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One Riot, One Ambassador

MACEDONIA, 1999

By Charles A. Stonecipher

One summer midnight in the Balkans, an American ambassador walked into a
refugee camp to try to quell a riot and save lives of Roma (gypsy) refugees under
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attack. He succeeded, and went home to bed. It wasn't diplomacy around big

tables in grand rooms. The U.S. embassy had no responsibility to intervene, and few who
were not there ever heard about it. But the actions of Ambassador Christopher Hill highlight
the power of the individual Foreign Service officer’s moral and physical courage.

At about 11 p.m. on June 5, 1999, my cell phone rang at home. It was Ed Joseph, an
American working for Catholic Relief Services as a refugee camp manager at Stenkovac
Camp, a few miles north of Skopje, the capital of the small ethnically-tense Balkan nation
of Macedonia. Stenkovac housed tens of thousands of refugees from Kosovo, mostly ethnic
Albanians. There was a riot going on, Ed told me, and it looked like people were going

to get killed. A rumor had run through the camp that some Roma residents were Serb collaborators
who had participated in a massacre of ethnic Albanians in Kosovo weeks earier.

A mob had formed in the camp to go after the two accused Roma families. The camp
managers had just enough time to get to the scene, pull the Roma away, and get them inside
the small building they used as an office. Two of the men had been very badly beaten and
were only semi-conscious.

The building was surrounded by masses of angry people, pounding on the doors and
barred windows trying to get at the Roma. If the mob got in, it was unlikely any of the
Roma, including the children, would stand a chance. Ed was on the edge of the crowd by
the front gate with other camp administrators, but their efforts to break up the crowd were
not working. He did not know how long it would be before the mob would be able to

smash its way into the building.

Ed knew that sending Macedonian police into the camp would only inflame the situation.
We quickly ran through some ideas — NATO troops,West ern European police officers

from an OSCE training mission, a couple of others — but none had any prospect of
working in time, if ever. The one trump card we could think of was the immense respect

of the Kosovar Albanians for the United States, and for our ambassador in Skopje, Chris
Hill, admired by Kosovar Albanians for his efforts to prevent the Kosovo conflict. Maybe

he could calm the mob. It was a long shot, and we could not rule out the grim possibility
that in the confusion Hill himself could be attacked or trampled. We could think of no

other options, so I called Ambassador Hill.

Hill listened to my explanation of what was going on and our vague idea for his
intervention, then simply said, "Yes, I want to get out there right away.” Minutes later,
Deputy Chief of Mission Paul Jones, Refugee Coordinator Ted Morse, Ambassador

Hill, and T were standing at the gate to the camp, looking at the milling mass of people
surrounding the building that held the Roma. We were met by Ed, an interpreter, and
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a gaggle of worried but seemingly powerless camp elders. As I listened to the din of
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noise from the unseen center of the crowd, the plan we'd concocted on the drive out

began to seem a bit light.

We had decided to start with the interpreter using a bullhorn to announce that

Ambassador Hill was coming into the camp to address the residents. The people closest to
us would be able to hear it, and we'd wait for their reaction. Hill would then enter the camp
flanked by Ted and Paul, holding lights. T would troop along with both arms overhead, displaying
a towel-sized American flag I'd grabbed on the way out of my house. Between the

flag and Hill's face we hoped to be allowed to pass far enough into the crowd for him to be
able to make a speech at a spot where he could be seen and heard by as many people as possible.
If he was able to calm things down, I'd try to get vehicles up to the building and we'd

load the families and get out as fast as we could. There was no Plan B. Ambassador Hill
looked around, said he was as ready as he was going to get, and headed for the gate.
Initially, our biggest problem was visibility, but the people on the edge of the crowd quickly
turned to face us, recognized Ambassador Hill, and let us pass. With each step farther into
the crowd, though, it got hotter, denser, and darker. Paul Jones grabbed a plastic crate for a
podium as we pushed on. Around us the crowd swirled but people’s attention increasingly
turned to us. When we were about midway to the building,Hill stood on the crate while the
interpreter continued announcing,"Ambassador Hill is here!” People velled at each other in
Albanian, “The Americans! Ambassador Hilll" Hill raised his arms for quiet and people

began to shout, "Quiet! Everyone sit down!” Astoundingly, hundreds of men all around us
began to sit on the ground S0 everyone could see and hear the ambassador.

Hill started to speak, and bit by bit, word by word, proceeded to transform the mob into

an audience. He announced that NATO had just presented Milosevic with its non-negotiable
plan to enter Kosovo. He told them how close Milosevic was to giving in, how close

they were to being able to go back home. He said he knew they had suffered grievously and
knew they thought the people in the building were quilty of atrocities, but they would bring
no honor to themselves by taking matters into their own hands. "You know me," he said.
"Give me the chance to take custody of these people and determine their quilt or innocence.
T will do right by you. We have been through too much together to shame ourselves by making
a horrible mistake.” People listened, whispered among themselves. The whole crowd

was now quiet, a mass of half-seen faces disappearing off into the darkness all around us.
As Hill spoke, I moved back toward the gate, using my awkward Albanian to ask people

to clear a way for “the cars Ambassador Hill wants.” This did not result in anyone actually
moving — I was no Hilll — but at least they knew that vehicles were going to head that
way. Two vans were waiting, and we inched them through the crowd and up to the building.
The staff inside quickly loaded the battered Roma into the vans as hundreds of stillsurly

but now quiet men stood packed against the building, glaring. We drove out fast. I

jumped out at the gate and the vans tore off for a hospital. Ambassador Hill was thanking
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the crowd and urging everyone to return to their tents. He was given a loud ovation and,

amazingly, people started to drift off into the darkness. It was over.
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Within a few days we confirmed from records that these particular Roma had all been

in Macedonia during the time they were accused of having committed war crimes in

Kosovo. Tension, rumor, and mass hysteria had created the mob that had come so close to

killing them. Within weeks, Stenkovac Camp was virtually empty, its former residents back

in Kosovo trying to pick up the pieces of their lives. The beaten men recovered, and those

families, too, went their own ways.

We never talked much about that night again — each day at Embassy Skopje brought

too many new problems and issues connected with the Kosovo crisis. But I've come to realize

that night was characteristic of much of our work in the Foreign Service:We confront

50 many unknowns, we have so little time, and — on scales large and small — the consequences

of our actions and inactions can be so extraordinarily profound.

Charles A. Stonecipher was the political officer in Skopje from 1998 to 2001. He joined the Foreign Service in 1989
Other postings have included Bissau, Guinea-Bissau; Calgary, Canada; Washington, D.C.; Tirana, Albania; and Geneva,
Switzerland.
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