus had a successful sojourn in his ancestral home of his father's forebears. At his farewell luncheon, he received the Grand Cross, the highest order of the Norwegian Order of Merit for outstanding service in the interest of Norway.
Prior to his diplomatic post, Ambassador Loftus served in the Wisconsin State Assembly from 1977 to 1991, the final eight years as its speaker, the longest any Democrat has ever held that post.
In 1990, Ambassador Loftus was the Democratic nominee for governor, finishing second behind Governor Tommy Thompson, who, 30 years later, as interim president of the University of Wisconsin system, would call on Ambassador Loftus to serve as a senior policy advisor.
By then, Ambassador Loftus had already had a close relationship with the UW, graduating from the UW Whitewater, earning his master's from the UW Madison's La Follette School of Public Affairs, and serving on the Board of Regents from 2005 to 2011.
And as you'll learn, former UW Chancellor Donna Shalala pops up frequently in the book's narrative. Ambassador Loftus is also a valued member of a long-standing luncheon group of former government officials and media types. We call ourselves the Has-Bins.
David Ahrens had the pleasure of speaking with Ambassador Loftus last August, and now I get to do the same and welcome back to Madison Book Beat, someone whose significant public service has been and remains a permanent record of his country and his state, His Excellency Ambassador Thomas A. Loftus. It's good to see you again, Mr. Ambassador.
Oh, thank you very much, Stu. It's great to be back with you and WORT. I'm an original listener from the 70s. 
We appreciate it. 
I lived on East Mifflin Street and we could get the signal which went four or five blocks.
 Absolutely. There was a time when it didn't go past the Capitol. We appreciate your early support. We are recording this conversation a few days before May 17th, which of course is the Norwegian National Day, Syttende Mai, the day in 1814 when it adopted its constitution. You write about two particular Syttende Mai celebrations during your term in Oslo. The first in 1994 seems very special. Not only did it involve the President of the United States welcoming Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, but it finished a story which began four years earlier when you were but a private citizen. What did it take to make that Oval Office visit happen in 1994?
Well, it took my involvement in Democratic presidential primaries. I was always involved in a Democratic presidential primary in Wisconsin. I had started with Morris Udall in 1975 and 76, went to support Walter Mondale who was on his campaign committee in Wisconsin, chaired the campaign of Michael Dukakis in 1988, and chaired the campaign of Bill Clinton in 1992. Now these were the state primary campaigns where I was the speaker of the assembly, basically the highest ranking Democrat in the state. And unique in the sense that very few legislative leaders ever got involved in presidential primary politics because you choose a candidate, you gain a friend, but you also gain a lot of ingrates and enemies who didn't get your support.
So Clinton and I had a long history. When I ran for governor, he was the chair of the Democratic Governors Association and raised some money for me, came to Wisconsin to campaign for me. And I had more or less had it with a hobby of supporting losing Democratic presidential candidates. I always got the nominee right, and Clinton offered a different voice, and I heard it, and I said, I'll support you. This is what you're going to do in Wisconsin, and he did it, and we won. It was a close primary race. Jerry Brown, the governor of California, came in at the last minute and put on quite a fight in Wisconsin. But we won, and it was crucial. That was the last time that anyone could have possibly stopped Clinton from the nomination.
And did there come a point when you just said, Bill, Governor Bill, if we win, I'm going to Oslo? 
Yeah, I was in the underground parking lot of the Milwaukee Area Technical College. He had just given a speech, and we were down there waiting for the cars to come. He had a Harley-Davidson's jacket on, which had been given because Harleys are made in Milwaukee. And this was two or three days before the Wisconsin primary, and I said, if you win, I'm going with you. I didn't say I'd like to go with you, or gosh, wouldn't it be nice to be in your administration. We were such close, even confidants. At that time, I could just simply say that. 
And you knew there was only one job you wanted?
Well, in December of, excuse me, February of 1993, I was in the Oval Office with Clinton. It was just the two of us. He'd only been president a month, and I came in and he said, God, it's great to see you. Isn't it amazing that we're here in this office, meaning the two of us? And he sort of gave me a little tour. You know, here's where Nixon kept the secret tape recorder, and here's where I keep my allergy medicine, and this is the resolute desk that Queen Victoria gave the president.
And I said, I want to be appointed ambassador to Norway. I didn't offer any choices. And he said, you'd be good at that. Well, all politicians want to say, they don't want to say no, and they want to imply yes. Well, that wasn't a no. And time went by, a couple of weeks, a few weeks went by, and I heard nothing.
Well, finally Clinton said, well, what happened to Loftus? Well, a staff person had taken my file from that resolute desk after our meeting, and Clinton had wretched handwriting. Well, another staff person finally went to get that file, and Clinton had written what the first staff person thought was no, a bad idea. But what he had written was not a bad idea.
And that started the process of vetting by the State Department, vetting by the White House, and vetting by the Senate, basically the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. So my nomination went to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee after some months, and there was three others going to Europe. Herb Cole introduced me to the committee, said I was the greatest thing that ever happened to, you know, sliced bread, whatever, you know how senators talk.
So we were voted out unanimously, went to the floor, and again, nothing. Weeks went by. Finally, it was found out that a senator had a hold on us, which senators can do, and they do not have to say their name. Well, I had never heard of this senator, Mitch McConnell. And he was a freshman senator, and he had this hold put on us because he wanted some people in the State Department fired.
Well, there was quite a fight for our nomination over this side issue, and we were brought to cloture twice. But finally a deal was made. The people weren't fired, but they, you know, found other employment, and I was off to Oslo arriving in October of 1993.
And then just a couple months later, you're back in the White House with the prime minister. How hard is it to arrange a visit from a visiting prime minister to the Oval Office, or was the logic of, oh, it's Syttende Mai, of course the Norwegian prime minister can come in and see the president?
Not quite that easy. And I have to say that the late Brady Williamson was my continual advisor during my political career and during this time. And Brady always had a way to think about how people in the White House thought. Well, I noticed that the prime minister of Ireland got to be in the White House on March 17th, St. Patrick's Day, and it was a big hoopla. And Ted Kennedy was there and every Irish politician from, you know, Boston to Baltimore was there.
So I said to the White House staff, you know, if the Irish prime minister gets in on St. Patrick's Day, well, then the Norwegian prime minister gets on set into mind. And this is so logical to presidents, I want you to know. They're thinking, oh, set into mind, Norwegians, they vote. Okay, so that's how it happened. And it was quite a meeting. Quite a meeting. Whaling was an issue, and Norway was not well-liked because of their whaling policy. But we went past that. Vice President Gore was also in the meeting. And we got to the end, and the Prime Minister, Gro Garlem Brunland, suddenly said, I'd like to tell you about my phone call with the Pope. Well, all ears perked up, including her staff, who's thinking, oh my, who, this isn't on the agenda.
So she proceeded to say she had this phone call with the Pope and told him his policies in Africa were wrong. Now, the Prime Minister is a medical doctor. And this was about contraceptives and telling the Pope that not saying contraceptives were bad was harming women. And she said, I'm telling you this as a medical doctor and as a Prime Minister of a country that gives a lot of foreign aid. Well, this was quite a conversation.
And we went on from there to the University of Wisconsin, where she received an honorary degree and gave the commencement speech for that year's graduation. Now, as I recall from the book, the papacy is not real popular in Norway, it being a Lutheran country. So did the Pope particularly care what the Prime Minister said, or did his ears perk up when she reminded him how generous they were in foreign aid? No, I don't think his attitude changed a bit.
And later on, years later, when she was up for being the head of the World Health Organization, the Holy See campaigned quite a bit against her. I think that the Reformation and Martin Luther are quite apparent in Norway. There's only 49,000 Catholics or 28,000 Catholics in the whole country. And there's a historical reason for this.
So when I was there, the Lutheran Church was the state religion, headed by the king. And meaning the state religion that the bishops and the pastors were government employees. And I never really got a handle on myself how I related to the church. Because there was a cabinet secretary of church and education. So you get your religious training in the public schools, not in the churches. So and the Pope doesn't get good grades in this curriculum. I can tell you that right now.
But I did get invited to the famous cathedral in Trondheim, the Nidaros Cathedral by the bishop. I went up, we had lunch, we had wine. And then someone gave me a tour of the cathedral. Well, it's a wonderful place. Everyone should go. One little item that I learned is that when they rebuilt the top, the archangel had to be reconstructed. And the sculptor used Bob Dylan for the head. So there you have it. Bob Dylan right on top of the cathedral.
There are many of us who've always regarded Bob as some level of prophet. But to see him as an archangel, it makes our heart overflow. 
Yes, that's a lovely little tidbit from the book. 
We appreciate that. You mentioned her receiving the honorary degree and giving the commencement speech, you had conveyed that invitation from Chancellor Shalala to the Prime Minister in 1990, shortly after you lost the gubernatorial election to Tommy Thompson, and you conveyed it through the American ambassador at the time. In 1990, could it have even crossed your mind as a fantasy that three or four years later you would be escorting that Prime Minister back to America as the ambassador and bring her to a meeting in the White House? Would that have even crossed your mind as a fantasy?
Well, there was an omen. Tommy and I were having a debate during the governor's race, and this was a debate where the journalists asked the questions. It was televised. And one of the questions was, it was from Tom Still or one of the journalists covering the Capitol at the time. They said, if you're elected, will you serve out your term? Well, I said yes, but, and I blurted out of my mouth unless I'm appointed ambassador to Norway. Well, I don't know. There you have it. I think that there's a history. Politicians from the Midwest have traditionally been appointed to that post. My predecessor was Lorette Ruppe from Milwaukee. She had been head of the Peace Corps before Reagan had appointed her. You have Albert Schmiedemann. We're going back that far, who was Woodrow Wilson's ambassador to Norway through all the years of World War I. Now, Norway was a declared neutral on the side of the Allies. He later became mayor of Madison and then governor for one term.
And I know when I was confirmed by the Senate, I went to Minnesota and Walter Mondale and all these people had a big party for me. And Walter said, God, you know, I was going to ask for that job as ambassador to Norway. You're lucky I didn't. They wanted me to go to Japan. And I thought, well, I'll let Tom have that one. 
Since there's a town that's essentially your name there, it was generous on his part. You talk about previous Madison mayors and presidential appointees. There's another Madison mayor, Ivan Nestingen, who endorsed John Kennedy early on and was very instrumental in his getting the nomination, winning the Wisconsin primary and getting the nomination. He only got deputy secretary of HEW. So you must have been much more useful to Bill Clinton than Ivan Nestingen was to John Kennedy.
Well, here, think about it. I'm the top Democrat in the state. I have just run for governor in 1990. I have a whole campaign apparatus. Granted, we came in second. But the apparatus, the list of the volunteers, the list of the contributors, the goodwill was transferred right to the Clinton campaign. They had nothing in Wisconsin. So the value was quite a bit. And boys and girls, that is how it works. Yes, it is.
In 1995, you spent Syttende Mai with their majesties, the king and queen, and a lot of children in these cute little national costumes. Now, Syttende Mai celebrates their constitution, but not their independence. Our Fourth of July celebrates our independence, but not our constitution. How else are the two national days different? 
Well, May 17th, set into my is the Constitution Day. It's the day that their constitution was adopted and the Swedes didn't resist it. The Swedish government and the Swedish king, there was a union with Norway. With Norway. Sweden was the major partner. Sweden had control of Norwegian foreign policy. And this is the first time that Norway could operate under its own constitution, its own parliament, its own foreign affairs. However, they did not become an independent country until 1905. So relatively, well, a very new country.
And they had a vote as to whether to have a monarchy. And it was overwhelmingly that they would have a monarchy. And this was because you wanted to be in with the other royal families of Europe to protect yourself. And Norway, a little country, regularly taken over by Denmark and Sweden, like ta king turns. Well, they imported a wonderful prince from Denmark. Hawken was his name. And he said, and he was married to a granddaughter of Queen Victoria and a member of the Swedish family. And he said, yes, I would go there, but I want the parliament to also vote. So they did. And that's how they ended up with a king.
Now, there's no aristocracy. There's only a king and a queen and the children and up until recently, only the male child could be the crown prince, meaning could become the king. And that figures greatly into Norway's history in World War II, when they had a surprise invasion by Nazi Germany, were occupied for five years, 350,000 German soldiers there, a very harsh occupation, all kinds of assassinations, firing squads. It was a tough time.
And this is when Norway basically threw its lot with the United States, that after that, they weren't going to be neutral. They weren't going to be silly enough to be in some arrangement with Sweden. They became a founding member of NATO. They were first in on the Marshall Plan. They were all in as allies of the United States. They marginalized the Communist Party, which was marginalized into nothing, which was one of the requirements of the Marshall Plan.
So you have this background. And when Nazi Germany invaded, Hitler's goal was to capture the king and the crown prince. And so the Norwegian military fought for about 30 days before they could no longer stand up. But it was enough to get the king and the crown prince to London to form a government in exile. That's what Hitler did not want. He wanted them there so he could claim legitimacy of the Nazi government, Nazi party government.
And this is where the traitor Vidkun Quisling came in. All right, so the king and the crown prince escaped, but the wife of the crown prince, Marta, and the three children, the youngest one being six, and that's the boy, Harold, and he is the current king.
Well, what happened? Well, they left Oslo in a caravan of cars for Sweden, chased by the Nazis, by the Luftwaffe all the way, bombing them. The American ambassador at the time, Florence Jeffrey Herriman, only the second woman ambassador in American history, took the codebook, put it under her coat, got in her Ford car, had the driver put an American flag on the top so it wouldn't be bombed, which didn't work, and she left with the princess and the three children. So fast forward, I escort them on their first ever state visit. the six-year-old boy comes back to the White House as the King of Norway. I say back to the White House because when in Sweden it was thought unsafe, Roosevelt sent a ship to the Arctic Ocean and the princess and the three children and the American ambassador were picked up and they were brought to America, and they lived in the White House.
So this young boy at six-year-old, they stayed in the White House for a while. And he tells the story at the state dinner of Roosevelt helping him with his homework. And he said, I'm always only six, I can't remember that much, but the thing I really remember is I stood behind the president at his inaugural in 1945. And if you look at that inaugural, there's a little boy standing directly behind Roosevelt.
And he told one more story. He said, you know, I kind of remember this, but sometimes I'm telling stories that have been told to me. On D-Day, Roosevelt took him fishing. So on the presidential yacht, the Sequoia, Roosevelt took this young Prince Harold out fishing. So it showed on the president's schedule that he was fishing with this boy to trick the Nazis into thinking, well, this couldn't possibly be D-Day. The president's gone fishing. And that was D-Day. I mean, these were terrific stories.
And Clinton did his part. He made it a private dinner, not one of these huge state dinners where you invite all of your campaign contributors and senators in tight tuxedos and blah, blah, blah. This was in the private dining room and it was only the president, the first lady, the vice president and his wife, myself, the Norwegian ambassador and our wives, and the secretary of state and his wife. So it was an intimate dinner.
And Clinton wanted to hear these stories, wanted to ask questions. It was an absolutely delightful night. It was also a night of one of my great diplomatic achievements. The king smoked cigarettes and there was no smoking allowed in the White House. So I negotiated with Hillary Clinton. I said, here's the deal. If the president goes out on the balcony with a cigar and lights it and invites the king out so he can have a cigarette, that's technically not in the White House. Well, we did it.
And you were kind enough to hold up the book and read the title of Dancing with the Queen as one of the subtitles. This is the same trip where we started off with the king and queen at the Waldorf Astoria in New York, a big gala dinner. My job was to raise a glass to toast the king and welcome him to America. The king then had a toast thanking the president for the invitation to come. Then my job was to lead the queen in dancing.
So I go out and it's a waltz. So far, so good. However, at the end of the waltz, the band did not stop playing. They moved into some boogie-woogie foxtrot jazz thing and I thought, well, we'll certainly get off this dance floor. No, she held my hand, wasn't letting go, and we stood out there and danced. And I brought up every move from the high school prom that I could get my bones to work. It was a delightful night. I made quite the headlines in Oslo for that dance. 
That same week in 1995 that you spent in Oslo with the King and Queen at Syttende Mai, you also welcomed a delegation from Madison as part of the Sister City program, which is something that former mayor Henry Reynolds started in 1962. Oslo ended our Sister City relationship in 2004 to focus on what they called cities of greater significance.
If you had been in office when that happened, would it have been appropriate for you to try and become involved in that decision and see if you could preserve that relationship or that have been entirely inappropriate for the American ambassador to involve himself in something at that level? 
No, not inappropriate at all. I hosted the Madison Sister City group when they came to Oslo. Worked with the mayor. The mayor and I were the hosts. It was a great group that came, and the legions that had come before them had left quite a reputation, especially at the bar of the Bristol Hotel. But they stay with host families. They don't stay in hotels. So the group from Madison each has a host family, so they're living with Norwegians.
So the mayor puts on an event one night, and then I put on an event in our small three-story Art Nouveau villa that sits on three and a half acres and its own city block. I have quite a bit of space for entertaining. And the Norwegian group that came to Madison, that's the same thing. They come, and they stay with host families. I think I could have perhaps preserved it, but it would have taken the mayor there and the mayor here. The mayor here was blindsided. I think it was Dave Cieslewicz. And as Paul Soglin said later, they divorced us. We had no thing in the matter.
I remember Joel Skornicka, a dear friend. He led a group to Oslo. And one of the things I had to do the first week I was there is go into Oslo City Hall to see if the gift from Madison was still in the trophy case there. I did. I did.
We're talking with former Ambassador Tom Loftus. His book is Mission to Oslo, Dancing with the Queen, Dealmaking with the Russians, Shaping History.
 Let's talk some more about Norway and related aspects. Your grandfather was one of about a million Norwegians who emigrated to America between 1820 and 1920. Why did Norway lose a greater percentage of its population in that manner at that time than any nation other than Ireland? Why was the immigration so intense during those 100 years?
Well, here we are. 2025 is the 200th anniversary of Norwegian immigration. So July 4th, 1825, a small ship left Stavanger. People who wanted a little more religious freedom and they wanted a new life. Ended up in New York Harbor in October. One baby born during that time. So they eventually ended up in the Dakotas, Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Illinois in farm communities. And the Norwegian immigration is often called a rural to rural immigration.
And you make your point about these many hundred thousand leaving. 
There's a couple of reasons:
1. You can't eat beauty. These were mostly farm related.
2. Only the eldest son had any rights to property. The other children had no rights.
I like to say that America was founded by second sons and their sisters. But they came here for that reason. And then the ones that came first sent letters back to Norway saying, my goodness, this is a land of plenty. The farmland is nothing like Norway. You can throw seeds in the ground and lay in a hammock and the whole thing will grow. It was a little hyperbole.
There was another reason that is not often brought up. Wisconsin and other states, but specifically Wisconsin, paid a bonus to young Norwegian men if they would come and fight for the Union Army during the Civil War. And these bonuses were not small. It was like a couple of hundred dollars, a monthly stipend, that after the war you would get farmland and more money. And so you have this group that came, and the most famous of them was Hans Christian Hegg, who died at the Battle of Chickamauga. But he was a leader of the Norwegian political development in Wisconsin and played a very big role in changing Norwegian immigrants to be adherents of the Republican Party. He led what was called then the anti-slavery movement. That is a very interesting part of this immigration story.
The other interesting part is that the largest concentration of Norwegians were in Chicago. They weren't in farm places. 50,000 people near Logan Square. That was the largest concentration of Norwegians outside of Oslo and Bergen. And a well-researched group. I went there with the Prime Minister to visit the Norwegian hospital, which basically was serving Hispanics by the time we got there. And you see this very strong... Everyone had a cousin in Norway and everyone in Norway had a cousin in America. That's a very strong bond because not all came.
And secondly, after World War II, it wasn't just this immigrant bond. It was this bond of security through NATO. Norway was the only NATO country with a border with Russia, with the Soviet Union. It was the front line of NATO. And so the American presence there and the American ambassador there is a very big deal, not only part of the culture, but part of the were there and they're there and it's a partnership and it's a tie that is bound so tight. We are pledged, the United States, to the defense of Norway. You can call it it's through NATO, but it's us.
I want to get to NATO and the whole geopolitical aspect of your job and dealmaking with Russians as the subtitle puts it. But just a little bit more about Norway and Norwegians. There's a saying that geography is destiny and that usually talks about historical patterns and developments. But on a personal level, has living at and above the Arctic Circle had anything to do with molding the character and personality of Norwegians? 
Two ways. One, above the Arctic Circle up until the time of the discovery of oil in the North Sea was the most important economic driver of Norway. That's where the cod fishery is. So cod, and I write about this in the book, was a great driver of Norwegian life and character. Everyone kind of knew a fisherman or was connected to the sea, whaling, cod fisheries. Norway ended up with the second largest merchant fleet of ships in the world, and that's still the case. Part of this is the seafaring nature, but the other part of it is there was a great deal of commerce, of taking Norwegian immigrants on ships to the US, developing this commercial thing.
The second thing is after World War II, every Norwegian young man served in the military. There was no ifs, ands, or buts. And almost all of them, especially the army and the navy, all of them served their time above the Arctic Circle on the Russian border. So this invisible circle is sort of the most, they call it the high north. It is culturally, historically, and for security reasons against the Russians now and the Soviets then. That really made the country.
Did that have any impact on how their form of government developed and how their politics developed? 
Well, they were a parliamentary system, quite well developed, starting right as the country was founded in 1905. The Social Democrats were the dominant political philosophy, and the Labour Party was the dominant party. The Labour Party was one of the reasons Norwegian immigration stopped, because they instituted, this is between the wars, instituted universal education, social security, universal health insurance, pensions. So the reason to leave started to be taken away. And they were the dominant party right up until, well, recent years. The current prime minister is a Labour Party government. And they were very anti-communist and very pro-West, pro-American, very pro-American.
Norway twice to join the European Union, and twice people voted it down, basically by the same exact geographic vote in the country. So that system of government, of course, was there when they decided to have a monarchy. Now, the king is the head of state. That's the person I presented my credentials to. And then the government is basically the Labour Party government, the parliament, etc.
I think that there was quite a common bond between the Democratic Party officeholders in the United States and the Labour Party politicians. They knew quite each other. Norway really worked at this. Now, the Conservative Party in Norway was the second one. That would be not our definition of conservative, but more like the Christian Democratic Party. And they kept up their ties with the Republican Party. Although the most conservative party in Norway would be more liberal than the Democratic Party ever was in the United States. So we have that.
And do you see that as a reflection of what it's like living in such a place? Can you draw a connection between the living conditions of where Norway is and how their national character developed? Or am I looking for something that doesn't exist? 
No, no, you make all, I mean there's a great unanimity about what Norway is of the Norwegian people. There is an idea of Norway that is strongly held by the whole population.
Even the Nobel Peace Prize, which I write a lot about in the book, you know, it's given out in Oslo and there's a process and I knew the director of the Peace Prize Institute and got to know this process very well. They always think, will this Peace Prize, would this make sense to the Norwegian people? You know, all politics is local. And when they say make sense, does it fit into the Norwegian character?
Of things that we think. Foreign aid is another thing. When oil was discovered in Norway, offshore oil, it was told to me several times, there was this idea, why did God choose us? Of all the places oil could be, why did God put this in our hands? To trust us. From this, you grew their intense interest in foreign aid, foreign development, and peacekeeping. I mean, they spend a lot of money doing this. And it makes, when, and of course, the Lutheran Church also promoted this idea that God put this here. And we're Norwegian, you have to, this is trusted to you. You can't just drink it away or gamble it away or things like that.
So that's one of the reasons taxes are so high in Norway, because none of the oil money is used for ongoing government expenses. It's put away in what they now call a pension fund, but it's their sovereign wealth fund. And, okay, so that's another part of the Norwegian character. We got all this money, we're the richest people in the world, but we understand why we're having high taxes. The difference of what Saudi Arabia does with its oil money and what Norway does with its oil money is profound.
You went through a lot of briefing books and a lot of preparation, a lot of learning to become, to assume your post. And of course, you are a proud son of Norway. You've been there a number of times, but was there anything that you learned about Norway or Norwegians that you didn't understand until you had spent those 1,460 days there as ambassador?
I didn't understand what a state religion was. And of course, I learned that. I didn't understand how the Norwegian church and government had treated the indigenous population. These were the Samy, they're called the reindeer herders. We would call them Laplanders, an indigenous people like our American Indians. I never knew that they were treated about the same as our American Indians. Children taken away from their parents, put into boarding schools, forbidden to speak their own language, forced to become Lutherans. It was called Norwegianization. So think of Americanization of our... And this was a terrible thing. And I was there with the king when he gave a speech apologizing, atonement. And they changed the constitution to say that these indigenous people were Norwegians and a sovereign nation.
Okay. So that was one thing that it took me some time to get my head around. I didn't understand except in the abstract that all of the Russian nuclear-powered submarines with the missiles in them directed at the United States were all there 35 kilometers away from the border of Norway. Of course, you can read that, but you don't quite understand it. And our submarines with their missiles aimed at the Soviet Union also operate in this part of Norway, in these waters. So... And this is where the ICBMs, the Russian ones, are that are pointed at us that go over the North Pole, the shortest distance to get to America. So I learned quickly that my job was to, in partnership with the Norwegians, or they would say it in partnership with the Americans, to form a new relationship with Russia. The Soviet Union was gone. Russia was a democracy, very shaky democracy under Boris Yeltsin as the president. My job really was to form a new relationship with the Russians in this area and had some success.
I can't imagine there was any other ambassador more deeply involved in diplomatic and military affairs regarding Russia than you because of how deeply Norway was involved in diplomatic and military affairs regarding Russia. Was dealing with Russia, especially on nuclear waste disposal, the hardest and most important work you did as ambassador? Yes, absolutely.
So if you're an ambassador in a country, you have America's interests, of course, at your heart, but you have to have the interests of the country that you're in be your interests as well. And so their main foreign policy and domestic policy was to get this new relationship with Russia. The Soviet Army had pushed the German Army out of North Norway near the end of the occupation. There was a battle there that lasted five years. Several hundred thousand people, excuse me, Germans and Russian soldiers die.
This is where the merchant fleet from the United States and the UK brought convoys for weapons for the Red Army, came to the port of Murmansk, the only ice-free port Russia ever had. And at the end of the war, the Soviets left North Norway, went back across their border, shut the border, and then never reopened until I crossed it as a diplomat. It was open, but I was the first one to cross.
So Norway grabbed this opportunity. We can now have a normal relationship that has to do with trade and culture and tourism and all of these and fish, because there's this new Russia. And here's our chance. This is doing more to protect the security of Norway than all the submarines the Americans have and all the airfields that we have for F-16s and all of this. So that was my most important task. And did it for, I don't know, the book goes through the four years and woven through it is this, my many trips to Russia and the building of this new relationship.
Because of the port at Murmansk, was this like ground zero for thermonuclear war if it ever happened? Was this going to be a serious target for the United States if it came to that? And what would that have done? 
No, this was the target. And the former foreign minister, Kozarev, Yeltsin's foreign minister, it's a long story, but he also represented the Murmansk area in the Duma, the Russian parliament. And he did it because he wanted to show that he understood that for the first time, they weren't going to be the target. We think of ourselves always as the target. Well, they're thinking of themselves as the target.
And he gives this speech to the thousands of officers up there in the Navy that we all grew up. And he didn't say exactly this, but basically practicing getting under our desks when the bomb dropped. When the bomb dropped, he said, we have the same history as these people in the United States. They thought we were going to drop a bomb and we knew that we were the target zero. This is where you get the idea that there will be a first strike. And I describe an incident in the book where accidentally it almost happened.
And he said to the assembled crowd, you know, I want you to have a standard of living like the sailors have in San Diego. This was his campaign speech. And he went through this. This was a tough time for Russia. They couldn't pay their bills. The sailors were selling their blood for money. They couldn't keep the lights on. And it was a great opportunity.
So during this period, the missiles, our missiles and their missiles were taken off target. And that wasn't that long ago. But you still had nuclear waste to deal with. We still do. I negotiated a nuclear waste security deal with them that still continues. This is the waste, the liquid waste that cools the reactors in submarines, nuclear submarines. It becomes contaminated. And the Russians were dumping it in the Arctic Ocean. And so we forged a deal where they wouldn't do that. And we had a safe and secure storage system put together.
One of the reasons I was so successful on this was the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency took the lead rather than the Navy. So the U.S. Navy has spent 80 years considering the Russian Navy their basic, this is what the fight is going to be. And they had to relearn their own relationships with the Russian Navy and vice versa.
And I tell about an exercise where we all have together with the Russian Navy and the American Navy. And so it was a wonderful time. And this held more or less until the invasion of Ukraine.
Reading what you were doing and what was going on in 1993, 94, 95 and looking at our relations with Russia today, they're completely different worlds. It is so sad and frightening to consider the differences between then and now. 
Well, the difference couldn't be more stark. They've closed that border. They basically have this propaganda machine that the West, including Norway, are the enemy now. They're part of the fascist group.
Those airplanes that were grounded that had bombs in them like our B-52s, they're now bombing Kiev. That's a 1,200-mile flight from Murmansk to Kiev for those bombs. The schoolchildren on the other side of the border are being taught that it's us against them once again. So it's quite a change and it'll take a generation to perhaps get back to where we were.
I mean, a real problem is that Russia is now in a war economy. And it will be hard for them to get out of it if the whole economy is based on a war going on and then it stops. Well, perhaps people don't want it to stop because if it did stop, the sort of consensus in Russia at the moment, if there is one, falls apart.
Well, thankfully they've got an agent in the White House who's doing his best to make things easier for them. But you were really there at the best time of all. Not only do you have this great rapprochement with Russia, but a couple of months after you get there, you've got the Winter Olympics. And for most of us, we remember the Lillehammer Olympics of 94 as the one in which Dan Jansen finally won a gold medal after, again, falling. You probably remember it because you hosted Hillary and Chelsea Clinton. How big a deal was that? In terms of planning and execution and impact, how big a deal was it for the First Lady and Chelsea to come to the Lillehammer? 
Well, it was a big deal. And Hillary and I were with Dan Jansen after he fell. We were waiting for him in the private room, assuming that he would be winning a gold medal, and it was the time he fell. He won a gold medal the next race.
We were given exactly two weeks' notice that Hillary Clinton and 800 of her closest friends in the press and whatever would be descending on Norway as part of the official party. So it's Hillary and myself. We are the official representatives of the president and of America. And then we had to find a hotel two weeks before the Olympics. There's no hotels. So we got word that there's a hotel near Lillehammer that's empty. It's in the middle of a legal fight between the heirs of a family. So I called the lawyers in Sweden and made a deal. And I said, we need this hotel. And we got the hotel for that period. And, you know, kitted it out for our needs and whatnot.
And it was a magnificent Olympics. The sun shone every day. People were happy. The organizers and the helpers, including the whole Norwegian army called out to help, were tremendous. And we were in our VIP seats at the Olympics at the downhill ski run. And everyone is just elated at everything.
And there's a fellow. He's the publisher of the Nashville Banner, Kirby Simpkins, Jr., II. And there's a sort of an audible whisper that goes up in the VIP section like there's the king. There's the king. And, well, Mr. Simpson, Jr., bolts from his seat, goes up to this man and says, King, this is the most wonderful Olympics. You should be so proud. The people are wonderful. Everything is running like clockwork. I'm just so pleased for you. And the man said, well, thank you, but I'm the king of Spain. Only in America. It's a common mistake. It's a common mistake, right? No. 
Now, with all due respect to the First Lady and Chancellor Shalala, the most impressive person you write about is the Prime Minister during most of your time, Gro Harlem Brundtland, a woman who would have been way overqualified for American politics. Can you tell us a bit about her and your relationship? 
Well, we had such a close relationship over a four-year period that she hired me to be her diplomatic and political advisor when she took over as the head of the World Health Organization. But, and she's the first woman Prime Minister in Norwegian history. She's a medical doctor. She had her formative years as a young child when it was Nazi Germany occupying. She became a medical doctor, public health. Her father was in the Labor Party. Well, through youth activities and others, she cast her lot with the Labor Party and came up through the ranks quickly and became a prime minister at a very young age and then the parties changed. Then she became the prime minister again and the parties changed, but only for a short time and then became the prime minister the third time.
So you add up all of those years, she made up most of the history of Norway over a 20-year period. She was in charge, and she was a great politician, but she did not come across as a politician because she had this way of stating the facts. You could see the medical doctor in her when this came out of charting a course and she was also the chairman of the party. This was something unique that I had to learn, that the prime minister could also be the chairman of the political party.
So she hired the best people. She put together the best cabinet, not a clinker in the bunch. The current prime minister was one of her main advisors when he was a young man. I would say that she was the most impactful woman head of government in this part of the 20th century. Margaret Thatcher was gone. And you have since Gro Harlem Brundtland who made her mark not only in Norway and in Europe, but throughout the world.
And she was a leader in women's rights well before the time and especially in Africa. And she promoted the idea that women's rights were a human right. And the human right was women would have control of their own bodies and could vote and do things like that. This was a remarkable thing. But her stature was such that she was listened to and such that she ended up being the head of a major United Nations agency. The WHO, by the way, the members elected. It's not appointed by the Secretary General in New York. So she had worldwide support.
And you helped her arrange that. You helped her get that. 
I did. It was one of my more successful campaigns. Well, you had another successful campaign that only had to deal with one person and also relates to a very impressive world figure.
Tariffs are in the news today, and you did some impromptu trade negotiations, which had quite an impact on Nelson Mandela's presidency getting off to a good start. 
So in 1994, I'm sitting in my office waiting to go to the Oslo City Hall where the Nobel Peace Prize will be awarded. Nelson Mandela and de Klerk from South Africa are the co-winners of the Peace Prize.
And my assistant, Schumacher, who was my assistant when I was the speaker, comes in and said, I think you'll want to take this call. And I did. It was Nelson Mandela. And he said, thank you, Mr. Ambassador, for taking my call. And he said, can you be in my suite in the Grand Hotel one hour after I give my Nobel lecture? I said, of course I will be. I hadn't a clue what this was about. My first thought was the president did something or somebody did something and they haven't told me. So I'm in the suite with him. I walk in. There is truly an aura of calmness. The air even looks almost hazy. I shake hands. He has very soft hands. And he pours tea and he pours me tea and he takes milk and I take milk and I still haven't a clue why I'm there. He has some notes. It has to do with the U.S. government's position on tariffs. We are about to put tariffs on South African textiles. This is the clothing industry. This was in a round of the talks that led up to the World Trade Organization. Well, if we did that, Nelson Mandela said he would lose 200,000 or 300,000 jobs just as he took over as president this coming spring.
So I said, well, give me a minute. And I called the secret number. There is a secret number for ambassadors. And it's a White House operator specifically for these occasions. I called, phone answers on the first ring. I said, I need the trade representative on the phone. 10 minutes if you can do it, 15 max. The trade representative is Mickey Cantor. I knew him from the campaign. He calls me and he made it within the 15 minutes. And I said, Mickey, I am in Oslo. I am in the Grand Hotel in the suite with Nelson Mandela. He has just been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize and he wants the United States to change our position on tariffs, on textiles. And I said we would. And then I handed the phone. I said, here, I'll put Mr. Mandela on the phone with you.
Well, after that conversation, he got back on the phone with me and Mickey said, well, what am I going to do? He said, I'll call you tomorrow. Go back into the suite tomorrow afternoon. So he calls the next day and said, OK, we'll do it. But don't tell Mr. Mandela cannot tell anybody, not even his staff. We're just going to do it. So that happened. Then I quickly wrote a note to the president that he shouldn't fire Mickey Cantor, that this was my doing. And then I ended it by saying, by the way, Nelson Mandela owes you a big one.
So is everybody happy after that? 
Was the president happy? Oh, God, he was elated. You know, I mean, this is how presidents think. What? Guy wins the peace prize. He's going to head a new country and I just did him a big favor, I'm told. 
So that must have rebounded to your benefit as well.
Yeah, and I think that one of the reasons I go at length explaining it in the book is that an American ambassador has the authority, given the facts on the ground, to act on behalf of the president without instructions from the president or the State Department or anything. This is your plenipotentiary power. This means that you're an ambassador to a country and you have been nominated and confirmed by the Senate. If you're an ambassador to a multilateral organization or you're an envoy or something, that power doesn't follow. But it's in the – this ambassador in the country has that authority. 
If you've gotten to the point in your life where the president will nominate you and the Senate will confirm you, you pretty much know what to do. 
That's right. That's what we were told.
Now, your meeting with Mandela was only two weeks after a Thanksgiving week dinner with Yasser Arafat. Did you get the same sense of calmness and greatness from Yasser Arafat as you did from Nelson Mandela? 
Not quite. Well, the pilgrims did not land in Norway, so it was on Thanksgiving Day. It wasn't Thanksgiving dinner. This was right after the Oslo Peace Accords, where the Prime Minister of Israel, Yitzhak Rabin, Foreign Minister, Shimon Peres, and Yasser Arafat, the Chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization, had agreed to work toward a peace agreement that would end up in a two-state solution. It was an accord. It was settled on the White House lawn, and it was secretly negotiated by Norwegians, and that's where the accords came from. No one knew what was going on, and it was presented as a fact.
So the Norwegian government and the Foreign Ministry and everyone else was trying to bolster Yasser Arafat and the others, and they had brought Yasser Arafat to Oslo. And there was to be a dinner, and it was to be like a head of state, but he wasn't a head of state. So I'm the American ambassador, the big deal. I'm to be at the dinner with the Prime Minister next to her. So when Yasser Arafat comes in the door, we're together.
And my driver, Edmund, of my black Chevrolet Impala V8 engine with cloth seats, he said, I have an idea. For state visits, we put the flags on the front fenders of the cars. It doesn't mean the person's a head of state, but it's something. I said, okay. So we go to the dinner, which is held in the old fortress that defends Oslo, and the car won't make it through the entrance because it was designed for a horse and carriage back in the day with the flags on. So Edmund has to get out of the car and take the flags off. We have a whole line of cars behind me of other ambassadors, and they're wondering, why is he taking the flags off the car? Is the deal off? What happened?
Well, anyway, we got in there, and I got to my spot, and Yasser Arafat comes in. Every TV camera, radio, and press person is crammed in this spot. And we shake hands and smile, and he does not let go of my hand. He keeps holding this hand and pumping it and smiling until every last camera and person is gone.
So I met with him several more times. I met with the Prime Minister of Israel, Rabin. I met with Perez, the Foreign Minister, who I had met before. Tommy Thompson and I went on a trade mission to Israel in 1988. This is a year before we were running against each other for governor. And we spent quite a bit of time with Perez.
However, the Oslo Accords depended on these three people. There was no treaty. There was no contract. It was the good faith of these three people. And not too long afterwards, Rabin is assassinated, and things start to fall apart.
Now, in the book, I keep in the present moment. I don't look back, and I don't look forward. I just keep in the present moment. And it's hard. It's very hard because the Israelis have great opposition to the Oslo Accords at home, domestically. There's great opposition to Yasser Arafat. He's a terrorist, an estate department terrorist. One day and the next day, I'm shaking his hand at dinner. So it eventually falls apart, but it's still there. The Oslo Accords still exist. They're still the only framework that's extant. But things look pretty grim. 
The other thing that's really hard looking back from today's perspective is how many competent, professional, informed people there are doing business in the national interest, in the national interest, then as compared to whatever the state of the Foreign Service and the State Department and the American diplomatic corps is today. And I look back at some of the things that you were dealing with, especially with Russia and Middle East things, and I just don't get a feeling that things would turn out as well today as they did 30 years ago.
Well, when you look at the crew, not only in my embassy, the brilliant people that were there, Foreign Service officers and the military officers, and my press attaché who made me look good all the time. You see Madeleine Albright as first the United Nations ambassador and then United States first ever woman Secretary of State. You see Richard Holbrook, America's probably most influential diplomat of this part of the 20th century. You have the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff who became a good friend of mine. You have the other ambassadors in the European countries. All of them such skilled people and with their own history. In other words, very few of them gave any money for Clinton's campaign. And then you had legendary people like Pamela Harriman, who was the U.S. ambassador to France. Mickey Crowe, former head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, U.S. ambassador to the United Kingdom. You have Derek Sherwin in Finland. You have Holbrook started out as the ambassador to Germany and then ran the European Bureau. And then our very special people you would have noticed were our ambassadors in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. First time they had been free since 1939. First time they had been free. And the leaders of those countries and our ambassadors in those countries were just amazing. So thank you for mentioning that because these were just dedicated, special, talented people. And they didn't wait around for instructions either. They just did.
What part of the job do you miss most? 
Oh, I guess. I don't know. I spent four years in that Chevrolet Impala with Edmund. There's an old joke that the ambassador goes home and he gets in the back of the car and he wonders why it won't go. I had my turn. I did my job and I'm grateful for it.
Is there a part of the job you don't miss at all? 
Well, you can see that I traveled nonstop. Much of it inside Norway, but I was always on a plane, train, boat, whatever. And that's okay. That was my job. But I don't miss that. Now, I had a luxury. The airport in Oslo was 20 minutes from my house. I made a lot of trips ina day. And I think what I miss, I became very close with the head of the Russian Atomic icebreaker fleet. As close as one could be in our various things. And there was a kindred soul. You got to make a deal with somebody who knows how to make a deal. And that was him. And I miss that part.
And what about your family? How did your wife Barbara and your sons Alec and Carl enjoy those four years? 
Well, very good. That was a great four years. And the boys went to an international school. We started out, there was a British school, a German school, a French school, and a Department of Defense school. There were 5,000 NATO personnel in Oslo when I arrived. These are administrative people. It was a big NATO center. So after the end of the Soviet Union and the climb down of this infrastructure all over Europe, the schools were combined. So we got one good international school. And that, of course, had served the boys for their whole life.
Finally, if someone wakes you up in the middle of the night and says, Ambassador Norway, what's your first image? 
What's the first thing you think of when you reflect on having been the American ambassador to Norway? Well, one thing that you do think of is that you're an ambassador for life. You're not the ambassador for Norway for life, but you're an ambassador. So in the book, I'm Ambassador Loftus, but the book is by Tom Loftus, the former ambassador to Norway. That's quite something. I mean, we don't give not too many titles given out in America. And so wherever I go in the world or the United States, I'm an ambassador. That's one thing that is a, well, it's a great honor.
The Sun Prairie Historical Museum has an exhibit on right now of my, not of my life, but of artifacts. My ambassador's flag, the medal that you mentioned, my speaker's gavel. It's for students, basically. And, you know, as I say, God, everybody treats me nice.
And when that Grand Cross of the Order of Merit isn't in the Historical Museum, where do you have it in home? Do you have it on a mantelpiece? Do you have it in a closet? Is it on display? Where do you keep your medal? 
Well, at the museum in Sun Prairie, it's locked in a cabinet. But other than that, it's in a safe deposit box. You don't get to look at it then. Well, I would be so embarrassed if somehow it was misplaced. Like, I'm sure, how do you get a replacement? What do you do? Is there a form to fill out?
Is it still appropriate to address you or refer to you as Your Excellency? Well, yes. For you, I'll make an exception. I appreciate that.
I'm afraid that is all the time we have today with Ambassador Tom Loftus.
 Again, the book is Mission to Oslo, Dancing with the Queen, Dealing with the Russians, Shaping History from our Friends at Little Creek Press. Please join us next week when host Andrew Kiscol welcomes Anthony Bukoski, author of Thief of Words. Now, as our friend Ben Sidran plays us out with a little bit of Little Sherry, please stay tuned for Alex Wilding-White and All Around Jazz. You're listening to WORT 89.9 FM Madison, listener-sponsored community radio.
