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Several times a semester a student will knock on my 
door and somewhat sheepishly ask to talk with me 
about being a Peace Corps volunteer. I try to imagine 
how they see me, the Returned Peace Corps Volun-

teer (RPCV), the guy who’s actually “been there.” In them 
I see myself, taking those same first hesitant steps. In the 
conversations that follow, four questions seem to be on every 
student’s mind; they were on mine, too.  

WHAT WAS IT LIKE?
This is the first and most difficult ques-
tion. The problem is that the experience 
in question is enormous, but the time to 
answer is not. Great artists like Picasso 
could whip off a sketch that might sell mil-
lions, but most of us struggle to construct 
meaning in so few lines.   

I wish I could tell stories with half the art-
istry of the writers we present in this Closer 
Look. Jason Boog’s “How I lost my Star Wars 
Pillow” is an especially honest examination 
of one volunteer’s experience, filled with 
tragedy, victory, and lots of growing up. Jen-
nifer Fortin’s Dispatch approaches this ques-
tion by concentrating on the little things of 
her daily life as a volunteer. Bob Shacochis’s 
Dispatch is a powerful and raw take on how 
important the Peace Corps experience can 
be to a volunteer—and what it can cost.

Instead, my answer to this question is 
composed of various details from my ser-
vice in Slovakia in no particular order: I 
met the most incredible, unbelievable peo-
ple. I read 70 books, and I rode an electronic 
bull in front of the Blue Mosque in Istanbul 
five minutes before the year 2000. I learned 
more about the world from my students 
than my teachers in college and graduate 
school. I rode trains everywhere. I learned 
how to take pictures. I met my wife… 

WHAT DO I DO WHEN PEOPLE 
IMPORTANT TO ME ARE DISTRESSED 

OR EVEN AGAINST MY JOINING?
Peace Corps is not an easy decision for the 
applicant to make nor for others to under-
stand. “Why don’t you settle down in a nice 
stable government job?” friends of my par-
ents intoned. For them, Peace Corps was 
a rejection of the nine-to-five shirt-and-tie 
world. It was to me, as well, but I tended to 
see this as an attribute. The pleas of these Bo-
dhisatvas of conformity were pushed aside 
totally by an old Coast Guard admiral who 
I met in Washington. Benedict Stabile had 
served in the Mediterranean during World 
War 2 and for decades thereafter in Alaska 
and the Caribbean. After he told me a little 
about his experiences, he turned to me and 
said, “And what are you doing there sitting 
behind a desk?”

I looked down at a thick stack of papers. 
“Applying for Peace Corps, actually.” 

“Good, do it. You know, I see all 
these young people saving up for their 
retirement. They end up with money 
but no youth. I’d say spend your youth 
now, worry about saving for retirement 
later.” For once, I just followed orders.

ISN’T PEACE CORPS 
CULTURAL IMPERIALISM?

Not everyone asks this question, but for 
those with a certain political disposition, 
this is a central dilemma to be resolved.

Peace Corps was created as a response 
to the gains the Soviet Union was mak-
ing in the developing world in the late 
1950s. Its purpose was to spread Ameri-
can values and know-how, help countries 
develop, and thereby stem the spread of 
Communism. But Peace Corps grew be-
yond its initial mandate. The organization 
has come to represent many ideas—some 
of them conflicting—about how the U.S. 
should interact with the world.

I had a friend whose outspoken opinions 
almost got him sent home by Peace Corps 
during our training in Slovakia. I remem-
ber asking him why, given his inclination 
against authority, he joined a big govern-
ment bureaucracy like Peace Corps.

“The beauty of Peace Corps,” he said, 
“is that the whole idea is to support people 
so they can be themselves. If Peace Corps 
doesn’t get in the way, the volunteers will 
do great things.” The 1958 book The Ugly
American, which helped spur the creation of 
the Peace Corps, and which I read just before 
joining, made the same point—it was the 
skills and talents of individual people that 
could make a difference, not big government 
programs applying cookie-cutter methods on 
behalf of, but not with, local communities.

There were volunteers who were essen-
tially missionaries of the “American way,” 
teaching their students English with the 
Bill of Rights or lecturing their colleagues 
with slogans from U.S. corporate culture. 
There were, however, many other volun-
teers who listened to the people they were 
working with, who helped them pursue 
agendas they set for themselves. 

Serving in Peace Corps is not free of 
ambiguous or difficult moral quandaries. 
Alyson Carr’s essay “When Cultures Lose 
Their Voice” and Kara Garbe’s “Crossing 
Over” examine the complexities of service 
in an unjust world. In part, answering 
these challenges has become a focus of 
their post-Peace Corps careers.

WOULD YOU JOIN PEACE CORPS AGAIN?
Yes, you bet. On the practical level, Peace 
Corps is a great way to go abroad and be 
reasonably well supported. Good health 
insurance, decent living allowance, the 
freedom to do development work as you 
see fit, and a nice chunk of money at the 
end to get yourself back on your feet. It 
can be a great entry-point into further gov-
ernment service, education, urban plan-
ning, social justice, medicine, and count-
less other fields really. It does look good 
on a resume. And, if you’re trying to land 
an entry-level job in international relief or 
other aid organizations, there’s a reason 
the job descriptions often say “two years 
of international experience required.”

Above all, I recommend Peace Corps be-
cause it’s a chance to develop as a human 
being. Reading the articles we printed in 
this section, and the many others that we 
couldn’t fit in here (but are printed on 
www.AbroadViewMagazine.com) I was 
impressed with the enormity of the Peace 
Corps experience in general, how it has im-
pacted so many people in so many different 
ways. These stories brought me to out-loud 
laughter and, in a few cases, to tears. To me 
it’s not the organization but the volunteers, 
and their stories, and the changed perspec-
tives they attest to (and how these perspec-
tives might shape our common future) that 
makes Peace Corps worthwhile. AV
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ble for orientation and reentry  at Hobart and Wil-

liam Smith Colleges’ Center for Global Education. 
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AV sponsor the Partnership for Global Education, 
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The first group 
of Peace Corps 

volunteers headed 
to Ghana 
in 1961.
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ABROAD VIEW: What made you interested 
in assuming the directorship of Peace Corps and 
what lessons have you gained?

MARK GEARAN: As a Massachusetts native 
and student of history, I was always impressed 
with the genius of what is arguably President 
Kennedy’s greatest legacy, the Peace Corps. The 
chance to be a part of this worthy mission and lead 
it was an extraordinary honor.

For me, an important lesson of the Peace Corps 
is the power of an idea.  After all, the concept is 
quite simple:  send Americans around the world 
to countries that need and want our help.  What 
has happened over more than 40 years from this 
simple concept is a remarkable record of accom-
plishment for international development and the 
internationalization of many Americans.

AV: In a speech, you relayed the quote by Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. about the power of service: 
“Everybody can be great because everyone can 
serve.” What’s the significance of service learning, 
especially for those immersed in academia?

MG: Dr. King’s brilliant words are central to 
the service mission of colleges and universities. 
Since the earliest days of our republic, colleges 
and universities have mission statements noting 
the importance of “service” and “community.”  
Service learning links service with course content 
in creative ways across disciplines.

AV: Many colleges are focusing on efforts to 

“internationalize” their student bodies, provide 
more study abroad opportunities, and incorporate 
service learning into study abroad. What is the 
role of colleges in creating educated citizens for 
the 21st century? 

MG: Colleges and universities have an impor-
tant role to prepare 21st-century citizens who will 
live and work in a very dynamic century. With the 
global economy and our own increasingly multi-
cultural society, the importance of international 
study is critical.

Study abroad opportunities with service learn-
ing components are rich opportunities for stu-
dents.  We must work to expand these choices for 
students. But college and universities must also 
work to internationalize the campus for those stu-
dents who do not choose or cannot study abroad. 
An important goal of each returned Peace Corps 
volunteer is to “bring the world back home” to the 
U.S. So, too, for off campus programs—how can 
we “bring the world back home” to campuses for 
students who do not have the personal experience 
of foreign study?

AV: Is this ideal person a citizen of the world or 
a citizen of the U.S.—a global superpower? 

MG: An ideal American citizen is one who sees 
himself or herself as a citizen of the world—un-
derstanding that with the privilege of living in 
the U.S. comes the responsibility to act in ways 
appropriate for a 21st-century global superpower.  
We have a unique opportunity to use our vast 
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PERSPECTIVES ON PEACE CORPS wealth, natural resources, and creative entrepre-
neurial spirit as a force for good.

AV: How does Peace Corps shape volunteers’ 
perspectives? 

MG: One of the many benefits of Peace Corps 
service is the reflective moments during service 
and the transformative opportunity to value what 
is really important in life. Many volunteers told me 
how their lives were enhanced by living and work-
ing in modest circumstances and thus realizing the 
value of family, community, and hard work.

AV: People think of Peace Corps as an organiza-
tion meant to help others across the world, a kind 
of foreign aid program. But how does Peace Corps 
meet its third goal, which is to help promote a 
“better understanding of other peoples on the part 
of all Americans”? 

MG: In many ways, what I like to call this “do-
mestic dividend” of the Peace Corps is one of the 
most important. More than 40 years after J.F.K. 
issued his call to service and Sargent Shriver bril-
liantly established the Peace Corps, many Ameri-
cans now understand another part of the world, 
its people, and culture. The families of Peace Corps 
volunteers also benefit from this experience—as 
the returning volunteers continue to share their 
understanding back home.

When I served as Peace Corps Director, six 
Members of Congress had served as Peace Corps 
volunteers: three Republicans and three Demo-
crats. They all continued to “bring the world back 
home.” On my campus today at Hobart and Wil-
liam Smith Colleges, four members of our faculty 
and two key administrators also served as volun-
teers. Our campus is a better place because of their 
perspectives.

AV: What would the U.S. look like if Peace 
Corps accomplished this third goal? 

MG: We would have a greatly enhanced under-
standing of the world—and the hopes and aspira-
tions of people around the planet.

AV: College students interested in Peace Corps 
may fear getting “off track” or not making the 

most of their college degrees. What counsel would 
you give them about the value of Peace Corps?

MG: I would point out that while there may be 
easier ways to enhance one’s resume than spend-
ing 27 months in the developing world, it is a life-
time credential. I know from speaking with gradu-
ate school deans and employers in the public and 
private sector, that Peace Corps service is viewed 
with respect. They appropriately understand what 
Peace Corps service means—and what it says about 
[the] volunteer’s character and personal integrity.

Secondly, I would note that this is valuable 
work experience that may chart a future career. 
I have met numerous volunteers whose lives and 
careers were shaped by their experience.

AV: At a 1998 House of Representatives Com-
mittee on International Relations, you and your 
colleagues proposed doubling the size of Peace 
Corps. At that meeting, the late Senator Paul D. 
Coverdell, Director of  Peace Corps under Presi-
dent Bush, Sr. said that he considered the Peace 
Corps “our premier international university.” Do 
you agree with him?

MG: Absolutely. I was pleased that Congress sup-
ported legislation I advanced to grow the Peace Corps 
to 10,000 by 2000.  Now they should fund it. When 
so many qualified Americans wish to serve and dedi-
cate themselves in this way, our country should find 
the resources to expand the Peace Corps. I believe 
every American who wants to serve—and is quali-
fied to serve—should be able to serve.  

AV: We understand the safety of its volunteers 
is one of Peace Corps’ highest priorities. Would 
you have any reservations about your daughters 
serving? 

MG: I can certainly appreciate any parent’s 
concern for their child’s safety.  However, I am 
also keenly aware of the great importance that 
the Peace Corps places on all volunteers’ safety 
and security. As Director, I spent a great deal 
of time assessing these questions and working 
with dedicated Peace Corps staff to ensure—as 
best as we could in the complex and complicated 
world in which we live—the safety and security 
of each volunteer. AV
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MARK D. GEARAN, President of Hobart and William Smith Colleges, served as director of the Peace Corps
in Washington, D.C., from 1995 to 1999, under the appointment of President Clinton. Gearan established the
Crisis Corps, which allows returned Peace Corps volunteers to help overseas communities recover from natural
disasters and humanitarian crises. He supported expanding the corps of volunteers and opened new volunteer
programs in South Africa, Jordan, Bangladesh, and Mozambique. Under his direction, Peace Corps: The 
Great Adventure, was published, chronicling the personal memories and anecdotes of volunteers spanning 36
years. Gearan also serves on the boards of the Corporation for National and Community Service, which oper-
ates AmeriCorps and SeniorCorps, and The Partnership of Public Service, a group aimed at encouraging young
people to pursue federal service careers.

Gearan has remained involved in international issues as a member of the International Advisory Board 
of the Global Citizens Circle. Prior to his Peace Corps directorship, he served in the Clinton Administration as 
Assistant to the President and Director of Communications, as well as Deputy Chief of Staff. Gearan earned a 
B.A. in Government from Harvard University and a law degree from Georgetown University.

”

“When I 
receive min-

isters and 
ambassadors 

it’s striking 
to me how 
many will 

say, “The first 
American I 

ever met was 
a Peace Corps 

volunteer.” 
Now they’re 

a minister or 
ambassador, 

or in some 
cases, a head 

of state. That’s 
a very power-
ful testament 
to the differ-

ence the Peace 
Corps has 

made over 
    37 years.

—Mark D. Gearan, 
1998, Courier Online, 

www.stanleyfoundation.
org/courier

Peace 
Corps 

operates on 
a budget of 

approximately 
$275 million 

per year (less 
than 1 percent 

of 1 percent 
of the U.S. 

foreign aid
       budget).

—www.PeaceCorps.gov  ”

“



in this emerging field. 
Accreditation, how-
ever, proved more chal-
lenging. Much as the 
Peace Corps inherently 
values experiential 
learning and cross-cul-
tural interaction, SIT’s 
founders incorporated 
these non-classroom-
based elements into 
their degree. While this 
pedagogical approach is 
now widely accepted, 
it was met with skepti-
cism from state exam-
iners in the late 1960s. 
Not until the State Ed-
ucation Board visited 
SIT’s program and met 
with its students and 
returned Peace Corps 
volunteers, did it final-
ly confer degree-grant-
ing status on SIT in 
1969. Since that time, 
SIT has inspired many 
of its undergraduate 
study abroad students 
to join Peace Corps 
and has awarded thou-
sands of graduate de-
grees, many of them to 
returned Peace Corps 
volunteers.

After Peace Corps, 
many students have 
come to SIT to deepen 
their knowledge and 
strengthen their skills 
in education, service, 
development, and inter-
cultural work. Others 

have enrolled in Peace 
Corps’ Masters Inter-
national Program (see 
sidebar), completing 
SIT graduate require-
ments while serving. 

PROFESSIONAL 
CONNECTIONS

Returned Peace Corps 
volunteers, SIT alum-
ni, and former Experi-
menters are generally 
mobile, making it a chal-
lenge to keep in touch. 
To address this prob-
lem, SIT is launching 
an online community 
space. Globally acces-
sible, this initiative will 
be a dedicated web site 
for questions, tips, and 
contacts. This commu-
nity will have a special 

section for Peace Corps 
volunteers who share a 
connection to SIT and 
Experiment programs.

A SHARED 
COMMITMENT

Ranging from the 
United Nations to vil-
lage schools, and from 
corporate positions 
to grassroots commu-
nity activism, Experi-
menters, RPCV’s, and 
SIT-ers can all echo 
the words of Sargent 
Shriver, who noted 
that “[Our first inter-
national experience] 
taught us that the way 
to find out about your 
own world is to dis-
cover somebody else’s 
world.” AV

The School for Inter-
national Training is a 
sponsor of the Abroad 
View Foundation.

MARK LYDON earned an 

undergraduate degree with 

a major in Chemistry and 

a minor in French from 

Creighton University. 

He then served as a Peace 

Corps volunteer in Arusha, 

Africa, where he taught 

Chemistry and Physics to 

secondary school children. 

While earning a graduate 

degree in International 

Education from SIT, 

Mark is working as the 

U.S.-Azerbaijan School 

Partnerships Coordinator 

for Project Harmony in 

Waitsfield, VT. mark@

projectharmony.org

www.abroadviewmagazine.com 39

MANY PEOPLE KNOW
of Peace Corps but few 
people know how it 
started. The tale be-
gins at a small school 
nestled in the hills of 
southern Vermont. 
While officially sepa-
rate, the Peace Corps 
and the School for In-
ternational Training 
(SIT) have shared sim-
ilar visions, missions, 
and impacts.

CULTURE SHOCK 
IN A NEW ENGLAND 

VILLAGE
Carlyn Nankervis eas-
ily recalls her pre-ser-
vice Peace Corps train-
ing in 1966. It was held 
on the campus of SIT, 
which then existed as 
the Experiment in In-
ternational Living and 
was the leading study 
abroad provider at that 
time. The Vermont 
August welcomed her 
with humidity not un-
like her future South 
American home of 
Brazil. Government 
jeeps picked her up 
at the local airport, 
jostling her up hilly 
dirt roads to a remote 
campus. In addition to 
her language and task 
training, she received 
cultural training in the 
form of a “drop-off” 

exercise. This activity 
consisted of a weekend 
in which she was trans-
ported to a rural New 
Hampshire village on a 
Friday afternoon, given 
$10, and told to return 
on Monday afternoon. 
Her culture-shock-in-
a-can, prepared by her 
trainers, was a chal-
lenge. She fell upon 
the graces of the village 
for food, lodging, and 
companionship. Most 
Peace Corps volunteers 
and “SIT-ers” would 
welcome such an op-
portunity—and Car-
lyn was no exception. 
She quickly befriended 
some locals, spent the 
weekend washing dish-
es in a diner, and stayed 
with her employer’s 
mother in her base-
ment apartment. Safely 
returning on Monday, 
she had earned a net 
profit of $20 due to her 
resourcefulness and be-
lief in community.

A CONVERGENT 
HISTORY

In 1961, when Presi-
dent Kennedy pushed 
through the legislation 
that established the 
Peace Corps, Sargent 
Shriver (a trusted in-
sider and confidante to 
J.F.K.) was appointed as 

its first director. Shriver, 
a consummate states-
man committed to em-
powering social services 
and citizen diplomacy, 
had twice participated 
in the Experiment in 
International Living’s 
programs prior to World 
War II. Early in his role 
as director, Shriver un-
derstood that pre-ser-
vice training would be 
critical for a Peace Corps 
volunteer’s success and 
sought a U.S. train-
ing site where trainees 
would receive country-
specific cultural, lin-
guistic, and technical 
instruction. Recalling 
his positive memories 
as an “Experimenter,” 
he accepted the Exper-
iment’s offer to assist 
the newly born Peace 
Corps. The first trainee 
group, headed to Ban-
gladesh (formerly East 
Pakistan), was trained 
at The Experiment’s 
campus, as was a second 
group that materialized 
later in 1961. Subse-
quent groups continued 
to train there, eventu-
ally reaching a total of 
48 trainee groups going 
to 34 countries between 
1961 and 1971. 

Beginning in 1972, 
the Peace Corps rec-
ognized that its volun-

teers would be better 
served by field-based, 
in-country training. 
And, so ended the 
formal collaboration 
between Peace Corps 
and The Experiment. 

CONVERGING 
FORCES

The Experiment es-
tablished SIT in 1964. 
With this action, the 
director and Board of 
Trustees were respond-
ing to basic economic 
theory: the law of sup-
ply and demand. Dur-
ing the Cold War, the 
need for interculturally 
competent profession-
als was growing. At the 
same time, the supply 
of U.S. citizens with 
international, non-
military experience 
was increasing. These 
students and profes-
sionals were seeking 
to hone their skills 
and enhance their in-
tercultural understand-
ing. Everything added 
up: a tenable business 
would be possible only 
with a solid reputa-
tion and accreditation. 
SIT’s founders knew 
that its reputation had 
already spread around 
the world and that they 
had the advantage of 
being one of the first 
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CONVERGING PATHS: THE 
PEACE CORPS AND SIT

Master’s International 

(MI) program allows vol-

unteers to incorporate 

service into a master’s 

degree program at more 

than 40 colleges and 

universities. Candidates 

apply simultaneously 

to the Peace Corps and 

a participating gradu-

ate school. After being 

accepted by both, they 

complete a year to two 

of graduate coursework 

at their university and 

then spend the next two 

years working abroad in 

a Peace Corps-related 

project while earning aca-

demic credit. 

Once overseas, MI 

volunteers are given an 

assignment according to 

the needs and requests 

of their host country. 

Unlike many other gradu-

ate students, MI students 

allow their volunteer 

assignment to shape their 

academic requirement 

instead of determining a 

research topic in advance. 

Depending on the insti-

tution, an MI student’s 

assignment may be a 

thesis, professional paper, 

or a culminating project. 

Other possibilities offered 

are graduate credits for 

Peace Corps service and 

tuition or fee waivers.

For complete infor-

mation go to www.

PeaceCorps.gov, click on 

“Apply Now,” and then 

look under “Resources for 

Grad School.”

grad study

history

Sargent Shriver, founder of Peace Corps, with President John F. Kennedy

Photograph courtesy of Peace Corps Archive

crisis corps
& tsunami
Following the tsunami 
disaster, the Peace Corps 
received an outpouring 
of support from former 
volunteers willing to return 
to the devastated area. 
More than 200 volunteers 
completed the Crisis Corps 
application. The Peace 
Corps sent an assess-
ment team to Thailand 
and Director Vasquez 
arrived shortly after. Thirty 
former volunteers were 
then selected, the major-
ity of whom served in 
Thailand and speak the 
Thai language and know 
the customs and culture. 
The volunteers will assist 
various aid organizations 
in rebuilding devastated 
areas. The Peace Corps 
has also established the 
Southeast Asia Tsunami 
Fund. As with all dona-
tions to the Peace Corps 
Partnership Program, 100 
percent of every donation 
will be used in the affected 
communities. To support 
the volunteers visit www.
PeaceCorps.gov and click 
on “Donate Now.” Crisis 
Corps has responded to 
more than 300 natural 
disasters since 1996. To 
find out more about the 
Peace Corps’ Crisis Corps 
program,  visit www.peace 
corps.gov/rpcv/crisiscorps.
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THE APPLICATION PROCESS CAN BE ARDUOUS AND
seemingly endless. The Peace Corps receives over 120,000 inqui-
ries each year from people interested in applying. Tens of thou-
sands of those people submit applications, and only a fraction 
are eventually accepted. Beside the fact that the Peace Corps is a 
government agency, which, by definition, means it can be slow 
and bureaucratic, the sheer numbers of applicants combined 
with the excruciating detail each applicant must provide on the 
application make it easy to understand why the review process 
can last up to a year.

The Peace Corps tells potential recruits that three personality 
traits are invaluable during the application process: persistence, 
patience, and a sense of humor. Persistence is required because, 
without it, your application may sit unread on a recruiter’s 
desk or in a Peace Corps in-box for months. Try as they may, 
the Peace Corps does not always review every application and 
forward every file in a timely manner. Every so often you’ll need 
to prod and encourage them to keep the process moving. I knew 
an applicant who, after submitting his completed application, 
sat back and waited to hear from the Peace Corps. He never fol-
lowed up with calls; he never thought to check on the status of 
his application. After almost six months of waiting, he received 
a letter notifying him that his application had been deemed “in-
active.” Apparently, having never heard from him, his recruiter 
assumed he had lost interest in joining.

Patience is a virtue for Peace Corps applicants simply because, 
even if you are persistent and hound the office with weekly 
calls, the entire process may take anywhere from four to twelve 
months. Why does it take so long? Because there are several 
steps one must take to navigate successfully through the system. 
They are, in a nutshell:

❶ Filling out the application. This is no easy feat. The applica-
tion is six pages long, and demands an account of every relevant 
course, internship, summer job, and hobby that may qualify you 
for one of the Peace Corps’ programs. You must provide three 
references (two professional, one personal) and write two essays 
(detailing your motivation to apply, and any past cross-cultural 
experiences)—all in addition to the typical name, address, edu-
cation level, and social security-type questions. The OPM (Of-
fice of Personnel Management) estimates that the Peace Corps 
application should take approximately eight hours to complete. 
In reality, expect to be filling in the blanks for a few days. 

❷ Once your application has been reviewed, the Peace Corps 
determines whether or not you “fit” into any of their program 
areas. If you do, you will be called into the nearest Peace Corps 
office for an interview with a recruiter. The interview is a major 
screening tool for the Peace Corps. It is their forum for evaluat-
ing your level of commitment, maturity, and experience, and is 
your golden opportunity to sell yourself, your skills, and your 
ambition. During the interview, expect to be grilled on your 
reasons for wanting to join, your expectations, your hopes and 
fears, your strengths and weaknesses, and your preferences with 
regard to the Peace Corps’ geographic and program areas. They 
may also ask you whether or not you are dating anyone seri-
ously—a red flag to help them identify volunteers who may quit 
before their two-year commitments are fulfilled (see Questions 
58 and 59 in So, You Want to Join the Peace Corps… for more on 
early termination [ET]).

You should treat the interview as you would any job inter-
view. Be professional, confident, assertive, and prepared. Many 
applicants assume that they can wear torn jeans and tie-dye 
shirts, or show up without preparation since it’s an interview 
for the Peace Corps. Recruiters will be turned off by that. They 
are not looking for applicants who come across as extremely lib-
eral or laid-back; they’re looking for the best qualified applicants 
among thousands of competitors.

❸ Assuming the interview goes well, your recruiter will “nomi-
nate” you for one of the Peace Corps’ programs. Possibilities 
include education, health and nutrition, agriculture, forestry, 
small business development, water and sanitation, and so on. 
For a complete listing of Peace Corps programs, refer to So, You 
Want to Join the Peace Corps… Appendix C. If you aren’t slotted 
for a program that interests you, this would be the time to speak 
with your recruiter about revisiting your qualifications as they 
may relate to other programs. 

You’ll also be told the region of the world in which you will 
most likely serve, the language requirements for that region, and 
your approximate date of departure. On the one hand, receiv-
ing such information boosts your morale and provides exciting 
news for friends and family. On the other hand, once the initial 
impact wears off, impatience and frustration tend to grow. 
You’ll quickly realize how much of the picture is still missing. 
You won’t know the exact country assignment, the actual date 
of departure, the specific language(s) you’ll be learning, or the 
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details of the projects you will be working on. This is usually the 
stage that applicants find the most trying.

❹ Step four is when you undergo a thorough medical and dental 
exam, while the Peace Corps checks on all of your references 
and validates the information provided on your application. All 
the while, your recruiter will be keeping his/her eyes peeled 
for specific openings that suit your qualifications. Timing is 
everything at this point. If your medical exam goes off without a 
hitch, hound the office to ensure that Peace Corps nurses review 
your file in a timely manner. Call your recruiter frequently to 
follow the progress of your background and reference check, and 
inquire about his/her efforts to place your name in an available 
and appropriate volunteer slot. 

❺ The last stage of the application process is receiving the cov-
eted “invitation” for a specific program, in a specific country, 
leaving on a specific day. You will be invited, for example, to 
teach English as a second language in Niger, leaving August 3. 
You’ll have only ten days to accept the invitation, so do some 
quick research and some serious soul-searching to be sure that 
you are committed and willing to go. 

If you have doubts about the country to which you’ve been 
assigned—perhaps it’s predominantly French-speaking, Muslim, 
and urban, whereas you had your hopes set on Spanish-speak-
ing, animist, and rural—you may want to inquire about other 
possibilities. Be sure though that your doubts are substantial and 
reasonable, not impulsive or superficial, and communicate them 
clearly to your recruiter. If you bow out of your initial invitation 
because you’ve heard the food stinks and the beaches are dirty, 
you’re likely not to receive another invitation down the line. If 
you feel your reasons are solid, however, consult your recruiter 
and ask about other possibilities in the near future which may 

be more in line with your desires and expectations. Stay flexible, 
and don’t come across as demanding.

Throughout the application process, remember to maintain a 
sense of humor. As I mentioned above, you’re battling a bureau-
cracy that is deluged annually with paperwork. They deserve 
kudos for managing to process as much as they do, but to an 
eager applicant whose life hinges on their decisions, each snag 
along the way can lead to a nervous breakdown. If you learn to 
laugh when you’d rather scream, you’ll be more likely to emerge 
from the application process unscathed.

When you finally accept an invitation, you can breathe a 
huge sigh of relief and start spreading the word that you’re going 
overseas to be a Peace Corps volunteer! You can begin reading 
up on your new country, contacting RPCVs who served there to 
ask them questions about their experiences, and preparing your 
belongings for a unique packing effort (refer to So, You Want to Join 
the Peace Corps… Question 11). You will have reached the end of 
a long and twisted road, and should enjoy it before the beginning 
of a much longer and more twisted road begins—the actual Peace 
Corps experience itself! Spend the intervening months between 
the invitation and departure doing all the things you need and 
want to do, knowing that it may be two years before you get the 
chance to do those things again. Say your goodbyes, see your favor-
ite band, go to the latest movie, eat your favorite foods, visit good 
friends, and spend quality time with family. All the while, cherish 
the fact that you have been selected to embark on an adventure 
that few others have the privilege of experiencing in their life-
times, and know that you are about to discover new things about 
the world, about others, and about yourself. AV

Excerpted from So, You Want to Join the Peace Corps…
by Dillon Banerjee. Copyright ©2000 by Dillon Banerjee, Ten Speed 
Press, Berkeley, CA. The book is available for $12.95 by calling 800-
841-2665 or online at www.tenspeed.com.

SO, YOU WANT TO JOIN
        THE PEACE CORPS...
WHAT TO KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

applying

dispatch // by alyson carr 
I decided in my final semester of college 

to join the Peace Corps. I liked to travel, 

and what better opportunity would I find 

to do something really unique? Yet the 

prospect of living in a remote village in a 

foreign country scared me, and I wasn’t 

sure I’d actually go through with it. Then 

I decided that applying wasn’t the same 

as going…. In February I filled out the 

paperwork. A campus career adviser and 

returned volunteer critiqued my essays 

and sent them in. 

InMarch Igotacall: theywantedan inter-

view.Theyhadtakenmyapplicationseri-

ously,andnowIhadtoaswell.

I knew my experience studying abroad in

Ecuador would make me a good candidate,

and the recruiter recommended me for a

placement there. I already knew the culture,

she said,and there was a great bee-keeping

project.Now,my college adviser had warned

me that they’d try to make me a beekeeper,

so I smiled to myself and stated politely that

I’d rather go somewhere new.And this was

true: I would be comfortable returning to

Ecuador,but here was a chance to challenge

myself. I requested placement in Africa.

In April I received the medical exam and

paperwork, and by mid-May I had turned it

back in. Nothing was left to do but wait.

The summer passed by, and suddenly

one day in September a letter arrived, invit-

ing me to serve in Namibia—departing in

three weeks’ time. After looking up Namibia

in the atlas, I panicked: This is a real place,

and they want me to go there!

With fear and anticipation I accepted 

the invitation. I canceled my Halloween 

plans and three weeks later boarded a 

plane, ready to spend the next two years 

in a land that I still was not completely 

convinced existed. 

>> Alyson Carr graduated from 

Beloit College in ‘98. Her story on vol-

unteering in Namibia is on page 48.
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toughest job you’ll ever 
love.”

Later that night I 
overheard my mother 
on the phone, talking 
rapidly in Hungarian.

“Well, did you tell 
them?” I asked, expect-
ing my relatives to be 
jumping for joy at my 
news.

“That was my moth-
er,” she said flatly. “She 
thinks you must be out 
of your mind to work 
for free in a miserable 
country like Romania 
when you have a mas-
ter’s degree and could 
be making real money.” 

“What?!” 
“She said Roma-

nia’s filthy and dan-
gerous, and you’ll be 
lucky to make it out 
alive. She said I have 
to forbid you to go, 
and to let the Roma-
nians fend for them-
selves. I told her that 
you’re 28, and I can’t 
stop you. She thinks 
that if you’re going to 
insist on volunteering 
you’d be safer in Af-
rica, and I wonder if 
she isn’t right!”

My father was un-
ruffled by my plans. 

“Oh,” he said, rolling 
his eyes when I told him 

what my mother and 
grandmother had said. 
“The Hungarians and 
Romanians have hated 
each other for centu-
ries. Personally, I’d pick 
a warmer country than 
Romania. But wherever 
you end up, I’m sure 
volunteering will be 
good for you.”

For the next five 
months I continued ap-
plying for other jobs. 
I waited for medical 
clearance and to learn 
my site placement. I 
was offered jobs teach-
ing English at private 
schools in China and 
Bahrain but decided to 
turn them down to hold 
out for Peace Corps. 

When a large enve-
lope from Peace Corps 
finally arrived for me, 
I dropped it on the 
kitchen table and ran 
to find my parents. A 
few minutes later we 
were sitting around 
the table, staring at the 
sealed envelope.  

“I know it’s going 
to be Romania,” my 
mother muttered. 

Taking a long breath, 
I opened it and began 
reading the letter aloud. 

The first sentence 
said: “Congratulations! 

You are invited to serve 
as a Peace Corps Volun-
teer in Albania.” 

Albania! We looked 
dumbly across the 
table at each other for 
a moment. 

When I had consid-
ered my site options 
in Eastern Europe, I 
had thought about Ro-
mania, Bulgaria, the 
Ukraine, and Moldova. 
But never Albania. I 
remembered taking a 
long detour around 
Albania on a child-
hood road trip between 
Greece and Hungary. 
At that time, nobody 
was allowed in or out. 

Albania had struck 
me then as a dark, 
forbidding place, for-
tressed off from the 
rest of the world. 
Now I could choose 
to spend the next two 
years of my life there. 
The more I thought 
about it, the more in-
trigued I became. 

I accepted the Peace 
Corps’ offer two days 
later. 

It has been seven 
months since I began 
my service in Albania, 
and I haven’t once re-
gretted my decision to 
come. AV
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dispatch // 
by andrea m. tehan

Ever since I began my middle school Spanish 

language class, I wanted to be a Peace Corps 

volunteer in South America, where I could put 

my language skills to use. It wasn’t until college 

that I was old enough to pursue my dream. While 

speaking to recruiters, they gave me the honest 

truth: Being invited to serve in South America is 

very difficult, because many people in the U.S. 

learn Spanish as a second language and request 

this region. I was a little disappointed, but not dis-

couraged. I still had a year until I could begin my 

application, and I hoped that I would have a bet-

ter idea of where I wanted to go by then. For the 

fall semester of my senior year, I would be study-

ing abroad in Vietnam, and so I chose Asia and 

the Pacific as my top two Peace Corps choices.

The lists of volunteer openings are available 

about a year ahead of time. When my recruiter 

called me, he said that there were only five 

options in the environment sector for the time of 

year that I wanted to leave… and they were all 

located in South America. A year and a half ear-

lier these assignments would have been perfect, 

but now I had Asia on my mind and in my heart. 

At my recruiter’s suggestion, I ended up switch-

ing sectors from Environment to Community 

Development so I could have a 50 percent 

chance of being placed in the region of my 

choice. I was warned, however, that Community 

Development volunteers were in high demand all 

over the world, so I could be sent anywhere. This 

was a chance I was willing to take.

Nearly a year later, after I returned from 

Vietnam and was about to graduate, I received 

an invitation to work as an environmental Peace 

Corps volunteer in Jamaica. I accepted imme-

diately. You may wonder, after all the trouble I 

went through, why would I accept a position in 

the Caribbean? My interest in Asia was as strong 

as ever, but my priorities had changed. I saw my 

invitation to Jamaica as a great opportunity to 

teach Environmental Education.

>> Andrea M. Tehan graduated from Union 

College in 2003. andrea_tehan@yahoo.com
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[PEACE CORPS] BY JANE E. GALVIN

EDUCATION: Univ. of 
Kansas; Master’s in Inter-
national Relations, Univ. of 
Georgia, American Univ.

MAJOR: History

INTERNATIONAL 
EXPERIENCE: English & 
American History teacher 
in France and Japan

FUTURE GOAL: Work 
with Foreign Service 

PC EXPERIENCE: 
Present, Lushnje, 
Albania; high school 
English teacher 

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: Watching a 
toothless old shepherd 
helping a goat give birth 
on a high mountain path. 

GLAD YOU BROUGHT: 
MP3 player

WORDS OF WISDOM: 
Be brave, and leave 
the familiar behind. As 
Mark Twain said: “Broad, 
wholesome, charitable 
views of men and things 
cannot be acquired by 
vegetating in one little 
corner of the earth all 
one’s lifetime.” 

E-MAIL: janegalvin@ 
hotmail.com

bio

I FIRST THOUGHT
of joining Peace Corps 
while I was looking for 
work from my parents’ 
house in Kansas. Initial-
ly, I put the idea aside. 
Peace Corps sounded 
suspiciously like an-
other adventure, and I 
wanted a professional 
job. But it lingered in 
the back of my mind. 

On reflection, it 
struck me that I had 
never volunteered for 
anything. Ever. Two 
years seemed like a 
long time to spend in 
one place, but I would 
return with experi-
ence in International 
Development and (hope-
fully) fluency in a new 
language. Besides, I liked 
living abroad, and Peace 
Corps sounded more in-
teresting than the other 
jobs I saw advertised. 

I applied online and 
waited to see what 
would happen. My in-
terview was two weeks 
later, with Mark, a re-
gional recruiter who 
had recently served in 

Romania. We spoke for 
more than an hour, after 
which he told me that 
he would nominate me 
to be an English teacher. 
He asked which region 
of the world I wanted 
to go to. 

Eastern Europe had 
the earliest departure 
date, so that’s what I 
chose—adding that Ro-
mania was my top pick. 

My mother is Hungar-
ian, and most of her fam-
ily lives in Debrecen, a 
large city near the Roma-
nian border. I had visited 
them many times and 
liked the idea of living 
nearby for two years.

I was eager to tell my 
family about my nomi-
nation and called my 
brother, David, at work. 
At 30, he was vice pres-

ident at a large Boston 
investment firm. David 
suspected that joining 
Peace Corps was yet 
another ploy I had con-
ceived to avoid work-
ing.

“Can’t you just get a 
job?” he said, sighing. 
“I could try to help you 
find something here.”

“Peace Corps is a job,” 
I replied primly. “The 

deciding

Photograph courtesy of Jane E. Galvin

TO VOLUNTEER OR NOT

The author hiking in the 
Albanian mountains.

MY DECISION TO JOIN THE PEACE CORPS

✱recruiters’ 
tips

“Be thorough in your application. Providing details will help your experience stand out from everyone else’s.  

If you don’t understand what is being asked, it’s perfectly okay to call the Peace Corps office and ask for 

clarification…be honest and self-reflective. The recruiter is very interested in your genuine motivations and 

why Peace Corps excites you.  This is your chance to sell yourself—if you do only the bare minimum a 

recruiter sees it as a lack of interest or commitment on your part. It may sound simple, but you’d be surprised 

how sloppy mistakes and not being thorough in your application can reflect negatively on you. And for gosh 

sakes—it’s spelled P-e-a-c-e C-o-r-p-s, not Peace Core, Peace Corp, Peach Corps, or Peace Cops.  Make this 

blunder and you’ll be an appli-can’t!

— Colleen O’Dell, Peace Corps recruiter, volunteer in Turkmenistan 1996-1998

 “The application is complex. Previewing it and the accompanying instructions will help 

you determine where specific bits of information should go, just so your application is 

easier to evaluate and portrays you in the best possible manner…Write your personal 

essays using compelling, concise, and active language. Recruiters are looking for essays 

that are written “from the gut,” rather than essays that regurgitate clichés or marketing 

materials.  Only through your essays can you fully inform Peace Corps of the depth and 

sincerity of your commitment. Your essays must persuade Peace Corps that your char-

acter, aspirations, and integrity meet the highest standards.”

— Gary Lore, public affairs specialist, Minneapolis regional office
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BEING A PEACE CORPS
volunteer isn’t always 
easy. There’s a reason 
the slogan used to be 
“the toughest job you’ll 
ever love.” But in my 
case, I was stuck in 
the rut of perpetual 
trainee. I graduated in 
2001 from the Univer-
sity of Southern Cali-
fornia with a degree in 
Electrical Engineering, 
which I had no desire 
to use. Too late in col-
lege I found out I was 
too much of a people-
person to be stuck in a 
lab or at a computer all 
day. Luckily, though, 
my degree was an ex-
cellent background 
for becoming a math 
or science secondary 
school teacher with 
Peace Corps. I finished 
my paperwork over 
spring break and was 
in Zimbabwe by the 
end of the summer.

Every training has 
its difficulties, but I 
look back at my first 
one with mostly fond 
memories. Daily snack 
time with Marie cook-
ies and sweet orange 
syrup. The first time 
I drank chibuku, the 
local lumpy corn-
brewed beer. Pounding 
open and eating what 

the other PCVs called 
“monkey brain” fruit. 
My Shona language 
tutor who was like my 
sister. And of course, I 
remember the end. 

The day before 
swearing-in, we found 
out that the Zimbabwe-
an government had not 
approved our visas, and 
Peace Corps was closing 
down the program. We 
met the requirements, 
but the government 
was limiting Western 
involvement and influ-
ence all over the coun-
try. We still swore in 
as volunteers, but we 
spent our nine-day ser-
vice doing paperwork 
and medical exams.

I hadn’t really 
felt prepared for the 
evacuation. Zimba-
bwe was (and still 
is) a volatile coun-
try, and I wish some-
one had outlined the 
situation. In the past 
few years, there have 
been several country 
closings for many 
different reasons: the 
“Stans” and Jordan 
after 9/11 for secu-
rity concerns, and 
China during SARS, 
to name just a few. 
Some, like Zimbabwe, 
have remained closed 

and others have been 
reopened.

Once I got home, 
I plunged into the 
outdoors working at 
camps and taking stu-
dents on weeklong 
educational hikes. The 
cultural readjustment 
was hard, and the for-
est was a good place for 
me to gradually re-as-
similate. A year later, I 
decided I was ready for 
another go. I received a 
new placement in en-
vironmental education 
in Morocco for the fol-
lowing spring. I was 
excited and wary, just 
like the first time, with 
only a slightly better 
idea of how to pack the 
two allowed bags. 

I arrived and found 
that Morocco shared 
little with sub-Saharan 
Africa in terms of reli-
gion, tradition, history, 
and culture. One thing 
they do share, however, 
is hospitality. I was often 
invited in for mint tea 
and a snack of almonds 
and peanuts. I learned 
Tamazight, one of the 
Berber dialects, and 
whenever I spoke a few 
words, people’s faces lit 
up. Our training was in 
a small rural area, and I 
hardly saw news from 

the outside world except 
when the entire Peace 
Corps group gathered in 
the nearby city.

About halfway 
through, the coming 
war with Iraq started 
to haunt our exis-
tence. Our visits to 
future work sites were 
postponed, and we re-
turned to our training 
village with glum faces 
and little hope.

Two nights before 
the war started, we 
stayed at our teacher’s 
house. We made din-
ner, talked about what 
we might do back in 
the States, and cried—
not only over our own 
futures, but also over 
our government and 
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[PEACE CORPS] BY AMBER LANCASTER

EDUCATION: University 
of Southern California, ‘01

MAJOR: Electrical 
Engineering

CURRENT OCCUPA-
TION: Second year PC 
volunteer 

Languages: Dirija 
(Moroccan Arabic), 
Berber, and Shona

PC EXPERIENCE: 
2001-Present, Zimbabwe, 
Morocco; English, Sci-
ence and Environmental 
Education teacher 

STRANGEST FOODS: 
Peanut butter and 
cooked spinach—tasty! 

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: I had been 
in Ouled Teima for barely 
a month when some of 
my students threw me 
a New &ear’s party—
complete with candles, 
cookies, and bottles 
of Coca Cola.

VALUABLE LESSON: 
It’s good to have a 
back-up plan.

E-MAIL: amberlan 
caster@gmail.com

bio

our disillusionment in 
its power to do good. 
When the war started, 
we went back to the city 
and stayed at our train-
ing hotel there while 
the Peace Corps staff 
decided the future of 
the program.

I had good days and 
bad days during con-
solidation, which is the 
Peace Corps term for 
when there’s an emer-
gency and all the vol-
unteers gather in one 
place, usually the city 
where the Peace Corps 
office is, so that we can 
be ready to evacuate if 
necessary.  There were 
midnight movies, end-
less card games, and 

a mini-library to keep 
us busy. The staff was 
continually evaluating 
the situation and we re-
ceived nightly updates 
that told us nothing. 
Not knowing was driv-
ing us all crazy. Half-
way through, we even 
started language lessons 
again with the hope that 
we would actually stay. 
After two weeks of wait-
ing, we were given two 
hours to pack our bags 
for a morning flight to 
the capital city. 

This time I knew I 
wanted to go back. Mo-
rocco had somehow got-
ten into me, and I loved 
it. I loved the peaceful-
ness, the beautiful work 

of the artisans, the vi-
brant history. I waited 
out the summer and re-
turned as a youth edu-
cation volunteer when 
the program reopened. 
This time I was learn-
ing Arabic and work-
ing in an urban area. 
I changed programs to 
see a different side of 
the country and to learn 
something new. If I were 
going to go through a 
third training, I wanted 
to at least acquire a few 
new skills.

I don’t wish three 
trainings on anyone. It 
is probably the hardest 
part of the entire two-
year commitment. There 
are inevitable culture 

clashes with both the 
country and the bureau-
cratic climate of Peace 
Corps. It is an agonizing 
time of adjustment and 
integration. It is belit-
tling and exhausting to 
convey everything with 
body language instead 
of words. I took many 
deep breaths.

Nevertheless, it was 
also the most exhilarat-
ing time of my Peace 
Corps experience. Sure, 
I made mistakes during 
training, especially in 
language. Everyone does 
and that’s part of what 
makes it fun. Train-
ing is a time for mak-
ing those mistakes and 
learning from them. AV

Training begins with two 

days of orientation to the 

Peace Corps in the U.S. 

Volunteers then leave for 

three months of intensive 

language, technical skills, 

and cultural training in 

the country where they 

will serve. 

on the job
The length and structure 

of a volunteer’s workday 

depends on the particular 

job. Peace Corps provides 

volunteers with a living 

allowance that enables 

them to live in a man-

ner similar to the local 

people in their community. 

Complete medical and 

dental care and the cost of 

transportation to and from 

the country of service 

are provided.  Volunteers 

receive two vacation days 

per month of service (48 

days over two years). 

Volunteers can use this 

time to travel or fly home 

to the U.S. for a visit.

post-
service
Returned volunteers 

receive $6,000 to cover 

their transition to life 

back home. Deferment 

and assistance with 

federal student loans 

is also possible.

pre-service

Photograph courtesy Peace Corps

TRAINING DAYS

ins & outs

Peace Corps volunteers enjoy an open-air training session in Africa.



dispatch // by jennifer helesa fortin

One chilly, mountain-air morning in April, the smallness 

struck me. Here’s what I saw in my host family’s kitchen 

in tiny Batak, Bulgaria: a pair of slippers, no longer 

than the span between my wrist and fingertips, neatly 

arranged by the door. They belonged to my 82-year old 

baba, who came to sit with me as I drank coffee from 

a tiny cup. I rushed out the door for language class and 

passed a miniature red chair on my way to the front gate. 

I would have knocked my shin on it if I hadn’t spotted it 

so patiently waiting by the onion plants. There’s no way—I thought, but sure 

enough, my baba smiled a wrinkly grin up at me as she settled into her chair 

to watch the day unfold.

I listed the smallnesses on my way to class. Car-trunks. Although I had been 

in the country only about a week when I moved in with my host family, I could 

tell from their gestures that my luggage filling the trunk to capacity was surpris-

ing. Food and products. Sold in smaller packages, maybe because of the gen-

eral lack of preservatives. Trash cans, even.

Busy days of training passed; I attended my language classes and taught at 

the town’s primary school. Inevitably, two things happened: the weather started 

warming, and word got out about the American living here. As a result, I formed 

a necessary baba route down my street. Coming home every day, it became 

an obligation to stop and talk—my speech inescapably set in the present 

tense and studded with errors—with the various babas who sat into the early 

evenings on their stoops or little chairs like my baba’s, as comfortably as the 

resident storks nesting high above our heads. My linguistic choppiness made 

no difference, nor did the fact that we had, at least on my part, the same con-

versation daily. It was not small talk to them.

I developed a favorite. I had to cross the street to reach her, and sometimes, 

guiltily, I’d cross early, skipping clusters of babas to spend more time with her. 

She had a tidy sense of longing that appealed to me. She was very composed, 

hair in a smart bun and cheekbones strong. The first time we met, she grabbed 

my hands and wistfully greeted me.

When the time came to move permanently across the country, after more 

than two months in Batak, it was the hardest to leave her. I had recently seen a 

film on the history of Batak and mentioned it; she knew that I’m an avid reader. 

So on my final visit, she pressed a small yellow-edged paperback on Batak’s 

history into my hand. This was no small gesture: Material goods here aren’t 

omnipresent. They’re not ubiquitous, and they’re small.

>> Jennifer Helesa Fortin graduated from Goucher College in 2003 with majors in 

Art and English. She studied abroad in Ghana and Italy. jenniferhfortin@yahoo.com.

THEY TELL US IN 
Peace Corps to be patient. 
They say it as we fill out 
the mountains of appli-
cation papers, they say it 
during training, and they 
say it as we start our new 
assignments. “Be pa-
tient; you’re in a differ-
ent country. It will take 
some time for projects to 
come about. You should 
take three months to get 
to know your town, or-
ganization, and cowork-
ers before you start any 
projects.”  

Wait three months. I 
never thought to take it 
so literally.

I arrived in the coast-
al city of Varna with my 
wife the day after train-
ing ended. We were both 
ready to give our next 
two years to Bulgarian 
environmental conser-
vation. My wife, Casey, 
started right away with 
an NGO that worked 
with recycling. I was to 
work as a writer and ed-
itor for an international 
Black Sea conservation 
NGO. Expecting things 
to be slow, I was still 
surprised to find that it 
wasn’t just slow—work 
was nonexistent in the 
first month. My co-
workers told me to take 
the time I needed to get 
to know the city. But I 
wasn’t worried; this was 
just the extreme case of 
what Peace Corps had 
warned us about. 

By the second month 

I was spending all my 
time at work, but noth-
ing had changed. I was 
there by choice, say-
ing “no thanks” when 
my coworker asked if 
I wanted to take off 
at lunch. I had start-
ed editing my NGO’s 
English publications 
but, as they were bi-
monthly, this took only 

a few hours each week. 
When I asked what else 
I could work on I was 
told to surf the Internet 
for news pertaining to 
the Black Sea. Soon it 
was clear that little hap-
pened in and around the 
Black Sea that made the 
news. If I did find some-
thing, my colleagues al-
ready knew about it.  

So maybe I was one 
of those volunteers who 
would spend the major-
ity of time on secondary 
projects. I visited the Boy 
Scouts of Varna, but even 
after several explana-
tions the leader thought 
that my NGO would pay 
him to take me on. Next 
I tried the aquarium. 

Back in the States 
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 THE ART OF PATIENCE

EDUCATION: Texas A&M, 
Wichita State 
University, degree in 
Creative Writing

MAJOR: Marine Biology

PC EXPERIENCE: Pres-
ent, Bulgaria; environmen-
tal volunteer for the Black 
Sea NGO Network

STRANGEST FOOD: tsar 
tsar: whole fried gobies 
(small, bottom dwelling 
fi sh) that are eaten by the 
plateful on the beach like 
french fries 

MOST UNIQUE MODE 
OF TRANSPORTATION: 
Old Soviet military jeep 

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: Returning to 
our host family’s house, 
in the small town of Brat-
sigovo, for Christmas and 
experiencing Bulgarian 
traditions. 

GLAD YOU BROUGHT: 
Laptop computer

E-MAIL:cricket_c 
@hotmail.com 

bio

I had been an aquar-
ist, diving every day to 
feed the sharks and eels 
and working on tank 
maintenance and fish 
health. If one has pre-
conceived ideas of the 
squalor in a communist 
zoo, one wouldn’t be far 
off from what I found at 
the Varna Aquarium. Its 
largest exhibits consisted 
of preserved fish floating 
in formaldehyde. The 
freshwater tanks fea-
tured fish found at any 
pet store in Varna. In pet 
stores, though, the fish 
and their tanks are at 
least taken care of. Here, 
the salt-water tanks had 
large cracks and were 
covered in algae. If noth-
ing else, routine mainte-
nance could help tremen-
dously. When I talked to 
the aquarium director 
he had a different idea. 
He wanted a brand new 
facility and had found 
an organization in the 
States that would give 
grants to aquariums, but 
he knew nothing about 
writing grant proposals. 
He wondered why he 
had never received a re-
sponse to his one page 
letter requesting mil-
lions. I went home that 
evening feeling over-
whelmed but excited.

A week later the 
director was fired for, 
from what I was told, 
political reasons. When 
the new director was 
contacted to see if I 

could do routine main-
tenance, I was told that 
I wasn’t wanted.

In the third month I 
started writing articles 
for Peace Corps and for 
an environmental maga-
zine in Bulgaria. This got 
my counterpart excited, 
and she took over doing 
the translations for my 
pieces. Still I didn’t have 
enough work to keep me 
busy, so I proposed to 
design a good web site 
for my NGO. It was 
several weeks before I 
heard back;  I found out 
that they had loved the 
idea and had thought 
that while I was pound-
ing out articles on the 
computer, I was busy 
working on their web 
site. Hmmm, patience. 
When my counterpart 
approached me near the 
end of the month to see 
what I had done on the 
web site, I told her that 
I hadn’t started and that 
we should first draw up 
a plan. 

The next day my 
counterpart and one of 
my colleagues came to 
talk about the web site. 
They said that now that 
three months were over 
we could get down to 
work. They explained 
that Peace Corps had told 
them not to expect too 
much in the first three 
months while the new 
volunteer was adjusting. 
Peace Corps had said to 
be patient. AV

attitude

Photograph by Chris Laycock

Rila Monastery is one of the best examples of Bulgaria’s rich architectural history. 



when they believe that 
their languages and, by 
extension, their very 
identities, are being 
replaced by those of 
more powerful peo-
ples. The tension from 
this perceived threat 
often leads to violence 
and instability. A na-
tion’s ability to retain 
its traditional cultural 
and linguistic identity, 
while thriving socially 
and economically, is 
the key to linguistic 
stability.

Throughout my 
Peace Corps service I 
felt guilty about pro-
moting English over Os-
hiwambo at my school. 
And yet, my Owambo 
students needed to learn 
English in order to help 
themselves and their 
country. For the rest of 
my stay, I wavered be-
tween conviction and 
doubt. I worried about 
the value of my English 
lessons and the fate of 
their own language.

Armed with the skills 

and lessons learned 
through my Peace Corps 
service, I have entered 
a graduate degree pro-
gram in Linguistic An-
thropology. My hope is 
to help nations resolve 
cultural self-preserva-
tion conflicts. Specifi-
cally, I plan to work 
with language revital-
ization among Wiscon-
sin Native American 
populations, concen-
trating on developing 
native language teacher 
training programs. AV
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[PEACE CORPS] BY ALYSON CARR

EDUCATION: 
Beloit College ‘98

MAJORS: International 
Relations & Modern 
Languages 

MINOR: European Studies

THESIS: Effects of 
minority languages 
on politics in Spain

STUDY ABROAD: Year 
in Ecuador; Semester 
in Germany

OCCUPATION: Gradu-
ate Student at Univ. of 
Wisconsin, Milwaukee

LANGUAGES: Spanish, 
German, Portuguese, 
Oshiwambo

PC EXPERIENCE: 1998-
2000, Namibia; elemen-
tary school teacher

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: Painting 
murals with students, 
staff, and community 
members at schools

VALUABLE LESSON: 
Poverty is relative 

WORDS OF WISDOM: 
Bring a portable tape 
recorder to record host 
brothers and sisters talk-
ing about school and sing-
ing, ladies at the market, 
the local radio dj, etc. 

E-MAIL: alysonmcarr@
yahoo.com

bio

“MEME ALYSON, WE
want to teach in Eng-
lish, like there at Heroes 
Primary School.” 

“Oh?” I said. “The 
Ministry [of Basic Ed-
ucation and Culture] 
says you must teach 
in mother tongue until 
Grade 4.”

“Yes, but those learn-
ers at Heroes know Eng-
lish. They will succeed. 
Here, the learners do 
not learn.” She shook 
her head sadly. 

I understood what 
Meme Aune was say-
ing. Namibian public 
primary schools teach 
in “mother tongue” (in 
this case, Oshiwambo) 
through Grade 3, after 
which English is the 
language of instruction. 
The idea is to give the 
children a solid founda-
tion in their own lan-
guage before tackling 
the other, more com-
plex one. 

As the Peace Corps 
volunteer working at her 
rural Namibian school, 
I was the one Meme 
Aune came to with her 
concerns. She and her 
colleagues saw how the 
children at Heroes, a pri-
vate urban school, were 

taught in English from 
grade one and could 
speak the language much 
better than her rural stu-
dents. She also under-
stood its value for her 
students, their families, 
and the development of 
their country. 

My job was to pro-
mote English language 
instruction and to en-
courage schools to cre-
ate and implement their 
own solutions. There-
fore, when this teacher 

suggested that she and 
her colleagues teach in 
English in the younger 
grades, I encouraged 
her to consult with the 
superintendent. He too 
saw the wisdom in her 
idea and gave us his 
blessing.   

I was proud of my 
part in promoting Eng-
lish education in my 
school—until I met a 
teacher from another 

tribe who was work-
ing toward the opposite 
goal. He spoke passion-
ately about his dedica-
tion to teaching and 
preserving his tribe’s 
Damara language so the 
future generation would 
not lose its cultural and 
linguistic identity. He 
was worried that Eng-
lish and Afrikaans, two 
of Namibia’s European 
languages, would replace 
his beloved language.

For my undergradu-

ate senior thesis in 
Modern Languages and 
International Relations, 
I had studied the pres-
ervation strategies used 
by speakers of Spain’s 
minority languages. I 
especially admired the 
Catalonians’ achieve-
ments with Catalan 
and wondered why oth-
ers concerned with the 
disappearance of their 
languages did not adopt 

similar measures. How-
ever, when faced with 
the real complexities of 
language preservation, 
about which I had writ-
ten so confidently a year 
before, I discovered that 
I had a lot to learn. 

Minority languages 
are often victims of 
economic develop-
ment, tribalism, rac-
ism, politics, and lack 
of education. I realized 
that in order to save 
the languages, these 

other factors must be 
addressed. Efforts are 
made worldwide to 
preserve endangered 
species, whose plight 
ignites passion among 
activists. However, few 
people assign the same 
value to endangered 
cultures and languages. 
Yet language is a defin-
ing factor in a nation’s 
self-definition. Na-
tions feel threatened 

The issue of dying languages is closely related to 

the concerns of small minority groups fighting to 

preserve their cultural identities. Linguists report 

that 6,000 to 6,500 languages and dialects exist 

worldwide. About half of these are not being taught 

to children and will most likely die with the current 

adult generation. Many linguists estimate that by the 

end of the 21st century, between 3,000 and 5,000 

of these languages will become extinct.

Of the approximately 300 languages spoken in 

North America upon the arrival of Europeans, only 

about 175 remain. Most of these are spoken by only a 

few elders. Within 60 years it is estimated that 20 will 

remain if no one takes action to reverse this trend. 

Today, half of the world’s languages are spoken by 

ethnic groups with fewer than 10,000 members, rep-

resenting just 0.3 percent of the global population. At 

the same time, half of the world’s population speaks 

one of just 20 languages. The loss of language and 

cultural identity also means fewer unique perspec-

tives and worldviews, even whole systems of knowl-

edge—including medical, agricultural, and ecological 

information that could benefit the rest of humanity.

Why is it important to save languages? Not only are 

they an integral part of cultural identity and human 

diversity, but their promotion can also foster econom-

ic and social empowerment. When people can read 

the news and listen to the radio in their own languag-

es, they are more likely to be informed and active in 

their communities. Most importantly, many dying lan-

guages are oral, which means that when a language 

disappears, so too does its culture and knowledge.

What is being done? At the local, national, and 

international levels people are coming together to 

study the loss of languages and implement language 

revitalization programs. It is a race against the clock: 

how many languages can be saved? That depends on 

how many people take action.

Resources on languages and their revitalization:

• Cultural Survival  www.culturalsurvival.org

• Ethnologue.com  www.ethnologue.com

•  Grenoble, Lenore A.; and Lindsay J. Whaley. (eds.) 

1998b. Endangered Languages. 

• Terralingua www.terralingua.org

•  The Hans Rausing Endangered Languages 

Project in the Department of Linguistics at 

   SOAS, University of London  www.hrelp.org  

•  Nettle, Daniel; Romaine, Suzanne. 2000. Vanishing 

Voices: The Extinction of the World’s Languages. 

•  (Gibbs, W. Wayt, “Saving Dying Languages,” 

Scientific American, August 2002.)

• www.language-archives.org/documents/

   sciam.pdf

endangered languages 

Children in Namibia get creative with extra paint after working on murals.

culture 
clashes

WHEN CULTURES LOSE THEIR VOICE

”
“        ...Language is a defining factor in a 

                         nation’s self-definition. Nations feel 
        threatened when they believe that their 
                languages, and, by extension, their very 
         identities, are being replaced by 
                          those of more powerful peoples.  

Photograph by Alyson Carr



home for just a month 
was difficult enough; I 
couldn’t imagine what 
I would do with myself 
when I came home for 
good.

Now that I’ve been 
home from Peace Corps 
for about a year those 
fears seem as far away 
as Burkina itself. But 
despite that distance, 
many of the choices 
I’ve made in my life 
since Peace Corps can 
be traced back to that 
first night in the village 
after my visit home.

I had come to drink 
with Rosine, the older 
sister of one of my 
best students. She had 
grown up in the village, 
but I had first met her 
in the capital, Ouaga-
dougou, where she ran 
an all-night hamburger 
stand beside a trendy 
strip of bars and clubs 
downtown. Now, back 
to visit her mother for 

just a few days, she sat 
outside drinking with 
other village women. 
Even though she was 
speaking the Bwamu of 
her youth, it was hard 
to believe that she had 
grown up among those 
lined faces and French-
less tongues. The lat-
est European fashions 
draped Rosine’s body 
and clung to her neck 
and earlobes, tight 
clothes and bright jew-
elry at odds with the 
fading prints of the 
other women’s thin 
and gritted clothing. 
She had become a city 
girl, almost as out of 
place as I was.

“You forget about 
the village once you get 
into the city. You really 
do.” Her conversation 
with the other women 
had broken off, and she 
began speaking to me 
suddenly in French. 
“So many people don’t 

ever go back to their vil-
lages. How can they do 
that? It’s where you’re 
from, where you grew 
up, where your fam-
ily still is.” Her words 
settled over me like a 
confession, desperate 
for grace. “Some people 
don’t want anyone to 
meet their families, be-
cause they’re ashamed 
of the poverty. But 
that’s so bad. If you 
leave behind your vil-
lage, you lose yourself, 
your personality.”

She stopped and 
drank deeply from her 
bowl. I knew it was 
just the dolo making 
her speak so compul-
sively, but her words 
rang so strongly that 
I wondered if she felt 
pulled to Bomborokuy 
for any reason other 
than guilt at having left 
it behind.  

The group soon 
broke up and I walked 

across the broad dirt 
track to my mud-
walled house. Rosine 
never spoke to me in 
this way about the vil-
lage again, but I never 
forgot what she’d said. 
Having just stepped 
off the plane two days 
before, I could imagine 
what she was describ-
ing—the need to push 
away memories of the 
village once you were 
living somewhere so 
much more devel-
oped. Otherwise, how 
could you live your 
life, knowing what so 
many friends and fam-
ily members lacked?  

My own inability to 
distance myself from 
the village had haunted 
me constantly during 
my visit home. I barely 
knew where to begin 
in attempts to describe 
the village to curious 
friends. Even now, a list 
of bare facts is the best 
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PERCHED ON A PIT-
ted wooden bench, 
full harvest of stars 
overhead, it felt good 
to be back. The sky in 
Burkina Faso held an 
incredible density of 
stars, while during my 
visit home, the subur-
ban night sky had felt 
muted and lost. Now 
the stars flared bright-
ly over the village, 
welcoming me back to 
what felt like home. I 

sipped from my cala-
bash bowl and set it 
down at my feet in a 
soft depression of dirt, 
relishing the tang of 
homemade millet beer 
on my tongue.

This is one of my 
most vivid Peace Corps 
memories, my first 
night back in West 
Africa after a month’s 
vacation at home. Just 
two days before, in the 

jammed highways and 
fluorescent lights of 
Springfield, Virginia, 
thoughts of the life 
I would return to in 
Bomborokuy had been 
surreal. After living 
in the village for more 
than a year and becom-
ing accustomed to life 
in a developing coun-
try, it was impossible 
to imagine that both 
worlds—Burkina Faso 
and the United States—

could co-exist. While 
on vacation, walking 
dazedly down aisles 
at the grocery store 
would make me ache 
for Burkinabè friends 
who couldn’t afford to 
eat every day. I cringed 
at spending $20 at a 
restaurant, knowing 
that the money could 
buy my best friend the 
bicycle that would ease 
the daily five-mile walk 
to his fields. Being 
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[PEACE CORPS] BY KARA GARBE

CROSSING OVER

EDUCATION: 
Univ. of Virginia ’01

MAJOR: English & 
Anthropology 

OCCUPATION: 
Americorps*VISTA 
volunteer, focusing on 
elementary education                                                           

FUTURE GOALS: To 
teach high school English 

PC EXPERIENCE: ‘02-
04, Burkina Faso (West 
Africa); secondary school 
English teacher

HOMESICK FOR: 
Cold drinking water

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: Talking with 
my students about their 
feelings toward Arabs 
after 9/11

VALUABLE LESSON: 
Being realistic without 
losing optimism

GLAD YOU PACKED: 
Italian seasoning

E-MAIL: kgarbe@
gmail.com

bio

complexities

”

“Ninety percent 
of the people 

here are poor 
subsistence 

farmers, but 
the people 
who live in 
cities don’t 
care about 

helping them.” 
My friend 
shrugged. 

“How many 
Americans feel 

compelled 
to go spend 

time in 
a ghetto 

or in poor
 Appalachia?  

Scenes of life in Burkina Faso captured by Peace Corps volunteer Matt McClure

Photographs by Matt McClure



I can do: Bomborokuy 
is a community of sub-
sistence farmers with 
neither running water 
nor electricity. Almost 
every house is made of 
mud, and many people 
are too poor to afford 
kerosene or candles to 
light their homes. The 
women cook over fires, 
and families eat the 
same unchanging meal 
of gummy millet with a 
thin leaf-flavored sauce 
almost every day. A few 
people own battery-
powered radios, and an 
even smaller few have 

black and white televi-
sions powered by car 
batteries.  

Ouagadougou, by 
contrast, is develop-
mentally leaps ahead 
of Bomborokuy. Ros-
ine lived in a large ce-
ment house there, with 
a stereo, gas-powered 
stove, and satellite tele-
vision. She ate foreign 
food like hamburgers 
and rice, and her sense 
of Western fashion 
regularly made me feel 
like the shabby Peace 
Corps volunteer that I 
was. Her life in Oua-

gadougou more closely 
resembled the lives of 
middle-class Ameri-
cans than it did the 
lives of villagers.  

Every few months, 
I traveled to Oua-
gadougou to attend 
Peace Corps meetings 
and pamper myself 
with hot showers and 
flush toilets. I gradu-
ally learned that while 
some Ouagalais like 
Rosine  had moved to 
the capital from rural 
areas, many others 
had never even spent a 
night in a village. They 

always asked me how I 
could survive in such 
harsh conditions.

Once, after a visit 
with Rosine during 
which she accused me 
of being corrupted by 
the villagers because I 
didn’t wear perfume, 
the dichotomy of the 
country became too 
much for me.

“It’s incredible,” I 
exploded to an Ameri-
can friend.  “Ninety 
percent of the people 
here are poor subsis-
tence farmers, but the 
people who live in cit-
ies don’t care about 
helping them or even 
seeing what their lives 
are like.”

My friend shrugged. 
“How many Americans 
feel compelled to go 
spend time in a ghetto or 
in poor Appalachia?”
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I was assigned to the Island of Saint Kit in the 

West Indies. Once on an inter-island plane, I sat 

across the aisle from one of my new colleagues, 

an unfriendly, overserious young woman. She 

was 24, 25. . . we were all 24, 25. I didn’t know 

her much or like her. As the plane banked over 

the island, she pressed against the window, star-

ing down at the landscape. I couldn’t see much 

of her face, just enough really to recognize an 

expression of pain. Below us spread an end-

less manicured lawn, bright green and lush of 

sugarcane, the island’s main source of income. 

Each field planted carefully to control erosion. 

Until that year, Saint Kit’s precious volcanic soil 

had been bleeding into the sea; somehow they 

had resolved the problem. The crop was now 

being tilled in harmony with the roll and tuck 

of the land and the island had taken a step to 

reclaiming its future. The woman peered out 

her window until the island was lost on the blue 

horizon. And then she turned forward in her 

seat and wept until she had soaked the front of 

her blouse. “Good Lord,” I thought, “what’s with 

her?” I found out later from another volunteer: 

Two years ago, having just arrived on the island, 

she had been assaulted as she walked to her 

home. Not content to rape her, a pair of men 

had beaten her so severely she was sent back 

to the States to be hospitalized. Recovering, she 

had made the choice to return. She believed she 

could be of use on Saint Kit so she went back to 

coordinate the team responsible for improving 

the way sugarcane was cultivated. The day I flew 

with her was the first time she had taken a look 

at her handiwork from the illuminating vantage 

of the air. The cane fields were beautiful, perfect: 

they were a triumph, they were courage, and 

they were love. 

>> Schacochis was in the Eastern Caribbean 

from 1975–76. 

“The Mending Fields” was reprinted with  

permission from PeaceCorpsWriters.org and  

its editor John Coyne.

I didn’t know how 
to respond. I felt such 
shame and awe at my 
own naiveté and arro-
gance. Sure, I had done 
my share of “good” 
deeds, joining service 
clubs, tutoring immi-
grants and refugees, 
giving away sand-
wiches and dollar bills. 
But these amounted to 
less than drops in the 
bucket.

This realization 
hung with me as I 
struggled with what to 
do after Peace Corps. 
Once again, I’m work-
ing as a volunteer, this 
time in a city where 
nearly a third of all 
children live in poverty 
and only 60 percent 
complete high school. 
My work takes me into 
schools where as many 
as 90 percent of stu-

A woman nurses while biking; Farmers work the fields in Burkina Faso.

dents are performing at 
a “below basic” level on 
standardized tests.

This time, however, 
I’m not in the devel-
oping world; I’m back 
home, living and work-
ing in Washington, 
D.C. I’m a member 
of the Americorps* 
VISTA program, which 
is dedicated to fighting 
poverty in the U.S. In 
exchange for full-time 
work at a non-profit 
organization, I receive 
a living stipend of 
barely $10,000 a year. 
I’ve settled down in 
a D.C. neighborhood 
that is predominantly 
Hispanic, African, 
and African-Ameri-
can, and even though 
I myself am white, I’ve 
discovered that I feel 
more at home here 
than in the suburban 

bubble in which I grew 
up.  

Sometimes I have 
dreams about Burkina 
Faso, ridiculous ones 
where I’m back in some 
version of my village 
that’s been colonized by 
pharmacy chains and 
discount shoe stores. I 
miss my students and 
am planning to try my 
hand at teaching here 
in the U.S. next fall. 

For now, though, I’m 
content to be in D.C. 
learning about the chal-
lenges of urban educa-
tion as well as the vic-
tories that so often go 
unheralded. And from 
the wall of my office, 
photos of my neigh-
bors and students in 
Burkina Faso continue 
to remind me of where 
I’m coming from and 
where I want to be. AV 

dispatch //  
by bob shacochis

•  Reed Hastings, founder 

and CEO of Netflix 

(Swaziland)

•  Michael McCaskey, 

chairman of the board of 

Chicago Bears (Ethiopia)

•  Priscilla Wrubel,  

founder of The Nature 

Company (Liberia) 

•  Chris Matthews,  

host of NBC’s Hardball 

(Swaziland)

•  Carol Bellamy, execu-

tive director of UNICEF  

(Guatemala)

•  Elaine Jones,  president 

of NAACP Legal  

Defense and Educational 

Fund (Turkey)

•  Carl Pope, executive 

director of Sierra  

Club (India)

•  Christopher Dodd,  

U.S. Senator, CT 

(Dominican Republic )

notable 
volunteers
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EDUCATION: 
Whitman College ’95

MAJOR: English

STUDY ABROAD: Univ. 
of Adelaide, Australia

PC EXPERIENCE: ‘95-97, 
taught English and built 
green houses, Gobi Desert 

INTERNATIONAL 
EXPERIENCE: ‘98 U.N. 
volunteer in Mongolia 
on a governance project 
for decentralization and 
democracy support; 
‘98-99 English teacher in 
Taiwan; ‘99-01 legal as-
sistant in Tokyo, Japan

LANGUAGES: 
Mongolian; studied 
Chinese, Japanese

OCCUPATION: EMT; 
volunteer fi re fi ghter

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: Celebrating 
tsagaan sar (the Mongo-
lian new year) by eating 
dumplings and drinking 
with neighbors.

GLAD YOU PACKED: 
I probably should have 
left more at home.

WORDS OF WISDOM: 
Go with an open mind 
and no expectations.

E-MAIL: mattheller@
comcast.net

bio

Our family always lived 
where we needed a 
snow shovel. I remem-
ber one snowstorm in 
particular when I was 
nine. My best friend, 
Bobby Frost, and I shov-
eled my entire driveway 
ourselves, which is no 
small feat for nine-year-
olds. When we were 
done, my father was 
waiting in the kitchen 
to reward us with grilled 
cheese sandwiches, to-
mato soup, and a silver 
dollar for the work we 
had done. Dipping my 
grilled cheese into the 
steaming tomato soup 
(in my opinion, truly 
the best way to eat the 
two together), I am sure 
I was oblivious to how 

lucky I was; how Nor-
man Rockwell-beautiful 
shoveling a driveway 
can be.

Because I grew up in 
New England, winter 
was always my favor-
ite season. It meant ice 
hockey, snow days off 
from school, and sled-
ding until dinner was 
ready. Winter meant 
scratchy wool hats, 
scarves that always 
choked me, jackets that 
made me look like a 
mini-sumo wrestler, 
snow pants that made 
peeing an ordeal, and 
moon boots. My moon 
boots were my favor-
ite. I may even have 
worn them to bed a 
few times, afraid some-

one would take them 
from me while I slept. 
I loved winter as much 
as I loved those moon 
boots.

I still love winter, but 
to say I enjoy it as I did 
when I was nine years 
old would be a lie. I’ve 
been a Peace Corps vol-
unteer in Mongolia for 
eighteen months now 
and I live in a ger, a 
tent with a small wood 
stove in the center. It 
is strong and practical, 
the perfect domicile for 
a nomadic herder living 
on the Asian steppe. It 
packs up in about half 
an hour. I, however, 
am not a herder, but 
an English teacher in a 
small secondary school 

in rural Mongolia. Ger 
life is not easy. It makes 
20-year-olds look 35. It 
makes your soul hard.

Mongolians are very 
proud of their history 
and traditions. Once, 
while sitting on the train 
going from Ulaanbaatar, 
the capital of Mongolia, 
to my own town, Bor-
Undur, a Mongolian 
pointed to his arm and 
said, “In here is the 
blood of Genghis Khan. 
Beware.” Really, there 
is no argument to that 
statement. I responded, 
“Yes, older brother (a re-
spectful title addressed 
to elders), your country 
is beautiful. Mongolians 
are lucky people.”

Unfortunately, many 

Mongolians are big 
vodka drinkers, and this 
very drunk herder was 
on his way home from 
selling cashmere wool 
and meat in the city. 
He had been successful 
in his business and was 
celebrating. He wanted 
to teach me the custom 
of taking the tradition-
al three shots of vodka 
that new acquaintances 
must drink. His shots 
were too big for me, and 
I only wanted to taste 
the vodka, not help him 
finish the bottle. That’s 
when Genghis’ blood 
came into the conversa-
tion. I drank the three 
shots. Herders are tough 
people. They don’t wear 
moon boots.

Maybe if I had been 
born here and lived 

in a ger all my life, I 
would be tough too. But 
I wasn’t, and I’m not. 
I can trace no lineage 
to the man who was 
once the world’s most 
powerful ruler, but I am 
blessed. I am blessed 
with the gift of a Peace 
Corps/Mongolia stan-
dard issue sleeping bag 
rated to -30 degrees. 
When combined with 
another sleeping bag of 
my own and some wool 
blankets, I am com-
pletely protected from 
the cold that invades my 
ger every night when 
the fire goes out.

When it’s time to 
wake up and start my 
day, the first thing I 
do is build a fire. In 
the quiet darkness of 
morning, huddling 
next to my stove and 
sipping hot coffee, I 
listen to the Voice of 
America on my short-
wave radio and remind 
myself who I am, where 
I’m from, and what 
I’m doing. I’m a young 
volunteer spending 
eight hours a day with 
Mongolians, building 
a greenhouse with the 
other teachers in my 
school so there will 
be more vegetables in 
our town. Along with 
many other things, I’m 
learning how they live. 
In the steppe there is 
very little snow, only 
biting wind and dust. 
It gets as cold as -50 
degrees, not counting 
the wind chill factor. 
If I leave leftover tea 
in a mug, it will freeze 

solid by morning. I’ve 
broken three mugs this 
way. When it is this 
cold I sometimes ask 
myself, “How valuable 
is the contribution I’m 
making? And is it really 
worth being this cold?”

For 18 months now 
I’ve been waking up 
and thinking, yes, it 
is. I love working with 
Mongolians, but the 
time of day I look for-
ward to most is build-
ing my morning fire. It 
is my time of epiphany. 
As I feel the warmth 
that my own hands cre-
ated, a fire that pushes 
back the cold and the 
dark, replacing them 
with warmth and light, 
I know I will live an-
other day. Such an ex-
perience defines what 
it means to be a Peace 
Corps volunteer.

We all build fires in 
one way or other, and 
the warmth we create is 
as good as eating grilled 
cheese sandwiches and 
tomato soup on a winter 
day when you’re only 
nine years old. Being a 
volunteer in Mongolia 
and having the oppor-
tunity to live in a ger 
may mean enduring 
very cold mornings, but 
it’s worth more than all 
the silver dollars in the 
world. AV

Reprinted with per-
mission by the Peace 
Corps and the author. 
This story originally ap-
peared in Peace Corps: 
The Great Adventure, 
2002.
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The following are the top ten colleges and universities 

for each size category that produced the most Peace 

Corps volunteers in 2003:

Small Colleges and Universities
➀ University of Chicago  

➁ University of Puget Sound  

➂ Dartmouth College 

➃ Grinnell College  

➄ Tufts University  

➅ Santa Clara University  

➆    Oberlin College, 

Wellesley College, 

Wesleyan University  

➇ Carleton College 

Medium-Size Colleges and Universities
➀ University of Virginia  

➁ Georgetown University  

➂ Cornell University  

➃ University of California – Santa Cruz  

➄ College of William and Mary  

➅ Western Washington University  

➆ George Washington University  

➇ James Madison University  

➈ Stanford University  

➉ University of Montana  

Large Colleges and Universities 
➀ University of Wisconsin – Madison  

➁ University of Texas – Austin  

➂ University of Colorado – Boulder  

➃ University of Washington  

➄ University of Michigan – Ann Arbor  

➅ University of California – Berkeley  

➆ University of Oregon  

➇  Colorado State University

Michigan State University 

University of California – Santa Barbara 

how many volunteers 
does your college send?

COLD MORNINGS

 Teachers, wearing 
traditional Mongolian 

“dels,” pause for a pho-
tograph in Bor-Ondor, 

Gobi Desert.

[PEACE CORPS] BY MATT HELLER challenges



and their priorities. I began to forward to my 
clothes washing gossip sessions.  

My quest to do my job continued. I declared 
meetings and discussed agriculture with the men, 
but I found myself in the end sitting by the fire 
laughing with the women as they taught me to 
peel stubborn green bananas to boil for dinner. 
We discussed what we ate for dinner in the United 
States, how many sisters I had, and the fact that 
I knew how to drive a car. They asked questions 
about Afghanistan and 9/11. We discussed their 
families, their children, and saving money to go to 
the hospital when they were sick. We ate until I 
could not stuff down another banana.  

One night I was invited to the house of one of 
my friends. Her daughter was coming of age. I was 
ushered inside the house into a corner separated 
by old sheets and lit with a kerosene lantern. A 
young girl sat on a platform weaving a bag, head 
held low. Her grandmother glowed with pride. 
There was a sudden rush of movement, and we 
became a line of women following starlit back 
paths through the village to the river where several 
elderly women waited. The girl sat down in the 
shallow water on a banana tree trunk. The women 
began scooping water in a hollowed-out gourd and 
pouring it over her head, quietly speaking to her 
in Ngabere.

“What are they saying?” I asked the mother. 
“They are counseling her, telling her how to be 

a good woman.” She also told me of her fear that 
now that her daughter was a woman, she would 
leave her studies and start a family. 

It was soon my turn. They handed me the 
gourd, and I stepped into the chilly water. I looked 
questioningly back at the women. 

“Go on!” 
I scooped water and poured it over the girl’s 

bowed head, watching as her waist-length hair 
formed into little rivers, thinking how cold she 
must be. “Tell her!” they urged. I swallowed my 
inhibitions and whispered what they had told me. 
“Be humble. Raise children well. Keep a clean 
house. Cook well for your family.” And thinking 
of her mother, I added, “Think about your choices. 
Think about school.” The old women smiled.

Daily life went on, with big and small events, 
huge frustrations, and more than one day spent 
swaying in my hammock wondering what I was 
doing there. But as with any day I felt frustrated, I 
went to the women for company and the basic rou-
tines of life that made me feel like I had a place, even 
if I still could not peel bananas the right way.  

I realized that my morning coffee, flying 
laundry soap, and clumsy banana peeling had 
been more than they seemed. For every time I 
slipped and fell in the mud or attempted and 
mangled another new word, our laughs brought 
us together. I was becoming a part of the com-
munity. Learning from my neighbors was much 
more important than teaching agriculture. For 
all our differences, living in that village had 
changed me from the white woman to one of 
the women. Daily trials had turned into trust as 
I sat down to another day of slapping clothes on 
river rocks. AV
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DURING MY FIRST DAYS LIVING IN AN IN-
DIGenous village in the jungles of Panama I was 
surrounded by people—yet I had never felt so 
lonely. I felt like I was in a National Geographic 
article. The kids laughed in the clear river, par-
rots squabbled, roosters crowed at all hours of the 
day, and the humidity in the air was my constant 
nagging companion. The languages (Spanish and 
Ngebere) were foreign. I ate chicken feet. People 
were confused when I asked for toilet paper. I was 
the foreigner.  

The kids were my first source of companionship. 
They came over to my little wooden stilted house to 
stare, touch my hair and skin, but then they went 
on coloring with my crayons like I had always been 
there. That was my first feeling of belonging. 

As awkward as I felt, being conspicuously white 
and unaccustomed to life in the jungle, daily life 
went on. One must eat, drink, bathe, and have 
clean clothes to wear. So every morning I woke up 
and created goals. “Today I will make my break-
fast, wash my clothes and go to four new houses to 
meet the people and discuss agriculture.” 

Every morning I made a small cup of coffee for 
myself. People could smell my coffee from what 
seemed an unreasonable distance. Sure enough, 
at 6 a.m. there would be a knock on the door. 
Someone “just visiting,” curious about the meri 
ngwen brere, “very white woman,” as they called 
me. First it was one at a time, then a few at a time. 
I began to be bothered by all the expecting of cof-
fee at 6 a.m. 

After my coffee ran out, people lost interest 
in the visit. So I gathered my dirty clothes into 
a bag and trudged my way through mud in knee-
high rubber boots to the river’s edge. At first I 
nervously watched the other women watch me. 
I studied how they slapped their clothes on the 
flat river-worn rocks and marveled at the suds 
they produced. How could I ever get the sweat 
out of my shirts? I waited until I was alone with 
the cold gurgling river to try my washing tech-
nique. Later I braved the giggles of the women as 
they watched me learn, and I eventually worked 
up to peak washing times, when we all sat out 

of reach of each other’s flying soap suds while 
they spoke their language to see if I understood. 
“Washing!” Yes, I understood that! “Clothes!” 
Yes, I understood that too! But I became lost in 
the flood of communication and trudged my way 
back to my house, more often than not getting 
my clothes muddy again.  

My next goal was the one most dreaded. Visits 
to people I didn’t know. I arrived at their palm-
thatched-roof hut and they offered me coffee or 
hot chocolate. We exchanged pleasantries in Ng-
abere. “Nantoro. Dre kukwe? Ma ta dre noine?” 
“Hello? What’s new? What are you doing?” They 
went off into peals of laughter at my mispronun-
ciation and egged me on to say it again. When I 
switched to Spanish and agricultural topics, they 
lost interest. Their attention refocused as I left. 
Amidst giggles they taught me how to say good-
bye, asked where I was going next, and what I 
would do there. I repeated this at a few houses 
each day and became frustrated at my lack of 
“work” accomplished in agriculture.

This routine continued for months. But slowly 
I realized that I was learning. I was being taught 
on a daily basis. Morning coffee was a test of my 
willingness to share—so crucial in a culture based 
on subsistence agriculture and the need to share 
during shortages. Would I give them what I had an 
abundance of? How much sugar would be in their 
coffee? And would the foreigner know that giving 
milk in coffee to the elderly woman overcame any 
language barrier? Daily coffee became our ritual.  

I eventually became rock savvy too. I scouted 
out the ideal washing rocks in the river and sat 
with the women. What before was an incompre-
hensible rhythm of sound to me became people’s 
voices. We spoke in a mix of languages to under-
stand each other. They began to feel more com-
fortable about asking me questions such as, “Do 
men in the United States wash clothes? Are you 
married? Why do you not have children yet? What 
can I do if I want my child to go to college?” And 
they definitely felt comfortable about laughing if 
I dropped a shirt in the river and splashed off in 
pursuit of it. I began to hear their sense of humor 

56  abroad view >> spring 2005

[PEACE CORPS] BY JESSI FLYNN

MORNING COFFEE AND SOAP SUDS

EDUCATION: Ohio 
Wesleyan Univ. ‘00

MAJORS: Journalism & 
Environmental Studies 

STUDY ABROAD: 
Scotland, Aberdeen Univ.  

FUTURE GOALS: To 
become locally involved 
with non-profi t organiza-
tions working with cultur-
ally diverse groups  

LANGUAGE: English, 
Spanish, & Ngäbere

PC EXPERIENCE: ‘01-04 
Panama; Sustainable 
Agriculture volunteer

STRANGEST FOODS: 
Chicken feet, tortuga egg

MOST UNIQUE MODE 
OF TRANSPORTATION: 
13 hours in an ocean-go-
ing wooden canoe sitting 
on top of 3,000 coconuts

HOMESICK FOR: Hot 
showers and holidays 
with family

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: When the 
president of the women’s 
artisan group with which 
I was working said, “This 
is ours. We are all in this 
together.”

MOST VALUABLE 
LESSON: A redefi nition 
of my priorities in life

E-MAIL: jessi_fl ynn@
yahoo.com

bio

integrating
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El Norteño, Panama

volunteer 
areas
Education, Youth 
Outreach, & Community 
Development 
>> introduce innovative 
teaching methodologies, 
encourage critical thinking, 
and integrate issues like 
health education and envi-
ronmental awareness into 
English, math, science, and 
other subjects.

Business Development
>> work in education, private 
businesses, public organiza-
tions, government offices, 
cooperatives, women’s and 
youth groups, etc.

Environment
>> work on a wide variety of 
activities, from teaching envi-
ronmental awareness to plant-
ing trees within a community.

Agriculture 
>> assist small farmers in 
increasing food production 
while promoting environmen-
tal conservation practices.

Health and HIV/AIDS
>> educate and promote 
awareness of HIV/AIDS, and 
other issues, such as malnutri-
tion and safe drinking water.

Information Technology 
>> help communities capital-
ize on technology by teaching 
computer skills, developing  
databases, and implementing 
networks for businesses and 
government offices.

Stories involving many of these 
vocations are in the special 
Peace Corps feature on www. 
AbroadViewMagazine.com.
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[PEACE CORPS] BY DEBORAH C. McNAMARA

EDUCATION: Boston 
Univ. ’97; Naropa Univ., 
Master’s in Environmental 
Leadership 

MAJOR: Philosophy, 
focus in Environmental 
Studies & Political Science 

MASTER’S THESIS: 
Recovering Sacred Earth: 
Reclaiming Devotion in 
the European Heritage

STUDY ABROAD: Niger, 
West Africa 

LANGUAGES: French, 
Bambara (West African 
language)

OCCUPATION: Yoga 
teacher & social worker, 
Boulder, CO

PC EXPERIENCE: ‘97-99 
Mail; Health Education &
Water/Sanitation 

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: Waking up to 
fresh oranges, guavas, or 
mangoes at my doorstep 
every day, a gift from the 
villagers.  

GLAD YOU PACKED:  
My journals

E-MAIL: deborah_
mcnamara@yahoo.com

bio

vocations

SOCIAL CHANGE WEAVES ITSELF INTO A
culture slowly, like the quiet trickle of the stream 
snaking through the rice fields of rural southern 
Mali. As a health education Peace Corps volunteer 
in Bilasso, a village of 700 people in the folds of 
West Africa, I faced this lesson every day as I 
awoke to the gifts of fresh oranges, papaya, man-
goes, and guavas at my doorstep. I told myself that 
my successes in Africa depended not on outcomes, 
but on my continued efforts toward improving 
local quality of life in a community where one in 
four children die before the age of five.

Working in West Africa was a magical balance of 
patience, wonder, and deep pain. I learned to accept 
my limitations in the face of severe malnutrition 
and high child mortality rates, while also opening 
up to the profound joy of the West African way of 
life, with all its gracious hospitality and constant 
rhythms of drums and dancing. The Malian spirit 
is vastly strong and resilient, facing life with a stoic 
acceptance. “It is the will of Allah,” I often heard 
when death took a child. 

I was never sure what of my teachings would 
take root. I taught women about adding peanut 
powder to children’s food in the hope of increas-
ing the protein in their diets. I demonstrated to 
parents how to prepare oral rehydration drinks 
of salt, sugar, and water. I organized well-repair-
ing workshops and a latrine-construction project 
with a women’s group in the nearby market town, 
where thousands came to buy and sell goods each 
Thursday. I worked in the local school, designing 
puppet shows with the characters “Bala Banakise” 
(seeds of germ) and “Safi Safine” (soap), where 
the soap always combated the germ. I biked up-
hill to neighboring villages in 110-degree heat to 
weigh babies and monitor malnutrition, all the 
while missing home and wondering if my efforts 
were making a difference.

I had survived malaria three times, narrowly 
avoided scorpion bites, and learned how to deal 
with heat stroke and culture shock. I knew I had 
become a stronger and more innovative human 
being. And I knew I had made relationships to last 

a lifetime, gaining the respect of a community so 
vastly different from my own. Nevertheless, when 
I left Mali I still wasn’t sure how much I had really 
accomplished.

I returned to Mali several years later, biking 
once again amidst the wildly buzzing insects and 
barefoot women balancing large pots of potatoes 
on their heads. One man gave me 50 oranges and 
told me that I had become his true kin now that I 
had returned to Bilasso. The children from school 
recited some of the lessons they’d learned from me, 
and one woman showed me her plump son, saying, 
“I’ve been feeding him peanuts and beans!”

Life hadn’t changed much in this small part 
of the world, yet little things had shifted over 
time. When I left, I accepted that some devel-
opment projects were not meant to succeed. I 
realized that my wishes for the community did 
not always reflect its needs. The four brand-new 
latrines I had helped had build remained locked 
for years, unused, much to my deep disappoint-
ment. Yet when I returned, I found that refugees 
escaping social unrest in the Ivory Coast had 
come across the border to Mali, with some sev-
eral hundred settling in the market town near 
Bilasso. Someone had remembered the latrines, 
and my formerly “failed” project now had a new 
life and a new purpose, becoming the center of 
the refugee camp.

We never know which of the seeds we plant 
will later grow to fruition. Some lie dormant for 
months and years. Some for decades. Some evolve 
in ways never imagined.  

In Mali I learned to trust the planting process, to 
trust in the unfolding of the universe, particularly 
when results cannot be foreseen. And I learned 
that beyond the work of being a Peace Corps vol-
unteer, sowing the seeds of cross-cultural connec-
tion has been more valuable than anything. 

My experience demonstrated that in spite of 
cultural differences, volunteers and local com-
munities can accomplish great things together. 
The smiles, the handshakes, the 50 oranges...these 
things are the most enduring marks amidst the 
weavings of social change. AV
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by Dan MacLaughin

If you’re considering Peace Corps service and want to be a competitive 

applicant, I offer the following advice: volunteer in your community.

Competitive applicants have experiences that demonstrate a commit-

ment to and competency in advancing the three goals of Peace Corps:

Goal 1: Help the people of interested countries in meeting their 

need for trained men and women.

Your undergraduate degree may qualify you for a Peace Corps 

program, but additional work or volunteer experience in your field will 

give you a leg up on the competition. If you’re interested in an educa-

tion program, get some teaching or tutoring experience. If you want to 

work in a health program, get some experience in HIV/AIDS education 

and outreach. If an agriculture program appeals to you, get experience 

working in a green house or on an organic farm. Volunteer experience 

has the added benefit of demonstrating a commitment to service, 

which is one of the core qualities of successful volunteers. Additionally, 

you’ll be able to secure the required reference from a volunteer super-

visor as part of the application process.

Goal 2: Help promote a better understanding of Americans on the 

part of the peoples served.

To accomplish this goal, volunteers need to be active in their com-

munity while demonstrating a respect for the local culture. It follows 

that applicants who are active in their communities at home and who 

have some cross-cultural experience will be at an advantage over other 

applicants. You don’t have to leave the country to have cross-cultural 

experiences. Chances are there’s a non-profit organization, community 

center or student group in your town that services a population whose 

culture is different from your own. These organizations are always look-

ing for volunteers for a variety of programs—you could tutor adults in 

English, participate in voter registration drives, teach folks how to use 

the public transportation system, show people how to write effective 

resumes, or mentor local youth. All of these experiences would give 

you an opportunity to demonstrate an ability to work cross-culturally 

with diverse groups of people.

Goal 3: Help promote a better understanding of other peoples on 

the part of all Americans.

When volunteers return home, they work toward this goal by sharing 

their Peace Corps experiences with their family, friends, and communi-

ty. If you’re involved in your community at home before you begin your 

Peace Corps service, your recruiter can have confidence that you’ll get 

involved again when you return from service.

Boosting your competitiveness for Peace Corps service is just one 

of several good reasons to get involved in your community. You won’t 

regret the time you spend as a volunteer—either at home or abroad.

Anyone who has done it will tell you that you get back twice as much 

as you can possibly give.

>> DAN MACLAUGHLIN is a Peace Corps recruiter. He served as 

a volunteer in Slovakia from 1999-2002. 

TIPS FOR APPLYING
THE SEEDS OF CHANGE

One of the village elders 
in Katibougou, Mali



as the many water pumps abandoned after parts 
broke and could not be replaced.

As the months wore on, my perspective on 
what it meant to be a volunteer shifted. I had 
arrived with the belief that hard work would pro-
duce results. While that formula may prove useful 
in the United States, it is not as predictable in a 
place like Burkina Faso. Villagers engage in back-
breaking agricultural labor to grow the millet that 
feeds their families, yet a seasonal drought can 
mercilessly negate their best efforts. Work does not 
define one’s identity the way it so often does in 
our society. Human relations are much more cen-
tral, and I learned the importance of nourishing 
and maintaining these ties. A strong sense of soli-
darity among community members enables them 
to support one another through everyday hard-
ships. I came to appreciate the simple gift of being 
with people and sharing in their lives. While work 
remained important, the personal relationships I 
formed were the centerpiece of Peace Corps life. 
Moments spent drinking tea with friends under 
starry skies, exchanging endless rounds of daily 
greetings, and celebrating rainfall allowed this 
place to become a home.  

I struggled to convey my experiences when I 
returned to the U.S. People wanted to know how 
I had lived and what I had done, but I yearned to 
express this almost intangible quality of human 
community I had grown to cherish and could not 
find easily here at home. When speaking about the 
Burkinabé, I wanted my words to reflect the dig-
nity, grace, and even humor with which they con-
front the ever-present threats to their livelihood. 
In the face of such uncertainty, the Burkinabé I 
met never failed to amaze me with their unrelent-
ing generosity of spirit. It is a quality I strive to 
emulate.

I recently returned to Piela four years after 
having left my Peace Corps post. I arrived on 
market day, reveling in the multicolor hubbub 
of merchants setting up their wares. As the bus 
sputtered into the station and baggage handlers 
scurried to untie luggage and livestock from the 
roof, I scanned the crowd for familiar faces. I 

quickly recognized some of my former students 
and gasped at their newfound height and deeper 
voices. A group formed around me, and I felt a 
surge of excitement. The students told me who 
had passed their ninth grade exams, which girls 
had married, and which boys had migrated to Cote 
d’Ivoire looking for work.  

Just then I spotted an old friend riding up on his 
trusty blue bicycle with a bulging sack of peanuts 
from his field carefully strapped on the back. It 
was Yendié. After greeting me he suggested, “Let’s 
go see the school.”  

As we approached the schoolyard on well-worn 
paths, I winced to see that the gigantic world map 
we had created on the stucco building had all but 
disappeared as countries faded and peeled with 
each rainstorm. When we reached the tree grove 
though, I stopped in surprise. Not only had the 
trees survived and grown to a decent height, but 
the students had planted another grove on the 
other side of the school. Yendié saw my delight 
and grinned. “I bet you didn’t think they’d still be 
here,” he said.

Later that day Yendié took me to his house and 
proudly displayed the blueprints he had drawn 
in the building design course he now takes at a 
nearby technical school. “You should come back 
and teach us because we’re forgetting our Eng-
lish,” he joked.  

We both knew, however, that it was not the 
English that mattered so much, nor the trees, as 
pleased as we were to behold their resilience and 
long-promised shade; it was the close friendship 
we shared that was most certain to last. AV
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HARDLY ANYONE EXPECTED THE TREES
to live. It was late October, and the meager rainy 
season had long since dwindled in the savannas 
of northern Burkina Faso. The millet harvest was 
nearly complete, and temperatures hovered near 
100 degrees as the seasonal harmattan winds from 
the Sahara carried dust from the great desert all 
the way into my living room. Early in the morn-
ing, I walked across the field that separated my 
house from the schoolyard in the village of Piela, 
where I taught English and surveyed the area pro-
posed for the tree-planting. Yendié, one of my sev-
enth grade students, approached me from behind, 
schoolbooks in hand, and asked, “Miss Deubel, 
do you think the trees will really grow if we plant 
them today?”  

“We’ll try our best and leave the rest up to na-
ture,” I said cautiously. 

This prediction was less than reassuring in a re-
gion where inhabitants struggle to eke their living 
from a parched landscape. Yendié smiled nonethe-
less. “Okay, I’ll make sure we get lots of shovels,” 
he promised and ran off to class.  

My students and I were hosting a group of 
American college students from an exchange pro-
gram across the border in Niger and had orga-
nized a project to plant a grove of eucalyptus 
and neem trees in the sparse schoolyard. Students 
had trouble finding shady spots to sit and study 
between classes, so they had proposed this idea 
to improve their school environment. The timing 
was less than ideal and villagers nodded skepti-
cally when I explained the plan to obtain approval 
from the principal. They knew far better than I 
that October plantings are seldom successful, due 
to the onset of the dry season. Despite visions of 
shriveled saplings, we allowed optimism to prevail 
and prepared the hard earth for 400 tiny trees 
from a nearby nursery. We hoped that they would 
somehow take root.  

That afternoon, more than 200 of my students 
turned up with a haphazard collection of gardening 
tools and plenty of enthusiasm. After a demonstra-
tion from Diandi, our jack-of-all-trades custodian, 
the planting was underway. Burkinabé and Ameri-

can students went to work together digging holes 
and lodging the saplings in the ground as they com-
municated in a mixture of French, English, and 
Gulmancema.  Suddenly we heard a low rumbling, 
and within seconds rain was pouring on all of us. In 
our surprise and glee we planted faster and faster, 
running and shouting in the blissful shower. By 
the end we were soaked and mud-covered, but the 
trees had a new home and they had moved in with 
the unexpected blessing of the year’s very last rain-
fall. We raised money to install fencing to keep out 
wandering animals, and the school disciplinarian 
had students water trees instead of sitting idly in his 
office for detention. All things considered, the trees 
had a fighting chance.  

During the two years I spent in Piela, I often 
thought back to that day. It reminded me to remain 
hopeful even when the circumstances of life that 
surrounded me seemed bleak. I had entered Peace 
Corps right out of college with a desire to work 
for social justice and landed in a country where a 
majority of people earn less than $1 per day and 
fewer than a third of the population is literate. 
Our group of 55 education and health volunteers 
had headed to Burkina Faso curious about what 
we would encounter and what type of difference 
we could make. After our intensive training we 
parted ways to live in separate villages throughout 
the countryside. We set off boldly with our Peace 
Corps-issued mountain bikes and medical kits, 
hoping that our energy and ideas would enable 
us to somehow improve life in one of the world’s 
poorest nations.  

When we met up again during our service to 
compare notes and share stories, we realized that 
our visions had changed and would continue to 
evolve throughout our experience in Africa. All of 
us had struggled with the realities of food short-
ages: the dire lack of jobs, healthcare, and educa-
tion for the poor; the growing menace of HIV/
AIDS; and, most of all, the quiet resignation with 
which people seemed to accept these injustices. We 
questioned our role as “agents of development,” 
especially in witnessing firsthand some of the flat-
out failures of well-intentioned aid projects, such 
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FINDING ROOTS

EDUCATION: 
Georgetown Univ.

MAJOR: 
American Studies

INTERNATIONAL 
EXPERIENCE: Studied 
abroad in Niamey, Niger; 
Anthropological fi eld 
research in Mali, Guinea, 
& Morocco

OCCUPATION: Graduate 
student, Univ. of Arizona, 
pursuing a Ph.D. in So-
ciocultural Anthropology 
with a minor in Near 
Eastern Studies

PC EXPERIENCE: ‘97-
99, Burkina Faso; English 
teacher. ‘00-01, Guinea; 
Crisis Corps volunteer, 
Project Monitor for the 
U.N. World Food Program

STRANGEST FOOD:
Fried caterpillars sea-
soned with hot pepper

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: Bringing two 
of my students to the cap-
ital city of Ouagadougou 
and watching them eat 
their first ice cream cone

MOST VALUABLE 
LESSON : Home is not 
a place but a state of 
mind and the people 
who surround us

GLAD YOU PACKED:
Good sandals and a lot 
of patience 
WORDS OF WISDOM: 
“Little by little a bird 
makes its nest.” (African 
proverb)

E-MAIL: deubel@
u.arizona.edu
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Children in a tree grove planted by students in Piela

Photograph by Tara F. Deubel

Work does 
not define 

one’s iden-
tity the way 

it so often 
does in 

our society.
Human 

relations are 
much more 

central, and 
I learned the 

importance 
of nourishing 

and main-
taining 

 these ties. 

”

“

character



the skinniest wrists, I could save the pig. I wasn’t 
going to act prissy in front of all those farmers. I 
put on a rubber glove, and they slicked my arm 
with cooking oil. With two fingertips, I reached 
inside. I brushed the top of one piglet’s bitty head 
inside the mother. 

I was so close to those squirming babies, but I 
couldn’t pull them out. 

The next day Dona Rosa butchered her pig. It 
was pure economics: the babies would die inside 
their mother and poison the meat. There was 
no other choice. This idealistic mystique always 
surrounds Peace Corps stories, and that pig story 
doesn’t fit beside my happier adventures in Gua-
temala. I won’t forget the shit-smell on the straw 
floor underneath that animal, but I never tell any-
one how I lost that pig. 

CURIOUS GEORGE
The doctors operated on my neighbor Theresa 
Gomez, discovering three-year-old cancer in her 
stomach. They told me she would die within the 
month. To make things easier for the family, all 
the volunteers gave the 40-year-old mother flow-
ers, balloons, storybooks, and toys. 

Before the surgery, Theresa was stooped over 
with pain. I hardly recognized her when  I saw 
her at the end of the week. She had a big hope-
ful smile, full of missing teeth. Her husband had 
decided not to tell her that she was dying. “I 
don’t want her to be scared,” he told me. I kept 
his secret. 

Around Easter-time that year, Theresa’s pain 
got worse and I was sure she was dying. She had 
lived longer than anyone expected, and her heavy-
duty painkillers ran out. I begged the hospital for 

more medicine, but all they gave me was a baggie 
of Tylenol. 

When I visited the family’s dirt floor shack, I 
felt like a character from a grainy “Save the Chil-
dren” advertisement. Theresa was sleeping, so I 
played with her four-year-old son, Jose. He had 
perpetual snot dripping down his face and wiped 
it on his muddy T-shirt.  

He brought me a shiny copy of Curious George
that the doctors had given him. Nobody in his 
family could read, and I was the first person to 
share his present. 

We spent an hour reading about that monkey 
living in a painted world with no consequences. 
I had memorized the story when I was a kid, but 
this time was different. When the man in a yellow 
hat crashed through the jungle to capture Curious 
George, it bothered me. Was I some colonial-khaki 
explorer stealing stories to write back home? Or 
was I Curious George—a boy yanked from home 
and playing in places where I didn’t belong? 

Jose loved the scene where Curious George 
grabs a handful of balloon strings and floats up to 
the sky. Theresa’s son will probably never learn 
to read, just because he happened to be born in 
this village. One year later, I took an airplane 
home to the U.S.—just because I happened to be 
born there.

By that same inexplicable luck, Theresa sur-
vived. She’s still alive, three years later, with a 
stomach full of cancer. I tried so hard to make 
sense of these stories, to understand why Cesar’s 
baby died or Jose’s mother lived. I still can’t do 
it. Writing it down, I feel like that little monkey 
clinging to a handful of balloons, stuck in the sky 
between two different countries. AV
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HOW I LOST MY STAR WARS PILLOW

EDUCATION: 
Univ. of Michigan ’00 

GRADUATE EDUCA-
TION: Journalism degree, 
New York Univ. ’04

INTERNATIONAL EX-
PERIENCE: Summer ’04, 
NYU’s Russian-American 
Journalism Institute

PC EXPERIENCE: 
Guatemala; Rural Youth 
at Risk volunteer. Worked 
as an assistant trainer 
and wrote a training 
manual for Peace Corps.

HOMESICK FOR: Book-
stores (Guatemalans 
don’t read very much, 
and I would make long 
dream-lists of all the 
books I couldn’t fi nd.)

MOST MEMORA-
BLE MOMENT: I was  
homesick around the 
holiday season, so I 
taught 15 kids how to 
make my mother’s cook-
ies. My kids and I cut out 
cardboard Christmas 
molds, and carved out 
the dough with  knives. 
Our only baking tool was 
a massive brick wood-
burning oven. Somehow, 
we made it work. The 
whole village feasted on 
my mother’s recipe. 

GLAD YOU PACKED: 
Photos—On cold nights, 
I would shuffl e endlessly 
through that 
stack of pictures.     

E-MAIL: istickboy@
hotmail.com
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Almost three years ago, I hustled 15 sick Guatema-
lans down a skinny city sidewalk to the hospital 
in Jalapa. The village bus dropped us off around 
sunset, that chaotic hour when market vendors dis-
mantle their vegetable booths, villagers ride rusty 
trucks back up the mountain, and oblivious rich 
kids zip past on motor scooters. 

In all the commotion, I didn’t notice when my 
Star Wars pillow wiggled loose from my sleeping 
bag and tumbled into the gutter between the bus 
terminal and Nicholas Cruz Hospital.  

We had come from Miramundo, one of the 50 
villages clustered along the mountains outside the 
city of Jalapa. My neighbor, Cesar Lopez, kept pace 
with me. He wore a dirty cowboy hat and boots, the 
uniform of Guatemalan farmers. His wife carried 
their sick baby under a blanket. Outside the hospi-
tal, clusters of villagers camped on the sidewalk—
waiting to see doctors visiting from Chicago.  

Dr. Brad Blackwell met us inside. The lanky pro-
gram director still had sunglasses dangling around his 
neck. He unwrapped Cesar’s bundle, revealing a cyst 
the size of a half-cantaloupe on the baby’s back. 

Different doctors passed the child around. I was 
sure they could perform a simple operation and the 
baby would walk, just like the movies. Dr. Blackwell 
finally decided: “Tell them we can’t operate, it would 
kill the baby. He’ll never walk, and he’ll probably die 
soon. We can’t do anything. Tell them that.” 

I explained in bumbling Spanish that the cyst 
was a birth defect, that the bean and tortillas village 
diet hadn’t give the baby enough vitamins in the 
womb. Cesar kept interrupting, asking, “Yes, but 
what can they do?” 

My 10 minutes in the hospital hadn’t prepared 
me for this job. “It’s serious, very serious,” I said, 
but I never told him that his baby would die.

That night I slept on a rolled up jacket, because 
I had lost my Star Wars pillow. I had carried that 
thing around since grade school. Luke Skywalker 
perched in the middle of my pillow, waving his 
lightsaber toward heaven. My hero’s picture had 
faded over the years, surviving sleepover camps, 
slumber parties, college, girlfriends, and 15 years 
of mixed up dreams. All those years…and I had 
to let it go.

THE BEST THAT YOU CAN DO
I spent most of that week in a makeshift plywood 

examining room with Dr. Kelly Swanson. The 
brown-haired pediatrician loved to tell me jokes 
to translate for the children. Like most of the doc-
tors, she came from Chicago’s Advocate General 
Lutheran Hospital.  

They brought 42 volunteers that year, and all the 
doctors, nurses, and residents paid their own way 
for the trip. They managed to treat 3,000 patients 
in one mad week. We probably saw 150 patients 
ourselves.  

Halfway through the week, a security guard 
came all the way from Guatemala City to see us. 
He worked 12-hour shifts outside a fried-chicken 
franchise, guarding the restaurant with a shotgun. 
He rattled off symptoms in huffs of Spanish, like 
he expected me to say that he was dying when he 
stopped speaking. His stomach always hurt, and 
fierce headaches made him dizzy at work. 

Dr. Swanson nodded, “That’s acid reflux. Does 
he eat a lot of greasy food?” I didn’t even bother to 
translate, I just giggled. What else would a security 
guard at a fried chicken place eat? We told him to 
drink more water and eat vegetables for lunch. 
For the headaches, she pulled out a box of over-
stock neon sunglasses from the States. The guard 
solemnly put on the neon-yellow glasses and his 
cowboy hat. 

The doctors gave me pages of medical terms 
in Spanish, but I never used them. The villagers 
didn’t know those big words either. I memorized 
the simplest words for pain—unavoidable ailments 
from a lifetime of back-breaking work. We gave out 
60,000 vitamins and more Tylenol than I’ve seen 
in my entire life. 

In most cases, that was the best we could do. 

HOW TO SAVE A PIG
One night Rosa Gomez sent for me because she had 
a problem with her pig. Her family lived down a 
muddy path that split off from the main dirt road. 
I walked down, past rows of wood-plank houses 
with cookfires glowing inside. 

Dona Rosa had mated her pig too young. The 
pregnant pig went into labor that morning, but 
her insides were too small to push out the babies. 
A clump of farmers stood around the pig, offering 
all sorts of advice. 

The veterinarian was too expensive, and I was 
the last option. Somebody decided that since I had 
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With the help of 
Peace Corps transla-
tors, doctors from 
Chicago operate on 
a patient from a village 
near Jalapa.  

  Anyone 
can do Peace 

Corps—it’s 
full of every 
kind of per-

son imag-
inable and 

the trainers 
teach you 

everything 
you need to 

do. The sim-
ple difference 
is that Peace 
Corps volun-

teers take 
the risk and 

jump on 
the airplane 
to go some-

 place new.
—Jason Boog   ”
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When the Peace Corps’ first-ever Hispanic

director, Gaddi Vasquez, took on the position

in 2002, one of his goals was to diversify the

agency. The typical Peace Corps Volunteer

is a single, white female college graduate

whose average age is 28. Because only 15

percent of the volunteer base are people of

color, Vasquez hopes to attract more diverse

candidates through paid advertising—a first

for an agency that has depended on public

service announcements—and more recruit-

ment appearances at historically Black col-

leges and Hispanic-serving institutions.

Vasquez created a task force within 

the agency to explore some of the bar-

riers people of color encounter when 

joining the Peace Corps. The three key 

factors are education, family, and finan-

cial commitments. 

In 2000, the American Council of 

Education (ACE) found that minorities 

accounted for more than 28 percent of 

all undergraduates; however, only 21.8 

percent of bachelor degrees were award-

ed to students of color. 

 “I come across many applicants who 

are the first in their families to graduate,” 

said Linnea Ashley, an African-American 

who served in South Africa from 1999 

to 2001. She recruits in Louisiana and 

Texas for the Peace Corps, often visit-

ing with prospective volunteers of color. 

“Families do not understand why their 

son or daughter would go around the 

world to help someone when there is a 

need in their neighborhood or within the 

family. It makes my job a little tougher. 

Not only do I have to recruit the potential 

volunteer but I also need to convince the 

family as well.” 

Another barrier to diverse applicants 

is post-college finances. With affirma-

tive action programs and financial aid 

dwindling, paying for college has many 

students amassing student loans. Even 

though most lending institutions will 

offer a two-year deferment for serving 

in Peace Corps, most graduates of color 

would rather talk to corporate recruit-

ers when it comes to life after college, 

according to the Peace Corps. 

“It is definitely a challenge when you

are at a career fair next to Coca Cola

or AT&T who are offering great start-

ing salaries,” said Ashley. “I understand

why someone with a loan burden would

jump at the chance of a $40,000 salary.

But personally, I think they are missing

an opportunity to go overseas and pos-

sibly manage an international project

and pick up bicultural and bilingual skills

in the process. Imagine having that on

your resume. While your college buddies

are taking entry-level positions, you can

come back in two years and take on a

management position because of your

proven leadership skills abroad.” AV

—The Peace Corps, 

www.PeaceCorps.gov
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www.abroadviewmagazine.com 65

“BITE DOWN HARD
on this. No really, you 
must bite down really 
hard! This will help 
ease it a little. Come 
on, YaYa, please, my 
friend.” I said this 
while handing him a 
short stick and watch-
ing him place it be-
tween his teeth. The 
whole time I barely 
held back my own 
tears at the mere 
thought of what was 
about to happen to this 
little Guinean boy who 
had become a younger 
brother to me.

As YaYa and I sat 
in the dim, hot room 
that I called home on 
tiny Kassa Island, we 
both contemplated 
what we needed to do 
next. YaYa, along with 
a number of other 

children in Guinea, 
had large skin ulcers 
on his legs. When I 
had asked the Peace 
Corps nurse in Cona-
kry how I could treat 
YaYa’s condition, she 
instructed me to clean 
the sore thoroughly 
with alcohol and hy-
drogen peroxide, and 
dress it daily. As pain-
ful as it was to con-
template, this was the 
way I earned YaYa’s 
trust. I believed that 
this little kid could 
withstand anything; 
he simply believed 
that I knew what I 
was doing.

A year and a half 
earlier, I first saw 
YaYa amidst a group 
of eager, screaming 
children in front of my 
Guinean home. The 

children saw me as a 
novelty, and I fueled 
this by being unchar-
acteristically attentive 
for an adult. As I hast-
ily passed out candies 
to their out-stretched 
hands, I noticed one 
kid who stood near 
the back of the group, 
arms folded. He was 
obviously curious to 
see this black man, 
who looked like no 
American he had ever 
envisioned, and yet, 
he had no interest in 
the candy. The image 
of this boy with such 
a grown-up posture 
stuck with me.

A few weeks later, 
there was a knock at 
my door. There stood 
the same boy. Here, 
one-on-one, we stared 
at each other. Then he 

said something to me 
in his native language, 
Pulaar. Seeing my con-
fused look, he quickly 
switched to the local 
language SouSou, then 
finally repeated it a third 
time in French. Unbe-
knownst to me, this was 
to become the very first 
of many more language 
lessons together. YaYa 
was an extremely bright 
teenager who not only 
spoke Pulaar, SouSou 
and French, but also 
understood some Ma-
linke and a few words 
of English. 

His first question 
was, “Why are you 
here?” Knowing that 
my response would 
not be as simple as 
his question, I invited 
him into my home. He 
looked around at my 
cramped room, with 
its single window and 
concrete floor, amazed 
that I occupied this 
space all by myself. He 
told me that he and his 
mom, dad, sister, and 
baby brother all lived 
together in a similar 
one-room space. 

Every evening YaYa 
would come over to 
study languages, sip 
Senegalese-style tea, 
and flip through my 
family photo album. 
In the beginning, he 
asked me to describe 
each photo and iden-
tify each person. Night 
after night we went 
through this routine. 
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EDUCATION: 
Morehouse College ‘85

OCCUPATION: PC 
Regional Manager

PC LOCATION: 
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MOST VALUABLE 
LESSON LEARNED: 
Slow down, calm down 
and just let “it” happen. 

WORDS OF WISDOM: 
You will make a difference 
in at least one person’s 
life, even if you never 
know it. 

E-MAIL: pcv8890-aview
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One day, he started to 
flip through the album, 
pointing and saying, 
“This is our mom and 
father and our home and 
our bike.”  Hmmm—he 
had become my little 
brother, just like that.    

One day I was sit-
ting in front of my 
house with Steve, an-
other volunteer who 
was visiting from the 
forest region of Guin-
ea. We looked up the 
dusty tree-lined path, 
through the soft mist 
and rain, to see an odd 

figure approaching. It 
was YaYa, draped in 
a white sheet he oc-
casionally wore in the 
rain and carrying his 
walking stick to aid his 
healing leg. With his 
bare feet, spindly thin 
legs, and shaven head, 
he so resembled Gan-
dhi. I said to Steve, “If 
I didn’t know any bet-
ter, I would swear that 
the Mahatma of India 
himself was walking to-
ward us.” This compar-
ison fit YaYa. He had a 
small physical pres-

ence, yet he possessed 
immense endurance 
and wisdom. YaYa over-
came excruciating pain 
and endured months of 
treatment for his legs, 
yet he wisely consoled 
me later after the death 
of my father back in 
the U.S. As I contin-
ued to help YaYa get 
stronger and healthier, 
he in turn strength-
ened me by telling 
me that my father was 
still with me and had 
been right there with 
me all along. 

YaYa later told me 
that when he had first 
seen me, he knew that 
he wanted much more 
from me than a bit of 
hard candy. I know 
that, in actuality, I 
probably learned more 
from him. Although it 
has been several years 
since I left Guinea and 
last saw YaYa’s smil-
ing, sad face bidding 
farewell, I think of 
him often, abide by his 
words, and know that 
this friend has touched 
me forever. AV 
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Before establishing a 

program, the Peace Corps 

makes a thorough assess-

ment of the health and 

safety conditions of the 

country. And in choos-

ing sites, it  considers 

factors such as access 

to medical, postal, and 

other essential services; 

availability of communica-

tions and transportation, 

particularly in cases of 

emergency; and proximity 

to other volunteers. 

In every country in 

which volunteers serve, 

the Peace Corps maintains 

a medical unit staffed by 

one or more  providers. 

They inform volunteers 

about local health issues 

and provide them with the 

basic medical supplies and 

vaccinations they need to 

stay healthy. If a volunteer 

becomes ill and cannot be 

treated properly in the host 

country, the Peace Corps 

will transport the volunteer 

to an appropriate facility 

in a nearby country or to 

the U.S.

In 2002 the Peace 

Corps sent a survey to 

all volunteers. Nearly all 

respondents  reported 

that they feel at least 

“adequately safe” where 

they live (97%) and 

where they work (99%). 

Most (84%) reported that 

they also feel at least 

“adequately safe” when 

traveling. 

safety

 LITTLE PEOPLE

The author (center) 
in Guinea



WHEN I TOLD MY
friend Mark that I’d 
joined the Peace Corps, 
he high-fived me and 
whooped with excite-
ment. However, he 
wasn’t excited that I 
would get to put my 
idealism into practice; 
instead, he was antici-
pating my future pain 
and hardship. 

You see, Mark was 
a Peace Corps legend. 
While serving as a 
forestry volunteer in 
rural Nepal, he broke 
his leg and hiked two 
days across isolated 
mountains to get help. 
Then, with his leg still 
in a cast, he hiked back 
to his post, planting 
little tree seedlings on 
Nepal’s denuded hills 
and valleys as he went. 
The fact that I would 
venture to work under 
similar conditions im-
pressed him.

Then he found out 
I was going to Thai-
land. “That’s like 
going to Club Med,” 
he sneered. “Watcha 
gonna do, build toi-
lets for deprived beach 
tourists?”

Actually, the term 
among Peace Corps 
Volunteers for the 
Thailand assignment 
was Posh Corps, not 
Club Med. In fact, nei-
ther slur was applicable 
to my volunteer site. I 
ended up teaching Eng-
lish at a junior high 
school in the central 

Thai village of Sa Klee. 
Located next to a slow 
flowing river, Sa Klee 
had been the dumping 
ground for a massive 
shoe factory employ-
ing 15,000 people. The 
contrast between the 
peaceful tree-filled vil-
lage and the vast fac-
tory both soothed and 
jarred the senses.

But try explaining 
this to Mark. To him, 
the fact that Sa Klee 
had electricity and 
a few old computers 
made it unsuitable for 
Peace Corps. One of 
my friends at Sa Klee, 
an older teacher named 
Loong Chian, found 
Mark’s attitude both 
silly and insulting.

“So helping people 
isn’t enough,” he said. 
“But if you were wad-
ing through crocodile 
and leech-infested riv-
ers without reason, 

then you’d be a real 
volunteer?”

I explained that 
Americans sometimes 
obsess over the wrong 
things in life. Loong 
Chian laughed as if 
this were not a secret 
to anyone. During my 
second year in Thai-
land, Sa Klee flooded. 
Of course this inter-
ested Mark.

“What do you do?” 
he e-mailed me. “Wade 
to and from your 
house?”

My answer: Yes. 
Unlike in parts of the 
States—where floods 
can cause millions of 
dollars in damage to the 
homes of people who 
foolishly build right 
next to a river—people 
in Thailand build their 
homes to survive the 
floods. At my school, 
all the teachers’ wood-
plank houses sit on tall 

cement poles so the 
floods can pass under-
neath without damage.

No damage, that is, 
until my toilet stopped 
up.

I first noticed the 
problem a month into 
the floods. One day the 
toilet just refused to 
flow. Loong Chian came 
by to help me fix it.

“The problem comes 
from air trapped in 
the septic tank,” he 
said, as we squatted 
on my staircase and 
gazed under the house. 
Flood waters rippled 
around the blue PVC 
pipe going from my 
bathroom to the septic 
tank. A smaller pipe 
hung loose beside the 
blue pipe.

“When they put 
in the new pipe, they 
didn’t attach the ex-
haust valve,” Loong 
Chian said, handing me 
an electric drill. “Drill 
a new hole and attach 
the smaller pipe.”

 “Don’t we need a 
boat?” I asked.

“Too difficult. Just 
swim out in the water 
and make sure the drill 
doesn’t get wet.”

I fingered the frayed 
cord of the drill. Thai 
electricity runs at a 
powerful 220 volts. It’ll 
fry you faster than any-
thing. Just ask Thomas 
Merton, the deceased 
monk and author of 
The Seven Storey Moun-
tain, who discovered 
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while on a trip to the 
Thai kingdom that 
bathtubs and electric 
fans don’t mix.

“Don’t worry,” Lo-
ong Chian said. “I’ll 
stand by the outlet and 
pull the plug . . . if any-
thing goes wrong.”

He was disappointed 
that I didn’t trust him. 
After debating differing 
views on electrical safe-
ty, Loong Chian came 
up with another idea. 
He found a metal bolt 
and heated it over my 
propane cooking stove 
until one side glowed 
red hot.

“Melt through the 
sewage pipe,” he said, 
“then attach the ex-
haust valve.”

Easy enough. I swam 
to the pipe, holding the 
safe end of the hot bolt 
above my head.

I should have sus-
pected trouble when 
Loong Chian yelled for 
his wife to come watch 
me fix the pipe. As 
they sat on the stairs, 
I pushed the exhaust 
valve against the sew-
age pipe, marked its 
spot with a wet thumb-
print, then shoved the 
hot bolt into the PVC. 
The plastic bubbled and 
oozed.

Suddenly, explosion! 
The bolt shot into the 
water with a spitting 
halo of muck that rain-
bowed in the morning 
sun. Tissue and un-
known particles clung 

to my lips and face. I 
looked like some car-
toon villain just emerg-
ing from the sewers. 

“Maybe the hole’s 
not big enough,” 
Loong Chian said as he 
laughed. “Do it again! 
Do it again!”

I ignored him. After 
attaching the exhaust 
pipe I took a long swim 
in the river.

When I e-mailed 
Mark about all this, he 
was finally impressed. 
“Now you’re a true 
Peace Corps volunteer,” 
he replied.

I wasn’t a true 
plumber, though—a 
few days later my toi-
let stopped up again. 
Loong Chian said that 
was typical of life. He 
also suggested that I 
join him and his wife 
on their upcoming trip 
to the beach. “Just until 
the floods recede,” he 
added with a smile.

But I didn’t tell Mark 
about my beach trip. 
After all, I had a repu-
tation to protect, what 
with me now being a 
true Peace Corps vol-
unteer. AV

The spring 2005 issue 
of storySouth, a maga-
zine edited by Jason 
Sanford, is now online at 
www.storysouth.com.

You can also read 
some of Jason’s writings 
atwww.jasonsanford.free 
servers.com.

EDUCATION: 
Auburn Univ.

OCCUPATION: Editor of 
literary journal storySouth 
(www.storysouth.com)

PC EXPERIENCE: 
Thailand; TESL teacher

HOMESICK FOR: 
Peanut Butter

MOST MEMORABLE 
MOMENT: The farewell 
party my school threw 
for me. I cared so much 
for my fellow teachers 
and student with whom I 
had worked, and I hated 
to leave them.

VALUABLE LESSON: 
The way to change the 
world is to make little 
differences in the lives 
of yourself and others.

E-MAIL: lapthai@
yahoo.com

bio

dispatch  // by mark t. morrison

“If you don’t eat our food, you don’t eat. And if you sleep with our women, you 

go to jail.”

That was the welcome I got in tribal council from the chief. The Kuna Indians 

are notoriously cold toward outsiders, but I was expecting something a little 

more welcoming. After all, they invited me here, right?

As I soon learned, a small farming group had repeatedly asked for a volun-

teer through tribal council. They were rejected several times, as the community 

was wary of bringing in an outsider for two years. In the end, the community 

agreed to tolerate my presence.

Some, or maybe I should say many, volunteers are greeted at their sites 

with open arms. Some are greeted with casual indifference, and some are 

greeted rather coldly. But as a new volunteer, everybody hopes and almost 

expects excitement from the community. After all, aren’t we forgoing two years 

of salary, two years near our family and friends, and two years of our normal 

comforts? Regardless of how well the superficial greeting period fits the image 

you had in your mind, what will happen over a month, year, and two years will 

depend more on how you relate to and work with your community.

The Kuna have a saying: “A Kuna without land is a Kuna without life.” So 

my first strategy was to put aside any notion I had for “teaching” and concern 

myself with being a respected mem-

ber of this farming community. 

I started working on the farms 

right away. This meant getting up 

at 4 a.m. and paddling to shore for 

almost an hour, then hiking perhaps 

a mile or two, and working with 

a machete for six or seven hours 

in the blazing heat. I was stung 

by bees, I ripped blisters on my 

hands, and I was even hospitalized 

with dehydration. It was a difficult 

time—exerting a great deal of physi-

cal energy in a hot climate, eating 

food I didn’t enjoy, struggling with 

a language I didn’t understand, and 

developing new friendships with 

people who had little in common 

with me. And, the Kuna, with their abundant sense of humor, readily joked 

about me.

Three months into my service I went to tribal council to introduce my visiting 

director. Unexpectedly the chief stood up and said, “Mark works when his arms 

bleed, his hands bleed, and when he is stung by bees. He is tired, but he works. 

He is a good worker.” 

I didn’t know he had noticed. After that, community members began to take 

interest in my knowledge of sustainable farm planning practices and communi-

ty finance management. As a respected community member, I eventually grew 

into the leadership role that I had expected to have before coming here. By 

the time I left, my advice was highly regarded in community discussions about 

important matters, including those outside of my specific Peace Corps role.

>> Mark T. Morrison graduated from Cornell University in 1996 with a major

in Hotel Administration and a minor in Finance. He studied abroad in Madrid,

Spain and helped open a major resort in Puerto Rico. mmorrison13@yahoo.com

Photograph by Jason Sanford

People wait to board a bicycle taxi in the flooded 
market in Sa Klee, Thailand.
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PC AND CAREERS IN 
INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION
Is Peace Corps service a good fit for careers in International Education? It can 
be. First, anyone working in International Education needs to know what it is 
like to be a sojourner in a foreign land. Living abroad, being fully immersed 
in another culture and linguistic environment, is arguably the best prepara-
tion for empathizing with international students struggling to learn English 
or navigate their way through a new educational system—or to understand 
the disconcerting reverse culture shock that faces study abroad students when 
they return home.

Second, as is true of study abroad, the best Peace Corps experience teaches 
you that your job is what you make of it and that flexibility gets you a lot 
farther than rigidity. It also teaches you how to work with people who may 
have very different experiences and assumptions about the world. The field of 
International Education requires similar attitudes, abilities, and skills.

According to Rebecca Murphy, Chair of the RPCV Special Interest Group of 
NAFSA: The Association of International Educators, at least 100 profession-
als working in International Education at U.S. colleges and universities are 
returned Peace Corps volunteers (RPCV). Some of these professionals teach 
English as a Second Language, while others serve as international admissions 
counselors, international student advisers, or study abroad advisers. Quite a 
few head international offices.

If you are thinking about a career in International Education, here are a 
few tips:

• Take full advantage of the opportunities Peace Corps offers: acquire new 
linguistic skills, get to know another culture, and develop job-specific skills.

• Learn how to talk about your Peace Corps experience and how to summa-
rize it on your resume. What do you know now that you did not know before? 
Did you gain new skills, knowledge, attitudes? What were your biggest joys? 
Challenges? What traits helped you succeed as a PCV? How do you hope to 
build on your Peace Corps experience?

• Think about going to graduate school. While some jobs in International 
Education do go to individuals with bachelor’s degrees, particularly those in 
admissions, a graduate degree is required for most and is necessary for ad-
vancement. Pick a subject that is meaningful to you and that is in an area of 
International Education that most interests you. Graduate school should do at 
least three things for you: deepen your knowledge of a specific field, sharpen 
your organization skills and your ability to undertake independent work, and 
help you better understand the faculty with whom you will eventually work 
as an International Educator. AV —Elizabeth Brewer

Elizabeth Brewer, Ph.D., worked in higher education for 20 years before join-
ing Peace Corps, where she served in the field of rural community development in 
Slovakia. Brewer is on the ABROAD VIEW Editorial Board and is the director of 
International Education at Beloit College.

Thanks to Cindy Chalou and Doug Reilly for contributing to this article.

Application Steps: 

➀ Application ➁ Interview 

➂ Nomination ➃ Medical 

and legal review ➄ Invit-

ation ➅ Preparation for 

Departure 

The Peace Corps Web 

site: www.peacecorps.gov 

The first stop for any-

one thinking about the 

Peace Corps should be 

the organization’s highly-

developed, multi-layered 

web site. It would take 

longer to go over all the 

resources here than it 

would for you to see 

for yourself, but on the 

shortlist would be: more 

than 200 volunteer sto-

ries, country of service 

overviews, explanations 

of the work fields, down-

loadable applications, and 

important contact infor-

mation, etc. 

Recruiters

The most important 

resource for prospec-

tive volunteers is the 

Peace Corps recruiter. 

Recruiters, all of whom 

are RPCVs, are based 

out of offices in Atlanta, 

Boston, Chicago, Dallas, 

Denver, Los Angeles, 

Minneapolis, New York, 

San Francisco, Seattle, and 

Washington, D.C. You can 

reach the nearest office 

at 800-424-8580. From 

the Peace Corps web site 

(“Find Local Events”), you 

can also email a recruiter, 

sign up for an online chat, 

or find a recruiting event 

happening near you. 

Remember: Recruiters 

are also the people with 

whom you interview, and 

they are partially respon-

sible for what region/field 

you’ll be placed in. Before 

you contact them, read 

the web site and have 

good questions ready. 

 Along with the other 

materials you’ll receive, 

ask your recruiter for a 

copy of the paperback 

book Peace Corps: The 

Great Adventure, edited by 

RPCV John Coyne (Ethiopia 

1962-64). This forthright 

collection of stories by 

Peace Corps volunteers, 

published by Peace Corps, 

goes a long way toward 

answering the question, 

“What is being a volunteer 

like?” And it’s free!

One Book to Satiate 

Your Curiosity Sarge: 

The Life and Times of 

Sargent Shriver, Bill 

Moyers (Deputy Director 

of the Peace Corps in the 

Kennedy Administration), 

and Scott Stossel, 

Smithsonian Institution 

Press, May 2004.

It is an inspiring and 

historical biography about 

Peace Corps founder R. 

Sargent “Sarge” Shriver, 

who worked for four presi-

dents over six decades, 

launched the War on 

Poverty, created Head Start 

and Legal Services for the 

Poor, started the Special 

Olympics, and served as 

ambassador to France. 

Four Books and A Web site

The following books are 

all easily available and 

are all recommended 

for the prospective 

applicant. There are 

probably thousands 

of web sites that deal 

with the Peace Corps 

in one way or another; 

we provide the essen-

tial portal to the virtual 

(and unofficial) world 

of Peace Corps. 

So, You Want to Join 

the Peace Corps: What 

to Know Before You 

Go, Dillon Banerjee 

(Cameroon 1994–96), 

Ten Speed Press, 2000

A good resource book, 

organized in FAQ 

format, for the appli-

cant and volunteer. 

Banerjee provides as 

much solid informa-

tion as possible con-

sidering the range of 

experiences applicants 

and volunteers have 

with Peace Corps. 

Living Poor: A Peace 

Corps Chronicle, Moritz 

Thomsen (Ecuador 

1965-67), University 

of Washington Press, 

1997 One of the clas-

sics of Peace Corps Lit, 

this memoir is readable 

and relevant today, 

as many of the chal-

lenges Thomsen faced 

in Ecuador remain the 

same for modern-day 

volunteers, posted in 

many places across 

the globe. 

Nine Hills to 

Nambonkaha: Two 

Years in the Heart 

of an African Village,

Sarah Erdman (Cote 

D’Ivoire 1998–2000), 

Henry Holt & Co., 

2003 A recent and 

well-reviewed memoir 

about Peace Corps 

service in Africa, 

Erdman’s book (and 

Erdman the volunteer) 

have been praised for 

dealing with the dif-

ficult conditions her 

host community faced 

without sinking into 

despair, an example 

that could benefit 

many volunteers who 

serve where life is 

extremely difficult. 

River Town: Two 

Years on the Yangtze,

Peter Hessler (China 

1996–98), Harper 

Perennial, 2001 Called 

“one of the best 

Peace Corps books 

ever” by one reviewer, 

this memoir covers 

a country-of-service 

that doesn’t get much 

press, China, and has 

been highly praised 

for its evocative tone, 

humor, and insight. 

www.peacecorps

writers.org

This web site is an 

incredible resource for 

prospective volunteers 

as well as RPCVs. 

Edited by John Coyne, 

the web site has 

published hundreds 

of stories and letters 

from current and past 

volunteers. Check 

out the “resources” 

section for the list of 

“short works” pub-

lished on the web site, 

a bibliography of pub-

lished books and col-

lections about Peace 

Corps, and links to 

web sites of PCVs and 

RPCVS, all of which are 

organized by country 

of service. This is very 

useful for prospective 

volunteers as they try 

to imagine themselves 

in different regions.   

—Doug Reilly

For more info...


