CHAPTER 12

                THE BLACK BUDDHA

As I mentioned near the beginning of Chapter 5 Playing Soldiers, it’s funny how things happen in Washington, D.C.

It was in my International Legal System Cases and Materials textbook, authored by Oliver, Sweeney and Leach if I remember correctly, in the International Legal Studies Program at Syracuse University Law School that there was a notice from a newspaper article in the heart of Africa I think it was that mentioned something like The President of the United States had sneezed while visiting Florida.

As this may have been an indication of a freeze and a poor crop of Florida oranges to be expected, the price of oranges in the street markets in the heart of Africa had gone up. 

(Sounds a bit like the PRINZ program in Chapter 14.)

Shenme as the Chinese like to say, that is, what is the meaning of this?

The meaning is that actions taken at high levels in the U. S. Government - even sneezes - may have unintended consequences in nations halfway around the world.  This is sometimes referred to in a shorthand way as the Law of Unintended Consequences.

One would not ordinarily think U. S. Navy Admirals would be political operators in Washington, D.C. which is probably a hundred miles inland from any blue water.  This is a story, though, about a famous U. S. Navy Admiral who was politically active in Washington, D. C.  Admiral Bobby Ray Inman was up to his eyeballs in all kinds of fancy schmantzy stuff about the U. S. Government’s activities all over the world.

I imagine his name was Robert.  He was never referred to that way that I ever heard.  He was always just called Bobby Inman.  Although he was in fact an Admiral, still, he was not so often called that, he was always just talked about around Washington in leaders’ talk as Bobby Inman.

In the film The Day Reagan Was Shot I think it is then Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger who says that day he rode over to The White House with Bobby Inman.

I love that film for the one word sentence answer the fine actor Richard Crenna who portrayed President Reagan replied to Secretary of State Alexander Haig, also well played by the fine actor Richard Dreyfuss.  When Secretary Haig overwhelmed The President’s desire to get a summary overview of the world scene by pushing on him a document over 2,000 pages long President Reagan asked him if he could cut it down to a page or two.  Secretary Haig sounding shocked and incredulous, is shown saying something like One or two pages?  The President leans into the line and replies One.  This may be Hollywood’s best One-liner.

I will paste in here a small part of an open Senate Hearing in which Bobby Inman testified, which explains some of his extensive background in intelligence work
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TESTIMONY OF BOB INMAN

HEARING OF THE COMMISSION ON THE ROLES AND CAPABILITIES OF THE UNITED STATES INTELLIGENCE COMMUNITY

Room SD-106

Dirksen Senate Office Building

Washington, D.C. Friday, January 19, 1996

CHAIRMAN BROWN:  Thank you.  That praise is well-deserved.

I think we can now turn to our first witness, Admiral Bob Inman, who, before his retirement from the Navy in July of '82, had a very distinguished career as a naval officer and intelligence professional, being the first naval intelligence specialist to reach four-star rank.

He served in succession as Director of Naval Intelligence, Vice Director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, Director of the National Security Agency, during which period I had the pleasure of working closely with him, and then Deputy Director of Central Intelligence.

That has given him a very broad view of the intelligence community, both its military and civilian elements, and we certainly welcome his comments today.

Thank you for coming, Admiral Inman. You have the floor.

STATEMENT OF HON. BOB INMAN, USN (RETIRED), FORMER DIRECTOR OF THE NATIONAL SECURITY AGENCY AND DEPUTY DIRECTOR OF CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE; CURRENT MEMBER OF BOARD OF DIRECTORS FOR FLUOR, SAI, XEROX, AND OTHER CORPORATIONS

ADMIRAL INMAN: Thank you, Mr. Chairman, distinguished members of the commission.
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What is always just called The Inman Commission held Hearings and made recommendations in the 1980s concerning the construction of U. S. Consular Facilities abroad, meaning U. S. Embassies and Consulates-General.

  In a Rube Goldberg extravaganza of the Law of Unintended Consequences The Inman Commission design standards resulted in a Black Buddha in the U. S. Embassy, Beijing.

I heard the story mostly from the Chinese side and will share it with you as well as I understand it.

I went to China to work in The Year of the Golden Dragon, in Chinese Jing Long which I have taken as part of the Chinese Title of this three volume book series.  That is a once in a blue moon year when my birth year, The Year of the Dragon according to Chinese culture, is the century year, and in this particular case was a millennium and double millennium year.

For a Chinese person attuned to their cultural calendar this produced a resonation with which we cannot compare anything in our culture.  It is like a giant gong being bonged or that marvelous wail on a clarinet at the start of George Gershwin’s Rhapsody In Blue.  The Year of The Golden Dragon.

That was 2,000 A.D., just before mid-March, when I had just turned 48 years old. 

The Chief of Visas was the First Secretary-Consul of the U. S. Embassy, with whom I had a special meeting my first day there in which he told me “Mr. Stevenson, we will give you your visas.  The visas for your cases will be approved.”

This meant to me – providing the U. S. Government was going to be as honest with me as I was with it, if it was not like Julie Andrews said a Pie Crust Promise: Easily Made Easily Broken - that I could earn a living.  As it turned out The U. S. State Department through this worthy treated me about the way such officials shown in the Film Red Corner treated the American in China portrayed by Richard Gere.  Useless. Backhanded.  Unhelpful.  Untrustworthy.  Lied to me, cheated me, which caused me a great deal of trouble flying halfway around the world a dozen or more times and all over China more than that. Yes, Pie Crust Promise.  The U. S. State Department.  The U. S. Embassy in Beijing.  In Chicagoese: Bullshit, Chickenshit AND Horseshit.  Gulf Coast Residents who have experienced he same thing from FEMA in the wake of Katrina will know what I am referring to. I have already informed that worthy in express terms that I have prayed an earnest prayer to God that He deal with him and all of colleagues the same way and cause them all personally great damage.

According to that worthy, the U. S. Embassy, Beijing would issue in that year approximately 178,000 U. S. Visas for Chinese persons visiting America.

About 60% of those were Foreign Affairs officials from China, issued specially under the treaty that established U. S. - China Diplomatic Relations.

The other 40% had to apply for a visa.  Those applicants would apply in facilities established as nearly as possible in accordance with the Inman Commission Report, that is, built like a fortress.

The visa interview room resembled a cross between an intake area of a concentration camp and a checkout at K-Mart.

The applicants lined up in long lines backing up from a row of windows sealing off the U. S. Consular employees from the Chinese.

The window arrangement was something like that at the Walteria Branch of the U. S. Post Office.


The Post Office is in the strip mall at the corner of Pacific Coast Highway and Anza Avenue in Torrance, California.

There were perhaps 20 windows.  The lines were 15 to 20 people deep.  As I recall, although as I worked all over mainland China through every one of our U. S. Consulates General, I may be using composite memory from all of the facilities, somewhere about 4 feet in front of the interview window the floor stepped up a step, 5 or 6 inches.

The effect was a kind of platforming of the applicant.

The consul would interview the applicant through the glass by a built in microphone like a drive-up bank teller in the old days.  The microphones did not work well.  I know because I, an American, could not get one clear sentence back and forth.


For most Chinese, raised in a servitude to an authoritarian regime and culture, it was a surreal, weird beyond belief experience.


Goldfish-bowled up in the air, in front of many of their countrymen, trying to carry on an incomprehensible first-time-ever conversation with a foreigner, a government official from America no less.

It seemed they were nearly all routinely denied a visa by the consular staff.

If approved, they staggered out, giddy, clutching a colored piece of paper not assuring them of a visa but given to them in lieu of returning to them their passport.

That paper told them to come back tomorrow and stand outside in the street where platoons of soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army marched around until their name or number was called out on a loudspeaker.

I was once informed a certain consul denied 1864 applicants out of 1868.

Into this Katrina/FEMAesque bateau the U.S. State Department thrust The Black Buddha.

That was not his real name of course.  That was what the Chinese called him.  He was a big African American man.

To the Chinese he was huge, a Goliath among 13 hundred million Davids.

It turned out he liked the Chinese people.  He approved visas much more often than any other consul.  He was a friendly, smiling, happy man. 

Like the Buddha.

So the Chinese monickered him among themselves The Black Buddha.

Here’s how the Chinese dealt with the case of The Black Buddha.

This is what is called “a Chinese explanation”.

It may help to think figuratively, of the place as an insane asylum with two sets of inmates, one on each side of the glass interview windows barrier.

In a fine twist on the old saw about the inmates running the asylum, the Chinese had figured a way to sort of even-Steven the tables of this crap shoot.  So it became hard to say, exactly: which set of inmates was running the asylum, the American ones on the inside or the Chinese ones on the outside?

They would go in the interview room and try to get in his interview line, but it was usually not possible.  So, they started out in the next line 10 or 15 back.

After a while standing there innocently enough they would offer the person standing next to them in The Black Buddha’s line $500US to change places. 

Both Chinese would end up happy.

One would get his visa denied, but went home like on Bob Barker’s The Price Is Right Show with $500US.  The other Chinese got their visa approved. By whom?

The Black Buddha.

Please remember to spay and neuter your pets.
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