Peace Corps Volunteers Memories of Their Service

(We invited RPCVs to share favorite memories from their service.  We received many responses and could  print only several of them in the newsletter because of space limitations.  The website includes all of the reminiscences.)
This year I hope to make another babalik to the Philippines. Although I 
visited there in 1978, '86, '96, 2000 and 2004, I want to reunite with 
former biology students and their families during Peace Corps 50th 
anniversary year. Some 30 plus students have kept in touch through the 
years, and half a dozen have visited me in Georgia. I get emails or 
Facebook messages almost daily and attend special celebrations with 
Filipinos who live near me. You might say I am a perpetual PCV as 
I've maintained contact since I taught at Manila High School 1962-1964.

Farrar Atkinson

Manila, Group V-1962-64

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

We were two women and two men assigned to San Joaquin, Iloilo as an "experiment" to see if male and female volunteers could co-exist in the same place. The villagers had us paired up immediately, my roommate Lin with Mark, and me with Bob, even though we kept a strict, platonic relationship.  Later, when my now husband Lee visited San Joaquin to see me, he lodged with Bob and Mark.  Later still, when I announced to the villagers that Lee and I were getting married, they all asked, "But what about Bob?"

While at Los Baños, the country director had hauled in Bob and me to tell us to stop doing that "dirty dancing".  Of course, the entire Filipino population wanted to see and do the Twist.  Bob, who had had choreographic experience, did great Twist routines more acrobatics than dance. In San Joaquin, the basketball court, plaza, whatever, would clear so we could have the entire space at a “piesta” to do that infamous dance, the TWEEST.

Linda Bigelow

Group II- Iloilo 1961-63)  
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

One of my favorite memories of teaching at Mindanao State University 1962-64
was the most interesting reactions of students in my English classes as we
read Arthur Miller's The Crucible.   Our group constituted the
entire English department at this brand-new university in Marawi City.
Finding no curricula to follow (or textbooks), we put our heads &
footlockers together to decide what to teach, selecting examples of writing
types from the Peace Corps book lockers we had been issued.  I believe The Crucible may have been our only copy of a play and  hence our choice for drama. What we didn't realize was how our students would respond to the ideas of witchcraft and 
"possession" by the devil.  We were surprised (and amused) as the
students expressed agreement with old Salem's fear of witches and the work of
the devil!  Certainly that turned the whole play on its head -- but made for
lively discussions about aswangs and other evil creatures.

JoAnn Hersh 

Group VI-1962-64

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Spring 1979.  I had treated and stabilized a four-year-old girl, bitten by a rabid dog.  I anesthetized and stitched her facial wounds and transported her and her family to the hospital.  She was terrified.  I laid a new dress on her bed and left for my site.  Three weeks later, while in the market, the little patient came running towards me and gave me the biggest hug ever.  I can still feel her arms around me; I still get tears in my eyes.

Michael K. Smith RN, MPH

Group 133- Cebu, 1978-1980

 (Ed. Note : Smith was not a nurse at the time but worked in Nutrition with a local physician who  trained him as a physician’s assistant/paramedic.)
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I was a PCV in Batanes, the small, windswept island province in the far north of the Philippines.  The houses were built of stone, and in the typhoon season the roofs were tied down with heavy ropes.  For two years, I lived with a host family and shared a bedroom with my younger host sister and brother (and often several neighborhood children).  I quickly had to re-evaluate my need for privacy, my definition of private property, and just about everything else about myself and my culture. One of the most memorable moments of my Peace Corps experience happened many months after my arrival.  I came home late one evening, tired and muddy from a day of helping the neighbors harvest uve, a staple food on the island.  In the stone kitchen with walls blackened by the smoke of thousands of cooking fires, my host father lifted the basket of uve from my back and called out in Ivaton, “Mother, come look at our daughter!”  It was the first time he called me “daughter.”  I was no longer just the tall, white Amerikana who mangled the local language – I was part of the family.  The experience of being a Volunteer changed the way I thought about myself, about others, and about the world.  Through the lens of friendship, caring and love, I began to see the world as a much smaller and interconnected place.  

Carol Hammaker Radomski

Group 168; Batanes 1980-83

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I arrived in the Philippines on February 1, 2003 with 47 other lost souls. A few things occurred on that date that assures it will live forever in my heart and memory. The most dramatic was learning that the Space Shuttle Columbia had disintegrated over Texas during re-entry into earth’s atmosphere resulting in the death of all seven crew members. Less dramatic but memorable was being taken from the airport in the middle of the night to a pension where we were assigned either four or five to a room. I have forgotten which, but I know that it was too many! We were Batch 261 and I, at age 69, 

 was the oldest Volunteer to come to the Philippines.  I usurped that position from a man who later became a good friend of mine, Dick Durbin.
Our Batch went to Tagbilaran City, Bohol for two months of training. My Philippine host was Rose Buffington, who had been married to an American seaman.  He had died and left her a large house, so she rented rooms to college girls and took in a Peace Corps Volunteer. Living with her and her two granddaughters, Kayla and Naomi, ages 5 and 6, was one of the highlights of my training period since I had left two granddaughters of my own of the same age at home in Washington D.C. The other memorable moment of that period was that I met for the first time the woman who would eventually become my wife. We have a 5-year-old son now. 

I was assigned to Legazpi  City, Albay where under  the auspices of the City Social Welfare and Development Office, I worked with underprivileged children for the next two years.  

Before joining the Peace Corps, I worked for the Department of Defense for forty-two years. I retired on March 3, 1996 and immediately realized that retirement was not my cup of tea. So I went down to Mexico to the University of Guadalajara and qualified as a teacher of English as a Second Language (ESL.) I went back to the Washington, D.C. area and taught ESL in Falls Church, VA for three years. I got antsy again so I went on the Internet looking for countries in Asia who needed ESL Teachers.  I chanced upon an advertisement for the Peace Corps. I sent them my application in July of 2002 and on January 27, 2003 I found myself at what the Peace Corps called “a staging area” in Seattle, Washington. The rest, as they say, is history--a history that contains two of the most satisfying, gratifying and completely beautiful years of my working life. 
Bernard Moses, Jr.

Group 261- Albay-2003-2005

_________________________________
I served as an elementary teacher advisor in the barrio of Takub, Kauswagan, Lanao del Norte, Mindanao with Group VII from 1962 to 1964.  We were the first Peace Corps volunteers in the area, and we had a lot of attention from the community, 
especially when we put on our bathing suits and swam in the bay near our nipa 
hut.  Our hut was built on the school grounds and was just a few hundred 
yards from the ocean.  The other Volunteers called it "the resort."


My housemate was from Massachusetts.  Filipinos claimed they could 
understand my English better because I spoke slower and with a Midwestern accent, 
and she spoke faster with a Boston accent.  We were the first American 
women to be seen in the area.  They had only seen American servicemen during 
WWII, only 17 years before.  Because of that or because we were young and 
single, we were serenaded and given sometimes unwanted attention by the 
people in the barrio.
    
My job was to help the teachers with English and science.  Sometimes, 
I did demonstration lessons and once I asked the 6th graders to describe me 
for a lesson on adjectives.  They said, "Miss Lathrop is very tall (I was 
5'3"), very white (I had a nice tan), and very beautiful.


The significance of my experience on my later life can be noted in the fact that I 
came home and made a career of teaching. I spent 10 years teaching elementary grades around the state of Missouri.  I got my Masters Degree from UMKC and then spent 30 years in the inner city schools of Kansas City teaching special education (Learning Disabilities).  
Marilyn Lathrop Brown
Group VII, 1962-64

Lanao del Norte, Mindanao
______________________________________________________________
My Peace Corps memories flow around my family  since I was a volunteer along with my husband Paul  and our four children Daniel - 11, Nancy - 8, Peter - 6 and Matthew - 3 when we went to the Philippines in June, 1971 and  stayed until June 1973.  While there we lived in Bacolod City and Baguio City.

We consider PC our service to our country and feel it takes the rightful place beside military service.   Our experience there as a family living and working among the poor was a unique one all of us would carry with us for the rest of our lives.  Even Matthew, who would remember little of the experience was affected by it because he was in an important stage of development as a child and unknowingly would be influenced by it.   

I have written a book called “The Grand Adventure” (which I’m trying to get published) that tells in the words of our children what it was like to be a part of PC and Filipino life.  I used their voices as a way to appeal to young adult readers with the hope it might encourage them to serve their country as a PCV at some point in their adult life.       

Frances L. Stone
Negros and Baguio 1971-73
(Ed. Note: For a brief time in the 70’s Peace Corps accepted married Volunteers with children and Ms. Stone was among them.)
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
A Special Thanksgiving


How do you sum up an experience that now lives on through a scrap book, 
a Peace Corps teddy bear, a few barongs, and the interaction with Filipino 
people in my community. The Philippines and the people I met through my 
service will hold a special place in my heart as they taught me so much--like 
how to create a caring and loving environment, how to do a lot with  a 
little, and most importantly how to live in the moment. I look back on my  
experience and I cherish all the memories and I draw on these memories to move  
forward in a positive direction. To pick one memory to share is tough.   However 
I think my fondest memory is of Pre-Service Training  2 in Los Baños when our group and our Filipino counterparts celebrated Thanksgiving together with traditional fare and unique stylings of Filipino food. As we went around the table 
and stated what we were all thankful for, I remember that most of were thankful 
to be able to be together on this special day and that we were working 
together to bring two cultures together. As I look back through the photographs, 
my heart wells with pride knowing I was a Peace Corps Volunteer in the  
Philippines.

Jonathan "JDOGG" Lederman
Group 260 -La Union--2002-2003

___________________________
I learned much during my PC service about myself and about rural Filipino life.  Of the many lessons, perhaps the most important was that change comes at a slower pace than we Americans are prepared to accept. Living in a capital city and visiting rural communities later in places like Vietnam, Congo, and Mali, I felt that my Peace Corps experience gave me a better sense not only of the difficulties with rural development, but more significantly why development programs rarely worked as we expected them. While the Philippines-like every country-is unique, its culture of third world poverty offered many similarities to other places and presented many of the same obstacles to change. 

Parker W. Borg, Philippines I 

Group I - Paracale, Daet – 1961-63
________________________________________________________________________

The Peace Corps experience was so important to me--allowing me to experience a part of the world only available to the few. Nothing else could have given me the confidence and sense of purpose than my PC experience.  Thanks to all who helped widen my world.

Bill Murphy

Group X, 1963065

Pirental Mindoro--Pola

__________________________________________________________
I'm still in touch with my Philippine family's children--my two  
"sisters"--and know that my two  years in the Philippines from 1965 to 1967  
enriched my life as much as theirs . I have a much better understanding of other nationalities and cultures.
Sandra Gettner

1965-67

Lucban, Quezon
_____________________________________________________________________

My Peace Corps service in the Philippines (1980 -83) has had a lasting impact on my life.  In addition to broadening my understanding of humanity and exchanging cultural ideals and technical ideas with my host community in Batanes, I met my wife and soul mate there. 
Since then my connection to the Philippines has been permanent.  Besides helping several of my wife's nieces and nephews with furthering their education, I am thankful for the opportunity to continue to help local municipalities with community development goals.  

 

Paul Sigley 

Mahatao, Batanes 1980-83
________________________________________________________________

I served in the Peace Corps in the Philippines more than 40 years ago (1967-69), and I still consider that two-year experience the best two years of my life. I lived in a small town (Bacnotan) in the province of La Union on the main island of Luzon. My "job" was that of a Modern Math teacher in the local elementary school. I thoroughly enjoyed my Peace Corps time and made many good friends of the "locals" and certainly got much more out of the experience than I put in (though I did put in a lot). I learned the dialect (Ilokano) well and was pretty fluent in it. I used that language more than English when communicating with most of the local folks (except for the teachers who generally insisted on using their English with me). I loved working with the young children, attending many functions at the school and outside, and generally making myself at home there in Bacnotan. I was the only American in the town and therefore most everyone knew me. It was an experience I will never forget and I still keep my old Peace Corps ID in my wallet to show my friends etc. 
Lon Kramer

La Union, 1967-69

_____________________________________________________________________

I was working in Bowling Green Kentucky at the time and had five years of experience as an engineer.  By most measures, I was doing well, but I felt something was missing.   I received Newsweek magazine at the time and each issue had a picture of a girl with big, sad, brown eyes and a caption saying that she lives on $1 per day and “can’t you help.”  Having grown up in Cincinnati, attended college in Cincinnati, and worked the past five years as an engineer in Kentucky, I had never strayed very far from where I was born.   So, I decided it was time for a change and that I could help this girl with the big brown eyes.  The decision was a wise one even though it cost me financially.   I joined Peace Corps and never did return to engineering.   I now understand that despite a meager income, under those dark brown eyes staring at me from the magazine was a lot of warmth, generosity, and kindness and because of her and Peace Corps, I am a more well rounded and confident person.  Thank you, brown eyes.

Mike Ollinger

Iloilo-1982-84

Lying on the operating table, I was awaiting cataract surgery. Looking up at a Malayo-Polynesian face, I realized that my anesthesiologist must be Dr. Frogozo -- Dr. Froggy, as he is popularly known.  It was 42 years after my first Ilocano lesson as a Group VIII  trainee. Still coherent, I inquired: "Maawatam ti Ilocano"? Indeed, it was one of the several dialects spoken by Dr. Froggy. Out came broken sentences of what I could remember of my limited vocabulary, followed by gracious responses. Then the surgeon reminded us of why we were there, as visions of sinigang and pinakbet danced in my head.

Herb Probasco
Group VIII Teacher's aide
Sinait, Ilocos Sur, 1962-64
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