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A career in the United States Foreign 

Service—the allure of exotic locales, climes, 

cultures, and peoples, has caused many of 

us to consider it. It can be a great way to see 

the world and possibly play a role in world 

events, while also having the honor of rep-

resenting our country. How does one pursue 

such a career? How does one go about join-

ing this elite group of people? What skills 

and talents does the Department of State 

seek for the position? What may one expect 

from such a career path?

These questions and more form the basis 

of Juan Bracete’s account of his life and 

career. Born and raised by his grandpar-

ents in Puerto Rico, Bracete led a solitary 

childhood marked by many hours read-

ing books borrowed from his grandfather’s 

library while dreaming of a life in another 

land far away from his small isolated island. 

These dreams were encouraged by the fact 

that his grandfather’s prominence exposed 

Bracete to a stream of high-ranking island 

people and visitors from Europe. A trip to 

Europe at age 10 with his grandparents 

contributed even more to his desire to live 

abroad: “The desire to achieve, grow up 

and rush into the world outside the balmy 

Caribbean was overpowering. That mustard 

seed was exploding within me.” 

Although Bracete’s grandfather discour-

aged him from attending school abroad, he 

pursued studies at Georgetown University, 

soaking up the culture in and around 

Washington, D.C. Unable to find a job after 

graduation, he returned to Puerto Rico to 

work as a junior credit officer at a local savings 

and loan association. He moved on some six 

months later to a bank, then to law school and, 

during the summer preceding his last semes-

ter, did an internship with the Department of 

Justice’s Tax Division, in Washington, D.C. 

Bracete hoped for post-graduation 

employment with the Tax Division but, as 

luck would have it, the Board of Immigration 

Appeals had an opening. The Board offered 

to send him to Georgetown University for a 

preparatory, graduate-level immigration law 

course taught by Charles Gordon. Bracete 

grabbed the opportunity and soon com-

menced work with the Board of Immigration 

Appeals. Later, because of his grandfather’s 

terminal illness, he quit his job and returned 

to Puerto Rico. Bracete initially despaired 

about his employment prospects in Puerto 

Rico, but, as he notes, “God provides for 

madmen, children and fools,” and, not long 

after returning, he was hired by a local law 

firm, where he worked for six years. By 

then, his grandfather had passed away and 

he developed an itch to seek government 

service on the mainland. Contacting former 

supervisors at the Department of Justice, 

he was hired to be an immigration judge in 

Miami. He remained in that position for four 

and a half years and then followed it with 

three and a half years of private practice. 

Finally, he was appointed to the Foreign 

Service. He considered it a dream come true, 

but he also felt apprehensive about starting a 

new career and moving to Washington, D.C., 

after eight years in the Miami area.

Following training at the Foreign Service 

Institute, Bracete served his first assign-

ment in Caracas, Venezuela, where he car-

ried out such none-too-pleasant tasks as 

visits to the morgue and to U.S. citizens in 

prison, while he wended his way through 

a political minefield of coworkers, local 

citizens, and government officials in both 

Washington, D.C., and Venezuela.

Bracete’s second assignment took him to 

his wife’s homeland of El Salvador, but then 

he resigned his Foreign Service employ-

ment in order to pursue local opportuni-

ties that unfortunately failed to materialize. 

After a couple of other steps that I’ll skip, 

he opened a law practice in El Salvador, 

and, after a year, he was appointed to the 

unpaid position of Minister Counselor of the 

Embassy of the Sovereign Military Order 

of Malta to the Republic of El Salvador; 

he took this post because of his inter-

est in the Order’s humanitarian projects 

in El Salvador. This was followed by an 

appointment to Ambassador Extraordinary 

and Plenipotentiary of the Sovereign 

Military Order of Malta to the Republic of 

El Salvador—a position he held for nine 

years until December 30, 2009, when he 

resigned and returned to the United States.

Drops of Remembrance is enjoy-

able, and Bracete’s account of his days in 

Venezuela are especially insightful. But I 

found myself desiring more from his autobi-

ography—more discussion of his formative 

years with his grandparents, more discus-

sion of his varied education in both Puerto 

Rico and the United States, and more dis-

cussion of his work in immigration law, as 

he has a unique perspective forged during 

his years as an attorney with the Board of 

Immigration Appeals, an immigration judge, 

and an attorney in private practice. I wanted 

to hear more about his career in the Foreign 

Service—both its good and bad aspects. 

Lastly, I would have been interested in 

his impressions, as someone from Puerto 

Rico, of life in the United States, both in 

Washington, D.C., and Miami.

I hope that Bracete will revisit and 

expand upon this book to give the reader a 

more comprehensive view of his life. He has 

lived a unique and fascinating one and has 

many insights to offer readers, especially 

young people on the cusp of making deci-

sions about their own career paths. 

R. Mark Frey is an attorney based in St. 

Paul, Minn. He has practiced immigration 

law for almost 25 years with an emphasis 

on political asylum, family immigration, 

removal defense, and naturalization.

Book Reviews

Drops of Remembrance, the bracing new memoir from author 

Juan Bracete, recounts his years as a U.S. Immigration Judge, 

and the following period when he worked as a U.S. Foreign 

Service officer. Mr. Bracete relates some of the many incidents 

he observed, and supplies poignant anecdotes regarding his 

work, as well as biographical notes about the nature of his job 

and how it profoundly shaped his career. In writing his memoir, 

Bracete acts on his long-held desire to share with his readers the 

totality of his life experience, and his search for ways continu-

ally to improve his journey through life.
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Juan Bracete was born and raised in Puerto Rico. Having earned 
his B.A. at Georgetown University, he returned home to take his J.D. at 
the University of Puerto Rico. He practiced law for a number of years, 
before being appointed a United States Immigration Judge. Following this, 
Mr. Bracete decided to fulfill his longtime wish to see more of the world 
and became a U.S. Foreign Service officer, a profession he followed for six 
years. Currently, he has resumed his law career. In addition to his legal 
work, Mr. Bracete is a philatelist who also enjoys reading the works of 
Franz Kafka and Nassim Taleb.
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