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F rom the  Uni ted  Sta tes  pres ident ia l  adminis tra t ions  o f  Taf t

to Wilson to Harding to Coolidge to Hoover to Roosevelt to Truman and to

Eisenhower, Jefferson Caffery continuously retained his ambassadorship

positions despite numerous changes in presidential administrations (The White House;

University of Louisiana at Lafayette). From 1911 to before his first appointment as

Ambassador to El Salvador in 1926, Caffery was considered a tenured member of the

United States Consular Service (Dur 11). Once a member of the consular service is

promoted to that of ambassador, their career only lasts as long as the presidential

administration that appointed them (Dur 11). As a result of this constituency, many
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consular service members decline ambassadorship appointments because of the unstable

job security (Dur 11). Although this is often the case, Caffery not only accepted his first

appointment as Ambassador to El Salvador but he also continued to serve in

ambassadorships throughout 8 different presidential administrations, which is

something no one has ever been able to accomplish since (Dur 11; University of

Louisiana at Lafayette). Caffery’s success in conducting diplomacy on behalf of United

States interests both at home and abroad is wholly unprecedented. 

Caffery wasn’t officially appointed as a United States Ambassador until his assignment

to El Salvador in 1926, but he began his diplomatic service 15 years earlier in 1911.

Previous to his appointment as Ambassador to El Salvador, Caffery’s assignments took

him all across the globe to places such as Sweden, Venezuela, Spain, Greece, Persia, and

Tokyo (University of Louisiana at Lafayette). Caffery’s assignments spread him across

twelve countries and five continents with a majority of his service in Latin American

countries (Dur vii). To this day, Caffery is the longest serving Ambassador in the history

of the United States Diplomatic Service with a total of twenty-nine years in

Ambassadorships to six different countries (University of Louisiana at Lafayette;

Dur vii). By the time Ambassador Caffery attained his third Latin American

ambassadorship in Cuba, Secretary of State for Latin American Affairs Sumner Welles

began referring to Caffery as a Latin American expert and was often called upon for

advice pertaining to Latin American affairs, even by his superiors (Dur 20). 

Caffery’s career began in 1911 and did not come to an end until his retirement in 1955.

Throughout his career, Jefferson Caffery served as Ambassador to El Salvador 1926-1928,

Ambassador to Colombia 1928-1933, Assistant Secretary of State for Latin American

Affairs 1933, Ambassador to Cuba 1934-1937, Ambassador to Brazil 1937-1944,

Ambassador to France 1944-1949, and Ambassador to Egypt 1949-1955, before

eventually retiring to Rome with his wife, Gertrude McCarthy Caffery, in 1955 (Office of

the Historian). Mr. and Mrs. Jefferson Caffery married on November 20, 1937, in Rio de
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Janiero while Caffery was serving as Ambassador to Brazil; Caffery was fifty years old at

the time and Gertrude forty-two (University of Louisiana at Lafayette). The two bore no

children (University of Louisiana at Lafayette). 

One major testament to Caffery’s success can be observed during his final

Ambassadorship to Egypt, where Secretary of State John Foster Dulles believed Caffery

was “an irreplaceable man at the time” and begged him to remain at his post three years

past the mandatory retirement age of sixty-five; Caffery was sixty-eight years old when

he finally retired (Dur vii). As Caffery along with his colleagues described him, Caffery

had a natural ability for “getting things done” (University of Louisiana at Lafayette).

Caffery also received many awards during and after his service. Before Caffery could

leave his post in France, the French government presented Caffery with the Grand Cross

of the Legion of Honor in 1949 (University of Louisiana at Lafayette). In 1954, The

University of Notre Dame presented Caffery with the extremely prestigious Laetare

Medal, and additionally, before Caffery was able to leave his last post in Egypt, the

Egyptian King Nasser presented Caffery with the Cordon of the Republic in 1955 (New

York Times; University of Louisiana at Lafayette). Though, Caffery’s awards and honors

did not end there.

Upon his retirement in 1955, Mr. and Mrs. Caffery moved to Rome where Jefferson

Caffery served as an honorary private chamberlain to Popes Pius XII, John XXIII, and

Paul VI (Dur 75). Mr. and Mrs. Caffery also traveled back to their hometown of

Lafayette, Louisiana, as much as they could; Jefferson Caffery’s family still remains in

Lafayette to this day (Dur 75). Both of Caffery’s alma maters, Tulane University and the

University of Southwestern Louisiana at Lafayette (formerly Southwestern Louisiana

Industrial Institute), revered him with honorary degrees in 1968 and 1971 (Dur 75).

Furthermore, the American Foreign Service Association and the Diplomatic and

Consular Officers Retired presented Caffery with the Foreign Service Cup in 1971 (Dur

75). In 1973, Mr. and Mrs. Caffery moved back to Lafayette where Mrs. Caffery passed
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away that year; Mr. Caffery followed her just months later (University of Louisiana at

Lafayette). The two are buried at St. John’s Cathedral cemetery in Lafayette, Louisiana

(Dur 75).   

Jefferson Caffery served as Ambassador during very trying times for the United States

and the world: negotiating Brazilian neutrality during World War II, surviving

assassination attempts while in Cuba, and preventing wars from erupting in Colombia.

Caffery faced immense pressure at nearly every post he was assigned to, yet he regarded

“this worldwide instability as both a challenge and an opportunity” (Dur vii). Not only

did he continue to serve during such perilous times, but he also left each country better

than it was before, rerouting each country’s history for the better. Upon Caffery’s

retirement in 1955, President Dwight D. Eisenhower, with whom Caffery had worked

with in previous administrations when Eisenhower was a war general, honored

Caffery’s unprecedented longstanding service stating that Caffery was “responsible for

many solutions to many serious problems” (Dur vii). Described in the press and by his

colleagues as a “trouble shooter,” the “diplomat’s diplomat,” and “Ambassador of

Revolutions,” Caffery left a significant mark on world history; a mark that often goes

unnoticed today even to the individuals of his hometown (Dur 75). In 1977, Caffery’s

hometown of Lafayette renamed one of the city’s major streets after him to “Ambassador

Caffery Parkway,” yet Lafayette residents are still completely unaware of whose name

they are actually speaking of on a regular basis (Dur vii-viii; Dur 75). Ambassador

Caffery is much more than just a street name; Ambassador Caffery changed the direction

of the entire world through his service. It is time we start acknowledging and learning

from Caffery’s unprecedented service and aspire to change the world just as he so

effectively and successfully accomplished. 
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*Photos throughout all pages are picture galleries; click photos to

read captions, context, articles, and newspapers*

*Citations are located on page 2 of every section*
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