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Princeton Lyman, a career diplomat who served as U.S. ambassador to Nigeria and later to South Africa,
where he helped engineer the transition from the country’s apartheid era of white supremacy to a
multiracial, democratically elected government in the 1990s, died Aug. 24 at his home in Silver Spring,
Md. He was 82.

The cause was lung cancer, said a daughter, Lori Bruun.

Dr. Lyman joined the Foreign Service in 1961 and was assigned to the newly formed U.S. Agency for
International Development. He lived in Korea in the 1960s, then turned his primary attention to Africa,
serving as USAID’s program director in Ethi o pia in the 1970s and as U.S. ambassador to Nigeria from
1986 to 1989.

He achieved his greatest diplomatic breakthroughs in South Africa, where he was ambassador from 1992
to 1995. He arrived at the U.S. Embassy in Pretoria two years after Nelson Mandela had been released
from his 27-year imprisonment.

The country’s political parties — divided by race — spoke past each other, leaving the country on the
brink of civil war. Police brutality toward black protesters was commonplace.

“When I arrived, the negotiations were in total disarray,” Dr. Lyman said in a 1999 oral history for the
Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training. “The threat of more violence was palpable. No one
knew where the country was heading.”

Dr. Lyman, who grew up in a multiethnic neighborhood in San Francisco, approached the combustible
situation with a sense of practicality and patience. He had the ear of both Mandela, who led the African
National Congress party, and South Africa’s white president, F.W. de Klerk, who freed Mandela from
prison and allowed opposition parties to function.

“Princeton became an important mediator bringing parties together, hoping to arrive at a shared
understanding of what the future might look like,” George Moose, who was undersecretary of state for
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African affairs at the time, said in an interview. “He was very much the confidant of both parties, and
they trusted him.”

Contingency plans were being made by U.S. officials for how to handle a full-scale revolution in South
Africa and its possible reverberations at home and abroad.

In South Africa, Dr. Lyman had dozens of conversations with Mandela and de Klerk. He brought them
together to negotiate in person and to agree to continue discussions despite outbreaks of violence.

“I found that I could talk to Mandela very easily, exchanging ideas,” Dr. Lyman said in the oral history.
He found Mandela “a man of great dignity and great courtesy. We used to have very candid discussions.
One had to understand that while he was able to laugh at himself, you had to treat him with dignity.”

He mollified rival political groups and kept the negotiations going between the principal leaders of how
South Africa could manage a transition from the repressive apartheid rule of the minority white
government to a more inclusive society.

The result of Dr. Lyman’s behind-the-scenes talks were seen in 1994, when South Africa held its first
multiracial elections. Mandela won the presidency with an overwhelming vote.

“At the time, no one thought the South African situation was going to end peacefully,” Moose said.
“Princeton was an architect in helping Washington understand what the path could look like. Princeton’s
role was very much underreported and underappreciated.”

Princeton Nathan Lyman was born Nov. 20, 1935, in San Francisco. His parents were Jewish immigrants
from Lithuania who ran a corner grocery store in a largely African American neighborhood.

His parents valued education and named four of their five sons after universities: Harvard, Yale,
Stanford and Princeton. (Another son was named Elliott, and a daughter was named Sylvia.)

Dr. Lyman graduated from the University of California at Berkeley in 1957 and received a doctorate in
political science from Harvard University in 1961.

Dr. Lyman was the State Department’s director of refugee affairs from 1989 to 1992. After returning from
South Africa, he was the State Department’s chief liaison to the United Nations, working closely with
Secretary General Kofi Annan, who died Aug. 18. After retiring in 1999, he held posts at the Aspen
Institute, U.S. Institute for Peace and Council on Foreign Relations.

While he was U.S. ambassador to Nigeria from 1986 to 1989, Dr. Lyman said he learned that a smile and
well-placed compliment went a long way in managing an embassy — and in dealing with the host
country.
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“The ambassador set the tone,” he said in the oral history. “If things were going well and the ambassador
was happy, everybody worked that much harder. If the ambassador worried and fretted, so did the staff.”

From 2011 to 2013, he served as the special envoy to Sudan, seeking to resolve disputes that led to the
division of the country. He published a book about his experiences in South Africa, “Partner to History:
The U.S. Role in South Africa’s Transition to Democracy,” in 2002.

His first wife, the former Helen Ermann, died in 2008 after 50 years of marriage. Survivors include his
wife since 2009, Lois Hobson of Silver Spring; three daughters from his first marriage, Tova Brinn of
Safed, Israel, Sheri Laigle of Silver Spring and Lori Bruun of Columbia, Md.; a brother; a sister; 11
grandchildren; and two great-grandsons.

During trying, even dangerous moments, Dr. Lyman could find humor in the life of a diplomat.

“I keep telling people that when I go to Nigeria, I have a lot of fun,” he said in his 1999 oral history. “I say
that even when the Nigerians have their hands in your pocket, they are fun. Once I was in a large crowd
and a Nigerian did put his hand in my pocket. I stopped him and all he had to say was: ‘Sorry!’ ”

Read more Washington Post obituaries

Robert H. Ferrell, presidential historian and Truman biographer, dies at 97

Uri Avnery, left-wing Israeli journalist, politician and peace activist, dies at 94

Prince Michel of Bourbon-Parma, European royal and Allied paratrooper, dies at 92

Matt Schudel
Matt Schudel has been an obituary writer at The Washington Post since 2004. He previously worked for
publications in Washington, New York, North Carolina and Florida.  Follow 

The story must be told.
Your subscription supports journalism that matters.

Try 1 month for $1

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/obituaries/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/obituaries/robert-h-ferrell-presidential-historian-and-truman-biographer-dies-at-97/2018/08/23/62f8bc56-a6ec-11e8-8fac-12e98c13528d_story.html?utm_term=.957755290f12
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/obituaries/uri-avnery-left-wing-israeli-journalist-politician-and-peace-activist-dies-at-94/2018/08/20/0043b6ae-a482-11e8-8fac-12e98c13528d_story.html?utm_term=.4d617d792130
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/obituaries/prince-michel-of-bourbon-parma-european-royal-and-allied-paratrooper-dies-at-92/2018/08/18/96d2317c-a185-11e8-8e87-c869fe70a721_story.html?utm_term=.9505507d0e75
https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/matt-schudel/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/matt-schudel/
https://twitter.com/intent/follow?screen_name=MattSchudel
https://subscribe.washingtonpost.com/acquisition/?promo=d_am_in_a18&oscode=RPWH&tid=s_028

