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The extraordinary diplomatic career of the “little Elam girl” from Boston
LINCOLN, Neb. (November 2017)—In her new memoir Diversifying Diplomacy (Potomac Books, 2017),
Ambassador Harriet Lee Elam-Thomas shares the story of her life as a young black woman who
distinguished herself with a diplomatic career at a time when few colleagues looked like her.
“[Diversifying Diplomacy] is the timely narrative of an African American woman weaned in black Boston
on family pride and ambition, liberated through education, inspired by civil rights battles, and mentored
to the top by fellow travelers and battle-scarred elders,” said Milton Coleman, retired senior editor of
the Washington Post. “Hers is a great American story. It is fact, not fiction. It’s real.”
Ambassador Elam-Thomas’s memoir is a firsthand account of her decades-long career in the U.S.
Department of State’s Foreign Service, recounting her experiences of making U.S. foreign policy, culture,
and values understood abroad. Elam-Thomas served as a United States ambassador to Senegal (2000–
2002) and retired with the rank of career minister after forty-two years as a diplomat.
Kirkus Reviews called the book “an informative, behind-the-scenes look at one black woman's rise
through the ranks of the Foreign Service when few others like her were serving as diplomats.”
Diversifying Diplomacy presents the journey of this successful woman, who not only found herself
confronted by some of the world’s heftier problems but also helped ensure that new shepherds of
honesty and authenticity would follow in her international footsteps for generations to come.
Ambassador Elam-Thomas is available for interviews. She is also available for book signings and other
appearances by contacting Madeline McCray-Matz at madeline@madelinemccray.com. For more
information about the book, visit Potomac Books.
About the University of Nebraska Press: Founded in 1941, the University of Nebraska Press is a
nonprofit scholarly and general interest press that publishes 150 new titles annually under the
Nebraska, Bison Books, and Potomac Book imprints, and in partnership with the Jewish Publication
Society, along with nearly 30 journals. As the largest and most diversified press between Chicago and
California, with more than 3,000 books in print, the University of Nebraska Press is best known for
publishing works in Native studies, history, sports, anthropology, and geography, American studies and
cultural criticism, and creative works. For more information, visit nebraskapress.unl.edu.
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Diversifying Diplomacy
My Journey from Roxbury to Dakar
By Harriet Lee Elam-Thomas with Jim Robison
"An informative, behind-the-scenes look at one black woman's rise through the ranks of the Foreign Service when few
others like her were serving as diplomats."—Kirkus
“Diversifying Diplomacy, the memoir of Harriet Elam-Thomas, is more than just a personal history, more than just a
‘her-story.’ It is the timely narrative of an African American woman weaned in black Boston on family pride and
ambition, liberated through education, inspired by civil rights battles, and mentored to the top by fellow travelers and
battle-scarred elders. Hers is a great American story. It is fact, not fiction. It’s real.”—Milton Coleman, retired senior
editor of the Washington Post
“Harriet Lee Elam-Thomas’s insights and inside stories from the State Department and her postings in Europe, the
Middle East, and Africa make it clear that foreign relations is a tough, sensitive, and truly person-to-person undertaking,
one that cannot be negotiated in a Twitter feed. This volume is essential for any student of America’s international
affairs over the past five decades.”—Robert L. Dilenschneider, chairman and founder of the Dilenschneider Group, Inc.,
and author of Power and Influence and On Power
“This captivating, inspiring memoir breathes life into the American dream, recounting Elam-Thomas’s exciting,
improbable rise through the diplomatic ranks using the arts as a diplomatic tool while proving the value of cultural
competency and diversity in U.S. foreign policy.”—Ambassador Ruth A. Davis (Ret.)
“Featuring lively portrayals of diverse people and places, this clearly written memoir describes success in meeting the
challenges of race and gender during forty-two years in the Foreign Service. The importance of family support that
nurtured sustaining personal beliefs is highlighted along with other significant human relationships and career
experiences turned into positive opportunities to grow and learn.”—Vivian R. Johnson, associate professor of education
emerita at Boston University
“Ambassador Harriet Elam-Thomas, always self-assured and humble, has made a definitive and tangible difference in
the world. This thoroughly engaging read reveals how the convergence of empathy, compassion, persuasion, and
‘diversifying diplomacy’ can make us all contributors to our global story.”—Carmen J. Smith, vice president of creative
development and inclusive strategies at Walt Disney Imagineering
Diversifying Diplomacy: My Journey from Roxbury to Dakar
Harriet Lee Elam-Thomas with Jim Robison Foreword by Allan E. Goodman Preface by John C. Bersia
Publication Date: December 01, 2017
Imprint: Potomac Books
ISBN-13: 978-1-61234-950-3; Price: $29.95; Canadian: $44.95; UK: £24.00
Features: 248 pages; 6 x 9 inches; 19 photographs, 5 illustrations, index
Book description
The firsthand account of Harriet Elam-Thomas, whose decades-long efforts as a woman of color distinguished her as a
successful diplomat.
Harriet Lee Elam-Thomas is a diplomat and professor who held numerous posts abroad over the course of her
forty-two-year career, including positions in Greece, Turkey, Cyprus, France, Belgium, Mali, Senegal, and the Ivory
Coast. She retired in 2005 from the U.S. State Department as a senior foreign-service officer with the rank of career
minister and currently directs the University of Central Florida Diplomacy Program. Jim Robison is a retired newspaper
reporter, columnist, and editor and is the author of eleven books on Central Florida history, lore and legends.
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PREFACE BY JOHN C. BERSIA
The extraordinary diplomatic career of the “little Elam girl” from
Boston
“Diversifying Diplomacy, the memoir of Harriet Elam-Thomas, is
more than just a personal history, more than just a ‘her-story.’ It is
the timely narrative of an African American woman weaned in
black Boston on family pride and ambition, liberated through
education, inspired by civil rights battles, and mentored to the top
by fellow travelers and battle-scarred elders. Hers is a great
American story. It is fact, not fiction. It’s real.”—Milton Coleman,
retired senior editor of the Washington Post
Today, diverse women of all hues represent this country overseas.
Some have called this development the “Hillary Effect.” But well before
our most recent female secretary of state there was Madeleine Albright,
the first woman to serve in that capacity, and later Condoleezza Rice.
Beginning at a more junior post in the Department of State in 1971,
there was “the little Elam girl” from Boston.
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Diversifying Diplomacy tells the story of Harriet Lee Elam-Thomas, a
young black woman who beat the odds and challenged the status quo.
Inspired by the strong women in her life, she followed in the footsteps
of the few women who had gone before her in her effort to make the
Foreign Service reflect the diverse faces of the United States. The
youngest child of parents who left the segregated Old South to raise
their family in Massachusetts, Elam- Thomas distinguished herself with
a diplomatic career at a time when few colleagues looked like her.
Elam-Thomas’s memoir is a firsthand account of her decades-long
career in the U.S. Department of State’s Foreign Service, recounting her
experiences of making U.S. foreign policy, culture, and values
understood abroad. Elam-Thomas served as a United States ambassador
to Senegal (2000–2002) and retired with the rank of career minister
after forty- two years as a diplomat. Diversifying Diplomacy presents the
journey of this successful woman, who not only found herself
confronted by some of the world’s heftier problems but also helped
ensure that new shepherds of honesty and authenticity would follow in
her international footsteps for generations to come.

Ambassador Harriet L. Elam-Thomas
In September 2005, Ambassador Harriet L. Elam-Thomas retired from the U.S. Senior Foreign Service with
the rank of career minister. During her four-decade Foreign Service career, she demonstrated a remarkable
dedication to the practice of bridging cultures. With unique vision and insight, Ambassador Elam-Thomas
placed a human face on diplomacy. Her varied overseas assignments have taken her to Greece, Turkey,
France, Belgium, Senegal, Mali and Cote d’Ivoire. Domestic assignments included counselor (the most senior
career position) and acting deputy director of the U.S. Information Agency (now a part of the Department of
State), as well as serving as foreign service personnel in Washington, the United Nations and the White House.
Ambassador Elam-Thomas fulfilled her commitment to serve the national interest through public diplomacy
during her overseas tours in France, Senegal, Mali, Cote d’Ivoire, Greece, Turkey and Belgium. She returned to
Africa to serve as the U.S. ambassador to Senegal from January 2000 to December 2002.
Her performance abroad brought unprecedented recognition from the prime minister of Turkey and cultural
leaders in Greece, as well as meritorious and superior honor awards from the Department of State.
Additionally, Ambassador Elam-Thomas has been the recipient of four honorary doctorates—from Simmons
College in Boston, the American University in London, Suffolk University in Boston and the University of
Central Florida in Orlando. She holds a Bachelor of Science degree in international business from Simmons
College in Boston and a Master of Science in public diplomacy from the Fletcher School of Law & Diplomacy at
Tufts University. She was a member of the Senior Advisory Group of the European Command and served
three years on the board of the Orlando Philharmonic Orchestra. Currently a member of the American
Academy of Diplomacy, she was elected to the executive board of the Academy in October 2010. ElamThomas’s other board memberships include the Institute for International Education and the Cultural
Academy for Excellence. In October 2010, she received the Onyx Global Award in Orlando, Florida. Two years
after her retirement, she received the Director General’s Cup for the Foreign Service, an award presented to
retired career diplomats who have made significant contributions to the advancement of U.S. foreign policy
during their service to the nation. She speaks French, Greek and Turkish.
Formerly the Diplomat-in-Residence at the University of Central Florida, Ambassador Elam-Thomas directs a
new diplomacy program at the university. Her memoir, “Diversifying Diplomacy,” will be published in
December 2017. Ambassador Elam-Thomas was born in Boston, Massachusetts. She and her husband,
Wilfred J. Thomas, reside in Central Florida.

