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interview of the month/

Amsterdam’s United States Consul
Interview with British born 

John Wilcock

“
You are British and studied at Reading 
University. When and why did you make the 
move to the US?
Yes, I grew up in the UK and moved to the US 
in the mid-90s a few years after meeting my 
future wife, Karen, at Reading University while 
she was over in the UK for a few months of 
study.  Her dad warned her that she’d meet 
some British guy and never come back.  He 
was eventually wrong on the second count, 
because after a few years in the UK we moved 
to the United States. 
It wasn’t a difficult move for me.  Like 
thousands of others I’d spent a summer 
during University working as a camp 
counsellor on the U.S. summer work and 
travel program.  I loved the experience, and 
I loved the country too.  So, it wasn’t difficult 
for Karen to convince me to move there.
I thought only US citizens could work for 
the US Foreign Service. So how did you 
land a job there?
Yes, you do have to be a U.S. citizen, but 
you don’t have to have be a citizen at birth.            
I naturalized a few years after moving there.  
As for how I began my diplomatic career, I 
thought I had experience and perspective 
that was useful, and I really wanted to serve 
my adopted country, and I’ve always been 
interested in foreign affairs.  So I took the test, 
it was that simple.  The only qualifications 
required are that you be a U.S. citizen and that 
you are capable of passing the test, which 
is free to take.  That alone speaks volumes 
about the United States.  It’s a country of 
immigrants, and it rewards ability above all 
else. I like the fact that I personify U.S. values 
in that way.

You have been Consul in Amsterdam 
since August 2012. Can you describe a 
typical day in your job?
One of the benefits of my line of work 
is that no day is typical.  My primary 
focus every day is to support U.S. 
citizens overseas and to facilitate 
travel to the United States.  I oversee 
an excellent group of officers and staff 
who process thousands of visa and 
passport applications each year.  We 
deal with emergency cases, whether 
it’s U.S. tourists who need emergency 
replacement passports or possibly need 
help returning to the United States, 
or cases of ill or injured U.S. citizens 
where we might have to contact next 
of kin back home.  We also do a lot of 
outreach to Dutch society.  I represent 
the Consulate General at seminars and 
events, whether it’s a trade show on 
tourism or study in the United States, 
and I meet with school groups.  Last 
week I hosted a group of high school 
kids who wanted to talk about the United 
States policies in Europe after World 
War II, the Marshall Plan, and NATO 
formation.  I said sure!  We love doing 
stuff like that.
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In your experIence what 
skIlls and personal 
qualItIes do you need to 
work as a consul?

You need patience, good judgement, 
dedication to customer service and the ability 
to communicate well, for starters.  Consular 
work is first and foremost about providing 
services to people.  However, the people we 
serve are not just those in front of us, at the 
window, but they are also the American people, 
who we have a duty to protect.  Not all of our 
customers are entitled to the service for which 
they are applying, so you need the strength 
of character to be able to say “no” with 
courtesy and respect.  For the vast majority 
of people, whether they be U.S. citizens or 
foreign nationals, the only U.S. diplomat they 
will ever meet will be a consular officer.  So, 
the impression we make when we provide 
that service – or when we have to deny that 
service – is the one and only impression that 
individual will have of the U.S. government 
and of U.S. diplomacy at work.  That’s quite a 
responsibility.
Since 2004, you have held six jobs in five 
countries with the US Foreign Service. How 
do you find all that moving around? 
Well, being a diplomat is a lifestyle, and not just 
a job.  It’s a commitment by the whole family 
and not just me, and it’s disruptive, there’s no 
denying that.  My kids have moved schools 
and homes countless times.  Like any expat 
we go through the same culture shock each 
and every time, and that includes, I might add, 
when we moved back to the United States in 
2008 after several years in tropical countries.  
I remember when my youngest daughter, 
who was born in Brazil, stepped out into our 
garden in northern Virginia on the first really 
cold morning in October and asked me if I 
would please turn down the air conditioning.  
She’d never lived in the United States, but fast 
forward four years and she didn’t want to leave.  
We grow accustomed to each and every place 
we live, and absorb so much more of the local 
culture than we would ever do as tourists.  The 
moving puts wear and tear on all of us, there’s 
no denying it, but the upside is the enriching 

experiences that living overseas provides.  For 
all I know my kids, when they grow up, may 
decide that they’re never moving again. Ever!  
But they will have had an exposure to global 
society and culture that will stand them in great 
stead given the interconnectivity of the world 
today. 
What are the most positive things you 
have experienced while working for the US 
Foreign Service so far? 
I joined to serve the American people.  That’s 
what gets me out of bed each day.  I like to 
help people, whether it’s by reuniting families, 
or assisting citizens in distress, or giving a 
foreign student a visa to study in the United 
States. That’s why I became a consular officer.  
I’ve also done lots of other things in this career 
because we get to change jobs every few years 
and do something new.  I’ve done live radio 
interviews in Portuguese to explain to Brazilian 
women the dangers of sex trafficking.  Former 
President of the Philippines Cory Aquino gave 
me a personal tour of the museum dedicated 
to her assassinated husband.  I’ve given phone 
briefings to Secretaries Rice and Clinton while 
serving in Washington and I got a thank you 
from Barack Obama for helping him connect 
some calls to world leaders when he was 
President-elect.  I helped put together the inter-
agency plan that got hundreds of orphans out 
of Haiti in the immediate aftermath of the 2009 
earthquake.  I was at the ceremony in Baghdad 
when the final U.S. troops left Iraq in December 
2011.  Every day affords me and my colleagues 
opportunities to make a difference.  And 
trust me, despite all the photo ops with world 
leaders, a simple “thank you” from a stranded 
U.S. tourist to whom you’ve just issued an 
emergency passport is reward enough for me.
How much of an asset are your British roots 
in your work?
Well you know how much Americans love the 
British accent!  Seriously, I think any overseas 
experience, whether it be as a student, 
missionary, Peace Corps volunteer, expat 
worker, or in my case, a former citizen of 
another country, makes you a better diplomat, 
because you instinctively understand that 
different countries and peoples bring different 
perspectives to the table.  If we understand 
and appreciate our differences, while also 
recognizing what we have in common, 

we can conduct far more effective foreign 
policy because it’s underpinned by mutual 
understanding.  I think it’s also valuable to 
understand how others see the United States.  
One really valuable asset I think my English 
upbringing has given me is humour.  Consular 
work can be stressful, and a little bit of humour 
goes a long way in this job.

what do you admIre most about 
the amerIcans and theIr culture?
The United States was and still is a country of 
boundless optimism and opportunity, where 
hard work and ability is valued and rewarded.  
I felt right at home the moment I arrived there 
and the energy and drive of the place I think 
gave me the confidence to try that little bit 
harder and succeed.  That’s why so many of 
the world’s most talented individuals are drawn 
to the United States. 
What do you like most about Amsterdam?
What’s not to love about Amsterdam!  It has 
something for everybody; great history, culture, 
food, nightlife, you name it, and it’s all here.  I 
like how Amsterdam has grown into a modern, 
vibrant city while also retaining its historical 
heart.  It also has a small town feel to me, with 
real neighbourhoods of independently-owned 
shops, restaurants and bars. 
What is your favourite place in the United 
States?
I spent my first few years in Connecticut, in 
New England, and I’m still drawn to that region.  
It has a deep history, glorious countryside, the 
best blueberry pie you’ve ever had in your life, 
and of course it has the Boston Red Sox.
What do you like doing in your spare time?
Spending time with my family is my number 
one priority and we love to get out and explore 
the country on weekends.  Aside from that I 
love bike riding.  This is a great place to be a 
bike rider.  I’ve got bike routes that pass my 
front door and take me all over the Netherlands.  
Last weekend I loaded my bike into the car and 
drove to Belgium to ride in Flanders over the 
famed Ronde van Vlaanderen route.  I’ve ridden 
my bike in every country I’ve been posted so 
far, and that includes Baghdad, where I rode 
endless loops around our Embassy compound.  
My colleagues thought I was nuts!

Are you a rugby, football or cricket man?
Football for the most part.  I’ve supported 
Sheffield Wednesday since I was a teenager, 
and was lucky enough to be at Wembley to see 
them win the League Cup in 1991.  I was then 
unlucky to be at Wembley to see them lose 
the FA Cup to Arsenal in 1993 and then spiral 
downhill from there.  I then moved to the U.S. 
and started following the Red Sox who took up 
the losing mantle from Wednesday for many 
years, so I was right at home.  Of course the 
Sox won a couple of World Series eventually, 
and I nurture hopes that Wednesday will follow 
suit.  
I used to go to rugby league matches when 
I was a little kid, and my first ever visit to 
Wembley was for the 1979 Challenge Cup 
final when Wakefield got beat by Widnes.  I 
remember almost nothing about the game as I 
was so overawed by the atmosphere of the old 
stadium.  
I’ve only ever seen one game of international 
cricket, even though I’ve travelled to three 
games.  In 1980 or 81 I went to Headingly for 
a one-day international and never saw a ball 
bowled because it threw it down all day.  A few 
years later my dad and I went to Old Trafford 
for a one-dayer against the West Indies and by 
the time we got there the gates were closed.  
I finally got lucky in 1994 when I attended 
the Boxing Day session of the Ashes test in 
Melbourne.  England were awful that day, if I 
remember rightly, but it was a fantastic venue 
and a great day out.


