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Kelvin [00:00:03] Hello. I am Kelvin Garvanne. A proud member of the Georgetown 
University Walsh School of Foreign Service Class of 2021. I'm grateful to be speaking with 
Conan Louis on behalf of the Georgetown University African-American Advisory Board and 
the We Are Georgetown Oral History Project. We are Georgetown intends to recognize 
and archive the experiences and contributions of African-Americans who have created 
distinctions for themselves and Georgetown University. Clearly, these men and women 
would have excelled wherever they matriculated, but they chose to attend Georgetown 
and Conan Louis is one of those Hoyas of distinction. Mr. Louis, we can easily be 
described as a pioneer, a Renaissance man, an entrepreneur, and a Hoya for life. Conan 
was raised by immigrant Trinidadian parents in Brooklyn and Queens, New York. He 
attended Catholic elementary and high school and Conan is Catholic, meaning a wide 
variety of things all embracing. Therefore, it is fitting he graduated from Georgetown 
University, the oldest Catholic university in the United States. In nineteen seventy three, 
Conan earned The Bachelor of Science in Applied Linguistics. He went on in 1978 to 
receive the Master of Science in Social Linguistics, and in 1986 he received a doctor of  
jurisprudence in the Georgetown University Law Center. In recognition of his 
achievements, the  the Black Law Students Association awarded Conan the Thurgood 
Marshall Award. This award is given to the most outstanding student in the class. A 
pioneer, Conan is conversant in Russian and French. A student of American history and 
an avid collector of African-American art. His background includes work at the Smithsonian 
Institution, where he spent much of his time at the National Portrait Gallery. A 
Renaissance man, Conan is the founder of CNL Solutions, a private consulting and legal 
services firm, is a member of the bar of the District of Columbia and the United States 
Court of International Trade, and an entrepreneur. And in 2002, Conan Louis was awarded 
the John Carroll Award. The John Carroll Award is the highest honor the Georgetown 
University bestows upon its distinguished alumni and thus Hoya for life. I think that it is 
noteworthy to mention that there on your lapel, you have the John Carroll Award pin, which 
is  indicative of that high honor. Congratulations!  
 
Conan [00:03:03] Thank you.  

 
Kelvin [00:03:04] So you and I share being native New Yorkers, but not completely 

because you were born in Trinidad and your family moved from Trinidad to Brooklyn and 
then ultimately settled in Queens, New York, where you attended Archbishop Molloy High 
School. Now your parents, they emigrated from Trinidad and they were seeking 
opportunity. How do you remember those significant life events?  
 
Conan [00:03:33] Well, one of the first things I remember is getting off the plane at 

LaGuardia Airport and seeing snow for the first time in my life. It clearly was a seminal 
moment for me, having been in the Caribbean all of my life before then and never having 
the sensation of being cold or seeing snow. But the thing that I remember most about 
those years growing up in New York was the emphasis that both of my parents put on 
education. My dad was an educator, taught French and Spanish in New York City Public 
Schools for 30 years before becoming one of the first, if not the first, Black high school 
principal in New York. My mom was a registered nurse who I remember, two things I 
remember about the two of them is that they seemed never to get sick because I don't 
believe my dad ever missed a day of work in the entire time that I knew him working.  And 
my mom, it didn't matter what time she was up doing whatever, she was never late for 
work, not once. And those are the kinds of just sort of salt of the earth kind of values that 
they instilled in the four of us.  



 
Kelvin [00:04:59] So then if I'm a good listener, some of the core values your parents 
worked to instill in you, included education or learning and commitment, dedication, 
dedication to work, as well as dedication to family.  
 
Conan [00:05:16] That's correct. You know what a an old adage that many of us have 
heard is one that I heard almost constantly, which is anything that's worth doing, is worth 
doing well. So, you know, you could it was OK to fail at something. It was OK to not be 
good at something, but it was absolutely unforgivable to not give it your all in your best.  
 
Kelvin [00:05:44] So high school is a time when many people we grow up, we mature. 

And what was the social culture like at Archbishop Molloy in Queens, in these mid to late 
60s?  
 
Conan [00:06:00] Well, my best friend and I were the only two African-Americans in our 

graduating class of three hundred and sixty-eight boys. They were about a little bit less 
than sixteen hundred total, about 400 in its class. And I would say that they were probably 
in all four years, a total of less than 10 African-American students. So in terms of the social 
context, it was, it sort of it, it colored the way that I, no pun intended, it colored the way that 
that I sort of viewed the world because although I lived in a neighborhood that was mixed 
at first, but then as the years went on, predominantly African-American, I went to school in 
an environment that was almost entirely white. And so, you know, my best friends from 
school were other than my best friend, where were white students.  They were usually 
members of the track team who I ran with. And then in the neighborhood, even in the 
neighborhood, I had friends who were both Black and white. So that was sort of the 
backdrop socially for me.  
 
Kelvin [00:07:25] In Brooklyn, where I grew up, we had some people from the Caribbean 
and I remember a friend from Haiti. But still, there is that extra difference, maybe in terms 
of an accent, maybe in terms of what you brought to school to eat for lunch, how did you, if 
you will, navigate that sort of box within a box that you were in?  
 
Conan [00:07:51] Well, it's interesting because it's one of the reasons why I became to 

appreciate my facility for language, because when I first came to this country, obviously I 
did have a Trinidadian accent. But because of that facility for language, it didn't take me 
long to be able to code switch. And you know, my mother to the day that she passed, rest 
her soul, you would think that she had just gotten off the boat the day before in terms of 
her accent. My dad, who was educated in England, was about as British as any British 
person could be, and his accent reflected that. So that was my my linguistic environment 
at home. And so, as I said, I learned to code switch real fast speaking standard American 
English in school, vernacular Black English around the neighborhood and being able to 
code switch to a Trinidadian dialect in the house.  
 
Kelvin [00:09:02] In terms of university, did you choose Georgetown or did Georgetown 
choose you?  
 
Conan [00:09:10] I would say, in a sense, Georgetown chose me because, as you 

indicated, I went to Catholic schools all my academic life. And when it came time for 
college, I decided I did not want to go to a Catholic school. I wanted to experience a 
different kind of environment. But as I searched around for the institutions that I felt had 
the best language programs in the country because that's really where my focus was, and 
Georgetown just came out on top. It was the only place in the country at the time where 



you could get an undergraduate degree in linguistics. It was one of the top places in in the 
country if you wanted to study French. And I got into Georgetown as a French major, 
although I changed my major to Russian immediately upon my arrival. And so I would say 
that Georgetown chose me in the sense that I would have preferred, at that time, not 
having attended a Catholic college. But the excellence of the languages and linguists, the 
School of Languages and Linguistics at Georgetown sort of beckoned me.  
 
Kelvin [00:10:19] I went to a Catholic high school as well, in Brooklyn, and I was drawn 
because of the School of Foreign Service, and I think that Georgetown back then, I initially 
came to Georgetown in 1976, they have these two schools that have such global 
distinction - the School of Language and Linguistics, the School of Foreign Service and 
now of course it has expanded to arguably all of them. But those two places, centers of 
exellence, really drove you and me and other people to them because of what they 
represented, and naturally what they provided.  When you arived at  Georgetown, what 
were your impressions of the Black student body? 
 
Conan [00:11:08] Well, first of all, when I arrived at Georgetown, there were about 30 

Black students in all of the  undergraduate schools. And of those, 30, 23 were in my class. 
Of those 23, 20 were from the D.C. Public Schools, part of the Community Scholars 
Program. And of those 23, eight of us graduated four years later.  A similar kind of 
situation as my high school in terms of the racial breakdown. And so I felt completely at 
home from that standpoint. And it was a similar kind of experience for me in that the 
people that I sort of really hung out with were the members of the track team who 
happened to all be white, except for there were a few exceptions, but not many. Although I 
did also hang out at the Black House and I remember that my freshman year I found out 
that there was some scuttlebutt that the Black students were saying that I thought I was 
better than others because I wasn't joining them at the dinner table because I was eating 
with with my teammates. But as luck would have it, by the end of the year, my freshman 
year, I think that had all gotten worked out and they saw fit to elect me, Vice President of 
the Black Student Alliance and the year later, President of the Black Student Alliance.   
 
Kelvin [00:12:45] So it sounds like you really should have been studying diplomacy 
because here we have a Trinidadian from Queens who runs track, who speaks French and 
Russian,majors in Russian, and you don't play Bid Whist or Gin Rummy well enough to be 
part of the weekly game.   
 
Conan [00:13:04] Oh no, we don't get it twisted. I played Bid Whist, and very well to, I 

might add. You know, if you don't have that swagger, there's no sense of playing. 
 
Kelvin [00:13:15] In terms of just how you again, I don't know whether it's part of the New 
York energy, but how did you really navigate that, because again, you were very different 
in terms of just how you came to the university. You can't say no to that.  
 
Conan [00:13:30] Well, see that the I think the fact was and still remains to this day that 
I'm comfortable in almost any environment. And so there is no, you know, it's not an effort 
I'm not putting on in any way. I'm just comfortable wherever I am, and I've found that to be 
the case having traveled around the world practicing international law, I adapt very, very 
easily. So I didn't really stick out like a sore thumb in terms of my interaction with Black 
students. It's just that, unlike most of the other Black students, that wasn't exclusively my 
social setting.  
 



Kelvin [00:14:14] So you arrived in 1969, however, the year before was quite 

uncomfortable in America. I mean, the context of war is a war on poverty; there's a war in 
Vietnam; there is a social war because there were two major assassinations, that's King 
and Kennedy, and there were riots in New York.  There were riots in DC.   
 
Conan [00:14:40] Dont forget about Malcolm X.  
 
Kelvin [00:14:41] Well, that was '65, I think.   
 
Conan [00:14:41] But it's sort of that we think of the three of them together for some 
reason.  
 
Kelvin [00:14:51] Well, the back to back murders of King and Kennedy for me created this 

idea that what could happen has now been completely reduced to ashes. And there's a 
very powerful YouTube video of Kennedy's remarks in Indianapolis, the night that King 
was murdered. And there were riots and perhaps 100 cities across the nation. But this 
speech that he gave in the back of a flatbed truck, the people in Indianapolis went home 
and there were no riots in Indianapolis. I was one of the cities where there were no riots. 
So in terms of how that impacted you, you leaving New York, a city where I think it was 
Mayor Lindsey walked the streets to make sure the city would not go up in flames, like so 
many of the other cities around the nation. What did that inform you? How did that inform 
you as you made your way to Washington?  
 
Conan [00:16:01] Well, it's another one of those sort of critical points of my life, the day in 
particular that that King was killed. As you indicated, I attended Archbishop Molloy High 
School, where I was a track athlete, and for four years we had practice every every single 
day. Our indoor track was outside. We used to take it out of the basement in pieces and 
put it together on one day, put it together on the parking lot and then work out. And if it 
snowed, we'd shovel off the track and then work out. But you worked out every day. We 
basically had two models. One was it never rains or snows at Archbishop Molloy High 
School, and the other was when you're not practicing somebody else is. So every day we 
worked out except for one day, and that was the day that King was killed. And on that day, 
Frank Rienzo, yes, Georgetown's Frank Rienzo, who was also my high school coach, we 
came to Georgetown together in the same year. Frank called the team together and stood 
up in front of the team and lectured the team for 90 minutes on race relations in the United 
States. It was one of the most remarkable events that I can ever remember of in my life.  
 
Kelvin [00:17:33] Were you in or you were in Washington in March of 1981, when Ronald 
Reagan was shot. There was an attempt on his life. Do you remember what might have 
gone through your mind after having lived through the assassination of a president, an 
aspiring president and a global leader for peace and justice? And now the current 
president and I believe that was in front of a hotel there on Connecticut Avenue north of 
DuPont Circle.  
 
Conan [00:18:06] Yeah, yeah. And I remember him being taken to G.W. Hospital. And I 

remember thinking, I can't believe this is happening again in my life. It's just something 
that, you know, we tend to think of this country as being immune from certain things. I think 
we've since become more jaded and realize more that despite the the concept of American 
exceptionalism, there are some things, many things, many ways in which we're no different 
from from other societies. And so, you know, that was kind of the way that I viewed it. It's 
just unthinkable. And irrespective of whatever you know, the politics may be of the sitting 
president, he deserves the respect of the office. So I was upset about that. And like I said, 



just sort of incredulous that this was happening again. Thank God it didn't lead to his 
demise. But the mere fact that it was possible for the president to be shot in this country 
was just something that is really left a huge impression on me.  
 
Kelvin [00:19:36] In your bio, it was mentioned you are a student of American history, and 

I'm curious prior to attending Georgetown and even while there, were you aware of the 
history of slavery at Georgetown? And what is really sort of taken or received so much 
attention, the sale of enslaved peoples in 1838 in an effort to keep Georgetown afloat to 
keep it solvent. Were you aware of that history?  
 
Conan [00:20:11] No, absolutely not. I wasn't aware of that until the students approached 

the university about it. When was it recently? But no, I had no conception of it whatsoever. 
But of course, I had no conception of Black American history at all. That's a result of the 
education that I received in elementary school, high school and at Georgetown. There 
were certainly o mention of  African-Americans in history in any history course that I took in 
high school or in elementary school, nor at Georgetown. And at that time, there may have 
been two or three courses that focused on Back people. One was Black Theology, 
Religion and Racism that was taught by a Jesuit priest, Father Stankiewicz.  And then 
there may have been a course in the English department because I remember some 
students, some Black students in a course that they were reading Chinua Achebe. But that 
was it. And I, unfortunately, did not take that course. I did take Father Stan's course, but 
those are the only mentions of of Black people that I had in my entire education all through 
college.  
 
Kelvin [00:21:48] I had opportunity because again, I left Georgetown and came back to 

complete my undergrad. I took this course, History 099, offered by Professor Adam 
Rothman. I grew up with Lerone  Bennett Jr's, Before the Mayflower. And then, of course, 
Ebony and Jet magazines. And there was a show, Tony Brown's Journal, and then Gil 
Noble, who had a show called Like It Is. And then Ellis Haizlip had a show called Soul, but 
I had no knowledge of Georgetown's history of slavery. I think I would have still attended 
Georgetown; however, I might have looked at it through a different lens. I think that it's 
important that what Georgetown is doing and as painfully and publicly as it is, to reveal this 
history and begin the process of reclaiming their integrity and moving forward, advancing 
forward.  
 
Conan [00:22:55] Well, I have to say that I've never been more proud of my alma mater 
than I have been about the the way that Jack DeGioia, our president and the university, 
have handled the sale of the 272 and the repercussions for the university. You know, I 
always say, if you're going to be a leader, you have to lead. And I believe that's what Jack 
and the university have done with respect to the involvement of the university in slavery.  
 
Kelvin [00:23:30] While at Georgetown, you studied applied linguistics and social 
linguistics, so applied linguistics is the study of language in relation to social factors, 
including differences of regional, class and occupational dialect, gender differences and 
bilingualism. Those professionals who are applied linguists are trained to use scientific 
methods to study the use of language in real world situations - study how English is used 
in different contexts, analyzing language choices and cultural conditions that drive 
communication transactions. Applied linguists, they tackle a broad scope of issues that 
include learning new languages or assessing the validity and reliability of the language we 
encounter every day. Did studying linguistics activate or amplify your awareness of the 
social inequalities that existed when you were growing up?  
 



Conan [00:24:33] I would say the answer to that is yes, but I will also say that it's the other 

way around as well. Those things influenced my decision to study applied linguistics and in 
particular, socio-linguistics. Because my reason for in particular entering the socio-
linguistics program at Georgetown was to focus specifically on two research areas. One 
was language problems in developing nations where I focused on the language situation in 
South Africa, a really interesting situation. But the other and the one that I ended up really 
spending a fair amount of my professional time after Georgetown working with was 
teaching Black children to read from a language difference point of view and using socio-
linguistic theory in application to help to, for example, create pedagogical strategies that 
would advance the education of Black students and make utilizing their lived experiences 
and their interests, utilizing those to inform classroom instruction.  
 
Kelvin [00:26:00] So did your study of language attract you to law?  

 
Conan [00:26:06] No. Well, I mean, sort of in a roundabout way, because really what 

attracted me to law was international law. And there it wasn't so much language as it was 
culture. Of course, the two are inextricably intertwined. But I always found fascinating 
having the ability to negotiate situations where you're encountering people who are coming 
from completely different walks of life and being able to find some common ground so that 
you can communicate in a way that minimizes hostility. And that's really what attracted me 
to law school. And it's the reason why coming out of law school and applying to major law 
firms, I was insistent that I wanted to practice international law, which at the time it wasn't 
really easy to to sort of dictate to law firms, you know what you wanted to do, but I insisted, 
and every place that I got an offer from, it was with the thought in mind that I was going to 
be practicing international law.  
 
Kelvin [00:27:29] So students, then and now, they really have to or we often think about, 

am I learning something to monetize it? Am I learning something to please my parents? 
Am I following some current trend? Or am I looking to engage my time and my deliberate 
activity towards something that I'm interested in? And how did you manage that between 
French, Russian, language and  linguistics? Was there a moment when it was OK, am I 
going to work for a letter agency or am I going to work for the United Nations? Or was it a 
matter of I'm going to do what I love and it will drive me and then it will be monetized. How 
did you, did you think of that intentionally back then?  
 
Conan [00:28:20] I did. And again, let's go back to those foundational sort of principles 
that my parents instilled in me. They taught me, in particular, my dad taught me to be 
fiercely individualistic and to be true to who I am. And one of the ways that he helped me 
to do that was when it came time to decide where to go to high school, where to go to 
college. He made it real clear that the decision was mine and mine alone, even to the point 
where it might have a negative impact financially on him and the family. I had scholarship 
offers from other institutions. No scholarship offer from Georgetown. And he told me, I 
don't care about that. If you want to go to Georgetown, you're going to Georgetown. And 
so yes, it was very deliberate on my part when I decided to go to law school. But when I 
decided to go to the law firm that I ended up at, it was always with the thought in mind of 
I'm going to do what I want to do, what makes me happy, where I think I can have the most 
impact, where I think I can utilize my skills most effectively. And if it gets monetized in a 
way that's lucrative, that's great. And if not, so be it. There are other ways that you can, 
you know, make a contribution in this world.  
 
Kelvin [00:29:59] So when you got to Georgetown, you arrived and coach Frank Rienzo 

was there. And he's someone who you had history with, the poignant story about his 



conversation about race relations the day that Martin Luther King was murdered. Who else 
inspired you? Who else gave you something, maybe a mentor, or maybe a mentor from a 
distance? But who else captured your imagination, if you will? Who else at Georgetown 
really made you think intentionally about who you were and who you're looking to 
become?  
 
Conan [00:30:37] Well, there really were a number of people, and, you know, I have to say 

it was in sort of a general way, it was the Jesuits and in particular those Jesuits who sort of 
ran the institution. I remember, for example, that, you know, I was kind of a rabble rouser. 
As I said, I became president, the Black Student Alliance. And, you know, if you're going to 
be president of Black Student Alliance in 1970, 1971, you're probably going to be 
somewhat militant. Well, the Jesuits have a way of rewarding recalcitrance. And what they 
did was when they saw that I had some leadership qualities, they sort of not just 
encouraged, but sort of pushed me to to seek and accept leadership positions in the 
broader community outside of the Black Student Alliance. And so, for example, I became a 
president of the Academic Council of the School Languages and Linguistics. And then 
when the university decided to create a task force to study the quality of student life, the 
president of the university, who at the time I think was Tim Healy, the president of the 
university chose six students and the president of the student body chose six students to 
sit on this task force. Well, there were only 11 students because both the President of 
University and the president of student government selected me to sit on the task force. 
And that was a result of being rewarded for that recalcitrance, as I talked about by the 
Jesuits. Interestingly, also somebody who influenced me a lot was Bob Lager, who was 
the head of the Russian department. He was a sort of old school stern disciplinarian who, 
you know, you couldn't if you came late to class, you found the door locked and you 
weren't able to get it. If you came to class without a tie, he'd send you home and you 
weren't able to get back in. So if there was a pop quiz, which there often was, you just got 
to zero on the quiz for that day. And he styled his own teaching methods as "terror tactics." 
And he's somebody who I think recognized that I had this talent, the language, and he just 
refused to accept anything but the best from me. And he, I mean, he busted my chops, 
probably more than anyone else in that class. And I had him for four years. I had an 
Intensive Basic Russian, Intensive Advanced Russian, Russian Composition and Style. 
No, I had him for three years in Russian Composition and Style. And, you know, he just 
terrorized the students in the class, but somehow it seemed that that was the best way to 
motivate me. And it worked.  
 
Kelvin [00:34:20] I remember in 1976, Sam Harvey and the advocacy and the just overall 

support he gave for Black students, and I was always really curious as well as grateful for 
what I saw him do and what I thought he did because he was right there, seemingly in the 
forefront of helping people with courses, helping people with professors once they got into 
courses, and helping people with financial aid. And then once they got in their financial aid 
where their work study job was just it seemed like there was no area that was not an area 
where he could give some sort of support or his staff could give some sort of support. And 
I respected him a lot because I knew that he was in an area that really was new in a way. 
You know, it seemed like it was kind of new.   
 
Conan [00:35:25]  I have to say, there are a couple of other people that I would be remiss 

if I didn't mention. One was Dan Altobello who was the second most powerful person at 
the university, and I think his title was either executive vice president or I know he was also 
the secretary of the university, but he was, you know, he was the person who kind of ran 
the place on a day-to-day basis.  And he was one of those people who became a mentor 
to me; and we'd have these conversations about my leadership and so forth. Another 



person was Father Davis, Royden Davis, who I got to know even though I was in the 
School of Languages and Linguistics. I'm not sure how I really got to know him, but I will 
tell you that at one point when I was in graduate school, I worked for Father Davis as 
assistant to the dean. And he actually married my wife, Gail and me in Dahlgren Chapel, 
Hoyas for life, and Father Davis was another one of those people who was a mentor, both 
spiritually and intellectually for me. And then there was one more person that I'd like to talk 
about, and that's Harry Smith. Harry Smith was a president of the Georgetown University 
Alumni Association. And, you know, back in those days, today to get on the Board of 
Governors, there's an application process and you fill out the application and you explain 
why you think you deserve to be on the Boad of Governors and then they vote you in. 
Back in those days, that was not the process. You opened a letter that you had no 
expectation of getting, and the letter said, Congratulations, you've been selected to, 
appointed to join the Board of Governors. I don't know what the process was like. It was 
one of these old stage behind the scenes, probably cigar filled room kind of things, but I 
later learned that my greatest advocate in that process, whatever it was, was Harry Smith. 
And Harry became a mentor, someone whom he would take me to lunch,  and we talk 
about, you know, sort of where my career was going and that kind of thing. And if, for 
example, once I told him that I was considering a career in broadcasting, being a talking 
head on television like some people we know, and so Harry says, Oh, OK, and he 
introduced me to Paul Anthony, who, subsequent to Harry, became president of the alumni 
association. But Paul, for many years was a weathercaster on the local NBC affiliate in 
D.C. and in four decades had a jazz radio program. So that's how I got to know Paul. And I 
remember when I graduated from law school and was working at this big law firm, second 
largest law firm in the country, and you know what I thought was making serious dollars. I 
said, So, Harry, you know, I'd like to take you to lunch for once.  So we went to, you know, 
the Palm or one of these, you know, watering holes that  business people in D.C. were 
want to attend at that time. And after lunch, Harry said he had to excuse himself because 
he had an appointment. And I said, Great, OK, so I'm sitting there, he said to finish and 
finish your glass of wine and sat, finish my glass of wine, and then asked the waiter for the 
bill. And he said it's already been taken care of. That was Harry.  
 
Kelvin [00:39:46] So in terms of especially for the the young Hoya finding mentors or 
having them find you, is it a matter of having a strategy that includes doing your best and 
being your authentic self? Or is there something beyond that which really should be 
enough?  
 
Conan [00:40:09] I think many people think there's something beyond that and probably 

implement something beyond that. I don't believe that it's necessary, and I don't believe 
that you should. I think if you are, again, true to who you are; now, that's not to say that, 
you know, you can just sort of sit around and wait for things to come to you. I think you 
also have to be willing to approach people as well. You can't be sort of a wallflower. 
You've got to be, you've got to have the temerity to walk up to someone and introduce 
yourself. If you think that there's someone who might be helpful to you in any way and in 
particular, if they're part of the Georgetown network, it's part of our culture. It's what we do. 
So you should never feel timid about walking up to any Hoya and asking them for for help 
or asking them to to help guide you in any way. It's what we do. It's part of our culture.  
 
Kelvin [00:41:09] It's interesting you say that because as global a university as 
Georgetown is, it's somehow very provincial in terms of being this bastion of the Northeast 
and the Northeast educational complex. And I have lived in other countries and traveled in 
other countries, been in different cities around the nation. But this northeast attitude of 
people walking streets and getting on and off trains and asking a box score, you know, 



maybe you didn't see the Knicks last night or the Rangers last night or the Knicks or back 
in the day, the Nets. But I find that amongst people, the Chicagoans, you know, I live in 
Los Angeles and sometimes I meet people and just in listening to how they speak and how 
they approach a conversation. So you're not from around here?  And they say, well, no. I 
said, well, you from the East Coast. They said, Well, no, I'm from Chicago, and I say, OK.  
There's really something about this northeast approach to how we insinuate ourselves and 
how we interact, and as you said earlier, become comfortable. And I went to a school, I 
think very much like the one you did in Brooklyn and getting comfortable in that 
environment and gaining respect, not love necessarily, but gaining respect came with me 
being my authentic self. So in law school, to be recognized as the most outstanding 
student in your class of 1986, what were you doing man? What were you doing amongst 
probably a peer group of very exceptional peers? I mean, what were you doing at the Law 
Center down on Mass Ave?  
 
Conan [00:43:06] Well, it's interesting because my history academically from elementary 

school, despite everything that my parents attempted to instill in me, was that I tended to 
be a little bit of a lazy student. You know, I didn't always apply myself in the way that I 
should have. And my frankly, my undergraduate school grades reflect that; I did really well 
in graduate school, totally different story. So when I got to law school, I actually made an 
affirmative decision. I said, OK, you know, I remember a teacher being at a teacher parent 
conference in like, I don't know, sixth grade or something. And the teacher said to my 
student, Oh yeah, he's doing really well and all that. But it would be really interesting to 
see how he could do if he would bother to open the book. So when I got to law school, I 
said, OK, let's see. And I made it a point that I was going to apply myself one hundred and 
fifty percent attended. Every possible class didn't miss anything. Read everything that I 
was supposed to read two or three times. And so, you know, when I got to class, I was 
prepared. I was ready to do well on exams. When it came time to to do the writing 
competition to see who would make law review. There are two ways to make law review. 
One is have a grades in the top 10 percent of your class or do well enough in the writing 
competition to be selected for law review. And so I did the writing competition and made 
law review. And then I also decided to participate in moot court as well and did well in that. 
My partner and I, Tyree Jones and I did the Frederick Douglass Moot Court competition, 
and then we won the regionals argued in front of then Judge Scalia, who was on the 
D.C.Circuit. Subsequent to that became a  Supreme Court Justice. Got knocked out in the 
first round of the Nationals, unfortunately. But then the following year, Tyree and I coached 
the team. They again won the regionals and went to nationals, and they actually wrote the 
best brief in the nation in that competition. So in two sort of public facing arenas, there's 
nobody, knows what your grades are unless you tell them.  But in the public facing arenas 
and moot court competition and, you know, making law review, those are the things that I 
did that I think caught the attention of my peers at the time. There were, I think, sixty some 
odd Black students in our class, in the class of 86 and only three of us made law review. 
So, you know, that begins to kind of wean you out from the rest of the crowd.  
 
Kelvin [00:46:40] What's happening in the world right now, I think, is remarkable. You 
have Brexit, where a nation is going to unilaterally excise itself from a plethora of multi-
national contracts. Then you have the issues with humanitarian crises. You know, how are 
we going to or how is, say, the United Nations going to create humanitarian corridors for 
places like Yemen? Then you have issues with climate change and how nations are 
formulating policies that are going to impact how they do business and ultimately how they 
either destroy or somehow help to sustain natural resources. What do you think is a 
dynamic field in law right now? Or if you were to do it over again, if you were given that 



opportunity, what are some of the dynamic areas in the law which capture your 
imagination outside of what you already do?  
 
Conan [00:47:47] Well, you know, it's interesting because I think if I had to do it all over 
again, I would redouble my efforts in the direction that I took because, you know, I went to 
the law firm wanting to do international trade and transactions; and I did do some of that. 
But because I was in the Washington office of a major law firm in their international 
department, I got to do a lot of public international law, international trade policy work 
representing foreign governments and foreign corporations on the hill, that kind of thing. 
And I think that that kind of work is even more important today than it was back then. If you 
look at the way that the world has evolved, I think it's even more important today to be able 
to maintain those lines of communication among the community of nations. And so that's 
what I still see as a critical area of the law. And to me, international law really in any arena 
is important again because of, to me, ultimately, what you're trying to do is you're trying to 
to minimize conflict as much as possible. I think the best way to do that is to maintain 
communication; so cross-cultural interaction business transactions in an international 
milieu, I think, are the kinds of vehicles for that.  
 
Kelvin [00:49:39] You speak several languages and have been exposed to more than 

that. Do you have a favorite foreign language?  
 
Conan [00:49:49] That's kind of hard to say, I mean, I love French because I think it's a 
beautiful language, it's mellifluous. There is a certain romanticism that it comes with it or 
that is attributed to it. But I also love Russian; and again, the link between language and 
culture are so close that it's sort of hard to even separate them. So when I talk about 
language, I'm really talking about culture as well. And the Russian people are so, they're 
so warm, and they're so, it's just so sort of down to earth kind of people. And you have to 
separate the people from the politics and the politicians in Russia. It's like two completely 
different animals. I guess you could say the same here as well, but those are the two 
languages that I studied and that I know best. But in terms of just language itself, I've 
always wanted to learn Portuguese because again, I like the way that it sounds and the 
sort of mannerisms that people utilize in communicating in that language as well.  
 
Kelvin [00:51:23] Well, I've asked you a lot of questions and you've been very gracious 
with your time and your responses. Is there anything that I might have overlooked? Is 
there anything that you might want to share? When I said Renaissance man and 
mentioned language, your love of art and your interest in history, I might have forgotten 
something. I'm not sure if there is a connection with that personal side of you, that 
intellectual side of you that hasn't been expressed and what you have done as a linguist, 
as a lawyer, as a parent, as a New Yorker. Is there anything you'd like to add?  
 
Conan [00:52:06] There's certainly one thing that I thought about, which is when we talked 
about the Thurgood Marshall Award and you ask me, you know, what was I doing at the 
Law Center? I think I left out a really important piece because I kept focusing on the sort of 
academic side of things. But the thing that I did at the law center of which I'm most proud is 
I told you that only three black students in my class made law review in the class of 1986. 
Well, the following year, after I got on the law review, I was the senior notes and 
comments editor, which meant that I was responsible for the writing program for the law 
and policy and international business, which was the The International Law Journal at 
Georgetown. And so I was responsible and I talked about the writing competition, and so I 
was responsible for sort of honchoing the writing competition for LPIB. And I also was 
concerned about the paucity of African-Americans in law review at the Law Center. And so 



I held this seminar, so to speak, in which I invited the the editors in chief of the four 
journals, they were only four at the time, main journal, Law and Policy and International 
Business, the Tax Lawyer, and the American Criminal Law Review. And I invited the 
editors-in- chief of all four journals to come and talk to Black students. This is sponsored 
by BLSA, the Black Law Students Association. I asked them to come and talk to students 
about sort of what they were looking for in the writing competition. And we invited all of the 
Black law students from that of one L class. And I think almost all of them showed up to 
this thing. So for 45 minutes, I had the four editors-in-chief stand up and give their spiel. 
And then for the next 45 minutes, I stood up in front of the room and went through the 
mechanics of how you write a note, a comment and the things that you need to pay 
attention to, and also talked about why it was important to make law review. And the 
following year, my understanding is that there were like 20 some odd Black students who 
made law review, and that's, of all the things that I did in law school, that's the one to 
which I'm most proud.  
 
Kelvin [00:54:55] Well, I would see you around campus. I didn't really interact with you 
very much. You were in upperclassmen, if you will. I knew that you were always doing 
something, and I knew it was positive. And this is, I think, the longest that you and I have 
actually spoken, and we began this conversation and I said that I was pleased and now I'm 
ever more pleased to have had the opportunity to speak with you and learn this about you. 
And I am, as I said in the beginning, convinced that you would have been successful 
wherever you would have gone. But now I'm pleased that we're in this same family, we're 
in the Georgetown family, and that's just part of the family that we were in as New Yorkers 
and students from Catholic high schools and elementary schools, and I was an athlete at 
Georgetown, so you've revealed very much to me and to anyone who sees this, and I'm 
very pleased for your time and thank you very much and, We are Georgetown!  
 
Conan [00:56:10] Hoya Saxa  
 
Kelvin [00:56:11] Hoya Saxa!  
 


