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FOREWORD 2012

THE PEACE CORPS is fifty years old; an anniversary that dazzles me! I was just twenty-six years old and my husband, Earle was twenty-eight when we joined fifty years ago. Now I am in my seventies and Earle is gone, yet I still feel the impact of our experience as strongly as I did on the day we first walked the dusty streets of Manta in Ecuador. What we learned can scarcely be measured. What we shared in skills and understanding has never been quantified, but the impact of those two years on our lives was monumental.

In 1961, when we volunteered for the Peace Corps’ inaugural group, some of our friends and acquaintances chided us: “Why are you doing this? It’s just a ‘Kennedy Kiddie Korps.’” We joined because we felt drawn by the idealistic goal of giving something of ourselves for others. We joined because we needed to live this goal in a practical way—immersing ourselves in a totally new culture, and sharing what skills and knowledge we could each day. We joined because we wished to make the alluring Spanish language our own and because we wanted the personal experience of life in South America, a continent that neighbored our own but which, at that time, was a different world in every other sense.

The hardships of living a simple life among our fishermen neighbors were tougher than we expected, the linguistic challenges more difficult, and the initial lack of response to our effort was disheartening. Two years is a long time to be away from family and friends—and from the cultural conveniences we’d known our whole lives. Our Peace Corps assignment was “to work with a host-country counterpart in community development.” We had little understanding of what this meant other than “to help the people help themselves,” which is an admirable mission but didn’t provide a hint of direction when we were on the ground.

The following account of our time in Ecuador will tell of all the ways Earle, myself, and the community discovered challenges together and worked to solve them. Those two years opened our eyes to the difficulties—both broad and specific—that the world faces. We also discovered, invented, and stumbled upon so many ways such problems can be solved when people work together. In the half-century since Earle and I first arrived in Ecuador, the Peace Corps has perfected the logistics of putting willing volunteers in the places that need them, but the truth is that there are always new problems to discover, and it is only by confronting them that we can hope to solve them for further generations.

The Barrios of Manta was the first published memoir of the Peace Corps by returned volunteers, but it would not be the last. When it was written, it was our attempt at explaining a new idea to Americans. Today, the Peace Corps has solidified its place in the history of our country. The Peace Corps experience had an incalculable influence on myself and Earle, as it has on the more than 200,000 who have served since.

President Barack Obama, in his inaugural speech on January 20, 2009, reflected ideas that inspired the first Peace Corps: “As the world grows smaller, our common humanity shall reveal itself, and America must play its role in ushering in a new era of peace.” It was just fifty years ago that President John F. Kennedy implored us to “Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.” The Peace Corps is still a viable and robust institution. It has weathered ten presidential administrations and multitudes of world issues, and has remained open to a new generation of volunteers. Like those who have gone on before them, Peace Corps Volunteers continue to enhance America’s role in revealing our common humanity and ushering in a new era of peace.

Sometimes I think, “What would my life be like if we had not joined the Peace Corps?” The answer, of course, is embedded in one of those conjectures that can never really be known. But I do know that the Peace Corps experience completely re-set the course of our lives from the day we volunteered. This book, re-published on the 50th anniversary of the founding of the Peace Corps, is the story of what this has meant to each of us personally and as a family, and of the ever-widening ripple effect on the world around us.








PROLOGUE

A Fisherman’s Baby

FOR HALF AN HOUR we had lain in our borrowed bed, listening to the pitiful crying of a baby next door. In little gasps and whimpers, the crying filtered through the bamboo slats that were the walls of the fishermen’s houses. Finally, I sat up and put my hand on Earle’s shoulder.

“I’m going over there. That baby sounds as if it’s dying.”

Maria Franco opened the door for me. Her face was sad and drawn, and I could see that she didn’t look well herself. She understood my questioning glance.

“I don’t think the baby will live another night,” Maria said. “He hasn’t eaten for weeks.”

I looked at her arm, wrapped in a white rag, the skin swollen and bluish. She explained that she had gone to get an injection for her anemia and that it had become infected, a not uncommon occurrence because in Manta, injections are often given anywhere by anyone; doctors are too expensive.

With a tiny lantern made from an old tin can and a kerosene-soaked rag, I picked my way through the darkness of the bedroom. “It’s the gringuita,” whispered little voices from the floor and from the one bed made of boards from a packing box. The five older Franco children were sleeping without any bedding and I knew two reasons why. One was that they couldn’t afford bedding; another was that when they urinated, the urine just ran down through the loose boards in the bed or through the cracks in the split-bamboo floor and there wasn’t the odor that would come from wet blankets.

In the dim light, my head almost hit the bamboo trough hung by the Franco family several years before during one of Manta’s rare rainfalls. Although there hadn’t been any rain since then, the trough was still in place, ready to catch any miraculous drop of water that might drip from under the eaves of the thatched roof and channel it through the bedroom to an open storage barrel in the kitchen.

I ducked under the trough, but I didn’t stoop low enough to avoid the cobwebs. Coastal Ecuadorians are short people. The Francos had brushed away the webs high enough to allow them to pass, but not high enough for a lanky girl from Minnesota who had come with her husband as a volunteer in the Peace Corps.

On his back, in a cardboard box that Maria had begged from us, lay three-month-old Doilito Franco. His thin body was naked except for a flimsy shirt. Rags covered the bottom of the box. I was stupefied to see the withered-up little mite of life. The babies I had seen in the States were robust, chubby, active youngsters. This one’s sunken cheeks heaved in and out as he gasped for breath. He made a few limp movements with his feeble arms and legs.

“I was sick during pregnancy and I never did have any breast milk. I sent him to my sister-in-law for a while to nurse, but now he won’t eat anything,” Maria said as the lantern light flickered across Doilito’s pinched face.

I hardly dared ask, “What do you feed him?”

“Maizena.”

She motioned me into her kitchen, where she kept the cornstarch in a bowl made from a gourd. She dipped into the open barrel in the corner, where flies hovered low over the water, and showed me how she mixed the milky-looking liquid. Even a starving baby knows better than to drink this stuff, I thought.

“Sometimes I try him on plátano, too,” Maria said. Plátano, a kind of banana, makes a cheap flour when powdered.

“But what he needs, Maria, is milk.”

She shook her head and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t have money to buy milk. None of my children drink milk.”

“What do they drink?” I knew the answer would be water, just deadly, unboiled, contaminated Manta water.

“Coffee,” she said.

That really startled me. But at least, I thought, the water was boiled.

“We’ll take Doilito to the doctor in the morning,” I announced firmly. I didn’t have much money, either, but I had enough to get a baby to a doctor and to buy milk. And this time I had some second thoughts about our usual policy of not giving out money. You can’t just lie in bed and listen to a baby die.

As I stooped to go out through the low doorway, two-year-old Koki Franco came across the emptiness of the room and threw his arms around my legs. I ruffled his hair and took him into my arms. He grinned and gave me a hug and a smile. How could this little fellow, whom I had seen and waved to out on the beach among the fishermen’s boats, be so bright-eyed and energetic on a diet of bananas and rice and coffee? Survival of the fittest.

“Hasta mañana, gringuita,” he waved, as Maria closed the door behind me.

At least in the Peace Corps I wasn’t a gringo in the same sense that many North Americans in Latin countries are gringos. I was gringuita—feminine, diminutive, and affectionate….

Earle was asleep when I got back to bed, so I lay awake and alone for a long time, wondering, asking myself questions, listening to little Doilito crying. How was it that I was here, sharing the washed-up lives of a beachful of poverty-drowned fishermen in a blighted seaport town?

I looked down at Earle. There was just enough light for me to make out his face on the pillow. The moon had sent me a message for my spirit through the tiny window on the east wall, and the distorted square of light on the west wall had just shown that it was seven o’clock in the morning. Of course it wasn’t. When it was morning, a square of sunlight, squeezed through the window, would creep down to the seven o’clock mark on the scale of hours and minutes Earle had engineered on the wall. It was our sundial, and almost perfectly accurate since we lived so near the equator, where the sun rose monotonously at five fifty-five every morning and always over the same spot on the mountains behind the coastal plain. The sundial was our only clock, and it was natural that Earle should have designed it. Back in Illinois he was, by profession, an engineer and salesman of machine parts. I looked at him again and realized that it was also quite natural that he and I should be here. We had been warned by friends that joining President Kennedy’s “Kiddie Korps” would be ridiculous. Yet it seemed strangely right to find ourselves here, in a bed borrowed from an Ecuadorian friend, living in an old, once rat-infested warehouse that we had cleaned out and made into a home of sorts—volunteers of the Peace Corps, assigned to try to learn the somber life of a few misery-besieged Ecuadorians and to brighten it somehow with some rays of hope or pride.

We could never have known what it would mean to us. And certainly we could never have imagined that it would change our own lives in such a permanent and such a personal way: that, for example, before we left Ecuador we would legally adopt that same little fisherboy, Koki, who had come into my arms in Maria’s house.

In 1961 the Peace Corps was only one month old when Earle and I sat down to write a letter to President Kennedy.

“Dear Mr. President,” we had written. “There finally has come about an organized effort that offers us, as a couple, an opportunity to fulfill an earnest and sincere desire to serve less fortunate people abroad.” We had long been preparing ourselves for such service. In college, we had been close friends with several foreign students. We had come to know some of the problems of their countries. We had investigated various possibilities for work abroad, and finally I had applied and was accepted for missionary service in Africa. Then Earle had proposed marriage and for the time being we put aside dream-plans in favor of advancing his career.

“We offer ourselves to the Peace Corps,” I had written President Kennedy, “not because we are at loose ends in our lives or between jobs. In three years, Earle’s job responsibility and salary have doubled.”

I had become a schoolteacher, and a good one. Having both mechanical and teaching skills, we felt we could offer more than just a little college theory and a visionary outlook. I was twenty-six and Earle twenty-eight. We had one other very big advantage. Most married couples old enough to have the maturity, stability, and professional skill that prove so valuable in hardship surroundings are disqualified by the Peace Corps because they have children. We had none.

We felt we had everything in our favor. But most important of all, practical advantages aside, we believed in the spirit of the Peace Corps as President Kennedy and others had expressed it, and we felt we believed in it without being starry-eyed. “We realize the rigors of this volunteer service,” our letter had said. “We can imagine in some way the hardships and adjustments that will be involved. We know we will be leaving a comfortable and familiar environment to face a completely unknown life in another country and culture. Still, we do not look on this as sacrifice but as a tremendous opportunity.”

Maybe we were a little starry-eyed at that, for we quoted back to President Kennedy his most famous phrase: “Ask not what your country can do for you, but rather ask what you can do for your country.” Yes, I guess we were idealists. We also quoted another now tragically dead American who inspired many others to take their souls into the lands of the mud huts, the diseased, the poverty-stricken, and the starving. The late Dr. Tom Dooley had written:

Dedicate some of your life to others. Your dedication will not be a sacrifice. It will be an exhilarating experience because it is intense effort applied toward a meaningful end. My wish is that you will utilize yourself as a force of unity in the fragile peace of today. And that you will know the happiness that comes of serving others who have nothing.

In this spirit we applied for the Peace Corps.








CHAPTER ONE

Out of the Pot and into the Fire

RHODA AND I HAD ALMOST given up trying to get into the Peace Corps. Almost a year had passed since we had sent in our applications. Then, one day in February, 1962, we received an invitation to enter training for a “community development” project in Ecuador.

Community development means trying to help people in an underdeveloped country recognize the simple everyday problems caused by their living conditions, and to encourage and inspire them to work together to solve some of these problems. The Peace Corps had found that most people had never had the experience of helping each other for a common cause.

Community development is not something one could have studied in college. None of us came to the Peace Corps equipped with this specific skill. Rather, we were told, we had been chosen for our personalities and backgrounds. But because the techniques of community development would be so new to all of us, we would have a training period of four months. For any of the other Peace Corps projects like agriculture, public health, or education the training period was shorter.

We had only a few days in which to decide whether we would accept; we had been asked to report for training in three weeks. For the first time, we had to face the basic question of whether we wanted to leave our life in the States.

We had a wonderful life. Besides our jobs, we had many friends. We lived full, twenty-four-hour days. Our hobbies included canoeing, camping, singing, painting, bicycling, and little-theater work. We were close to our church, helped with its youth group, took part in reading and discussion groups. We had a lease on a house and owned four automobiles. (One was a classic car and another was an antique Packard Roadster, which we often drove for weekend outings with other old-car enthusiasts.) If we left, we would have to dispose of roomfuls of furniture, say good-bye to two collie dogs, give someone our collection of tropical fish, and calculate, somehow, what to do about our debts.

Each of us, individually, for several days, considered our goals for the future, our present jobs, and the implications of this decision. We made our decisions separately, each hoping that the other had decided “yes.” Rhoda, I think, had less of a struggle arriving at hers. I had thoroughly enjoyed my work as a sales engineer in Geneva, Illinois, and my company had given me every advancement and opportunity. But one night, at the end of three soul-churning days, I walked into the house and confronted my wife: “Rhoda, now is the time. Before we start a family or build a house.”

We were both happy, and relieved, too, when our financial figuring showed that we could break away without leaving behind a string of creditors. It meant selling three cars, including my beloved 1932 Packard, and cashing in a life insurance policy, but at least we could use our assets to find a way out. For two years, our living allowances would be $110 a month each, and we were sure we would need it all, even in Ecuador.

Preparations to leave were hectic, but friends flocked to our rescue to help with packing and finding new homes for dogs, fish, and cars. Neighbors found space to store the mountains of things we would leave behind—an attic for our furniture, a basement for our washer and drier, and a barn for my 1948 Lincoln Continental.

We were the first people from our area to leave for the Peace Corps, and the reaction of our friends and fellow citizens ranged from shock and bitterness to encouragement and praise. Many thought we were crazy to give up our good life and two years of potential advancement to expose ourselves to health hazards and unknown dangers. Others said things like, “Why don’t you leave the work to the foreign service and to the missionaries? We don’t need more people overseas.” And still others criticized us for not staying home to help those less fortunate around us.

The truth of it is that personal contacts at home take considerable time and effort, which most busy Americans simply don’t have. The day and a half a week that Rhoda and I had free whisked by at play rehearsals with our little-theater group or at the small art gallery that we helped operate. During the week there were symphony rehearsals, choir practice, professional-group meetings, hobbies, Rhoda’s girl scout troop, socializing with good friends, night extension classes, and, of course, the weekend chores of yard and home. These were not good or bad, wise or unwise choices of interests; they were, like many other things that Americans do, merely activities we thought important to the fulfillment of our lives. Even the most discriminating use of time left us unable to extend ourselves for social service projects of any duration. And in addition, there are very few agencies through which interested people in our country can serve without specialized training. It seemed to us as if we would have to uproot ourselves completely in order to be free of the whirlwind demands that kept us from doing something about the slum conditions across the river from us in our own home town.

*

There was a round of going-away parties during our last few days at home. The company send-off was cordial and sincere, but it was clear that there would be no job waiting for me on my return.

With not even a car to get to the airport and only a few changes of clothes, we left Batavia, Illinois, to report for training on March 25, 1962. We felt honored to have been selected from 16,000 applicants and were anxious to meet the other trainees of our Ecuador I project. The Peace Corps at that time had about 640 volunteers in the field in countries all over the world. (When we came back to the States two years later, there were almost 10,000 at work in forty-six countries.)

We jumped out of the taxi in front of the Great Northern Hotel in New York City, where we were to have two days of orientation meetings with our new teammates before leaving for Puerto Rico. We hurried inside. In the lobby, crowds of people were milling about. I tried not to stare openly, but I was curious beyond the point of control. Tall and short, thin and fat, old and young, boisterous and withdrawn, light and dark, neat and sloppy, Ivy League and beatnik—it was the strangest-looking assortment of Americans I had ever seen gathered together. Some were talking in small groups, others just stood and stared back at us.

“Do you suppose all these people are joining the Peace Corps?” whispered Rhoda. “Maybe this isn’t the right place.”

Just then we saw a small piece of paper taped to the wall behind the hotel desk. “Peace Corps Trainees” it read in penciled letters. There was an arrow pointing down the hall. We gathered up our suitcases and started off in that direction. Several others from the crowd in the lobby were going our way too. A tall, gangly youth, who looked almost too young to shave, was walking with a short, gray-haired woman in front of us. At the elevator we found another paper sign. “P. C., basement.”

The old lady and the young boy joined us in the elevator and we all started down. I felt a little awkward as I stood there, wondering if these people were to be our co-workers in the Peace Corps. The tall boy must have sensed my thoughts. “Are you going to Ecuador?” he asked with a friendly grin.

“We hope so.” Rhoda’s answer was a little uneasy. After all, we had only been invited to train. Whether or not the Peace Corps would take us remained to be seen.

In the basement more people were crowded into the hallway and moving in and out of a large room. The air was filled with cigarette smoke and there was much hectic activity. From a corner came the clank of a honky-tonk piano tune; raucous voices were raised in song. Coats were piled on chairs; suitcases and trunks were stacked in every available space. Several people with distraught expressions hurried back and forth waving official-looking papers and calling off names. In the midst of the hubbub, about fifty assorted individuals sat hunched over long tables writing on sheaves of papers.

We hesitated in the doorway. A woman approached us, a smile on her face and a pencil in her hand. “Brooks?” she inquired. “Earle and Rhoda?” We nodded. “We’ve been waiting for you; almost everyone else has reported. Sit down over here.”

She seemed calm and helpful. She handed us a stack of forms to fill out and a schedule of the coming two days. Psychological tests, dental exams, orientation sessions, speakers from Washington, photographs, medical clearance, blood tests—the days would be full. Soon we too were hunched over the long table, trying to decipher another in the lone line of complex questionnaires that had faced us since our initial application for the Peace Corps.

I remember the long day of testing in Chicago the previous spring, when we had first applied. Since neither of us was proficient in a foreign language, we had taken the modern-language aptitude test. There had been another examination to test our knowledge of American history and institutions, and still others to evaluate my mechanical and technical knowledge and Rhoda’s understanding of the English language as a subject to teach abroad. The application form that we had sent in with our original letter to President Kennedy was also long and complicated. We had listed every place we had ever lived in, every job we had ever held, and every school we had ever attended—in addition to describing every skill, interest, and hobby of the past and present. Somehow, the IBM machine in Washington had digested all this information and our cards had popped out under the category “community development.” So here we were in a New York hotel as trainees bound for Ecuador.

At the table I studied the people around me, bent seriously over their work—a middle-aged round-faced man, a well-dressed blonde, a husky Negro, a young man about my age with a heavy handlebar mustache, a fellow with black wavy hair and olive skin, a thin girl without makeup and with long straight hair, a huge, mannish woman in a white blazer, a short boy with horn-rimmed glasses smoking a cigar—all different, yet not one that fit my mental image of the All-American Peace Corps volunteer.

In the days that followed, these faces became personalities, and we heard the Southern drawl, the down-East accent, the Texas twang, and the Latin twist of the tongue. We had never been in a group of so many different types of people. Mason, plumber, schoolteacher, economist, forester, world traveler, machinist, farmer, veterinarian, artist, rancher, carpenter, perpetual student, electronics engineer, missionary’s son, nurse, recent high-school graduate, anthropologist, singer, drama major, liberal arts student—ranging in age from eighteen to sixty-seven, if ever a group could be called a cross section of Americans, this was it.

There were one hundred of us altogether, seventy-six to train for Ecuador and twenty-four for Peru. Our average age was twenty-seven, with three below twenty, and several in their forties and fifties. And, of course, our elevator companion of the first day, Harriet—a nurse, sixty-seven years old, spry, youthful, and full of jokes. Our education ranged from no more than high school to Ph.D. candidate, and our work background covered the scale from not one day of practical work experience to a lifetime of useful activity.

For two solid days we heard all about the Peace Corps. Pep-raising brainwashers had come from Washington. Each one made sure that we understood one important fact—that we were only trainees and that our acceptance for actual service abroad depended upon our performance during training.

Early in the morning of the third day—it was still dark—we climbed aboard two Greyhound buses and headed out to Idlewild Airport. A jet was waiting to take us to Puerto Rico. I remember the strange feeling of excitement and apprehension that gripped me as the plane lifted us up into the empty space of an unknown future.

*

We circled San Juan several times. Below us was the brilliant blue Caribbean rolling gently toward the white sand beach dotted with waving palms and modern hotels. A tropical island paradise, it seemed from the air, and a lovely setting for our four months of training for life in Ecuador. But we soon found that not all of Puerto Rico is modern and beautiful.

A caravan of five paneled trucks bumped its tedious way up a winding mountain road to the center of the island. Inside, jammed twenty to a truck and squeezed on each other’s laps between suitcases, we all found it easy to get better acquainted during the three-hour ride in the sweltering tropical heat. Singing and conversation helped pass the time.

I strained for a peek out of the small windows. We passed quickly from the city into the lush Puerto Rican countryside. I caught glimpses of majestic royal palms, sugarcane fields, orange orchards, pineapple groves, and exotic flowers. As we wound our way up the mountainside above Las Bocas Dam north of Arecibo, cheering islanders ran out from their crude board houses to wave as we went by. “¡Hola, Yankee!” they called. We poked our hands out the tiny windows and waved back. Friendly, happy people. I wondered why so many went to New York. There are more Puerto Ricans in New York City than there are in San Juan.

“Camp Rio Abajo”—a small wooden sign pointed the way into a dense rain forest. After another ten minutes of bouncing, our truck came to a stop. “My legs are numb,” sighed Rhoda. “What a ride!” We piled out, stiff and sore. It felt good to stretch in the shade of a clump of orange trees.

“Earle Brooks, Tent 11.” A straight-faced camp leader at a table on the porch of a small stucco building handed me a room assignment. I stood back to wait for Rhoda. Around us on the thickly overgrown slopes were scattered the tents that would be our homes for the first few weeks of physical training. “Rhoda Brooks, Tent 3.”

“But, but, we’re married!” stammered my flabbergasted wife. “There must be some mistake!”

“Sorry,” was the curt answer. “We have no facilities here for married couples.”

They had told us in New York that the camp was to be full of “stress situations,” and that we would be evaluated on how we reacted to them. So we swallowed and said no more. We opened our suitcases on the steps of the administration building and sorted out our clothes. I took my pile of socks, underwear, and toilet articles and started down the trail to look for Tent 11. I could feel the eyes of the other trainees on my back and could almost hear them laughing to themselves.

That night we heard all about “self-selection.” The camp director, ex-president of Western State University in Colorado, urged us to come to him if we had any doubts or misgivings about joining the Peace Corps. “There is no shame,” he said, “in selecting yourself out.”

The next morning two of our group were on their way to San Juan to catch a plane back to the States: a boy with a sweetheart waiting in Texas, and a girl too sick to face the rugged camp life. Had we known how many more would be following them, we all might have given up right then and there.

Camp life was a big change for us in more ways than separate tents. We had no house to clean, no cars to maintain, and no bills to pay. Material possessions had dwindled to one footlocker, one cot, and one food tray. Unlike our previous camping experiences, this was no vacation from which we would soon be returning home. It was the beginning of a completely new life.

We soon found out what they meant by “stress situation.”

The whole camp program was designed to expose us to extreme emotional and physical strain.

Each day began at 6 A.M. with a rough voice booming outside the tents, “O.K. you guys, get up!” This was Al—huge, gruff, and friendly, but the camp’s sternest disciplinarian and strictest drillmaster. Five minutes later he was counting noses on the athletic field and putting us through fifteen minutes of rigorous calisthenics.

“One, two, one, two, one, two.” I pushed myself through the exercises, trying to look energetic, but dead-tired from the exhausting schedule of the day before. Some of my fellow trainees just lay on the grass, face down, too tired to move. I tried to catch sight of Rhoda in the mass of flailing arms and legs and finally spotted her on the edge of the field with some other girls from her tent. She gave me a weak smile as we jounced through one hundred “jumping jacks.”

“That’s enough. Now the mile run,” boomed Al. He sent us trotting off in groups of ten on a winding path up the mountainside. Luckily, the second half was downhill or I would never have made it. I was often too dizzy or sick to eat breakfast. I usually just collapsed at the table and waited for Rhoda to come staggering in. Most of the girls couldn’t run all the way, but the idea was to push yourself to the utmost limits of endurance—and then a little further. Maybe we wouldn’t have to run a mile in Ecuador, but we’d be faced with strange situations that would test us. How would we respond? That’s what the Peace Corps wanted to know before they let us go.

The days were filled with activities inherent with “stress” potential. For example, rock climbing, in the beginning, was fun. The first scaling was easy; even the most awkward of the women could get up with the aid of a rope. Then the climbs became a little more difficult. One afternoon, as I strained in the hot sun to find another toehold on my precarious way upward, I saw a fellow caught on a crag, unable to find a way out. He broke down and wept hysterically.

The most challenging cliff was called the “Brazilian Climb” (pioneered by a group training for Brazil the month before). Our assault on it was saved for the last week. Rhoda tried, but got only about a third of the way up. I was disappointed as I watched her retreat to the ground, but I knew she had done her best. Face streaming with perspiration, she thumped me on the back and whispered, “Give it all you’ve got, dearie.”

It took me an hour, but I made it. After reaching the top of that cliff, I felt I could do anything.

And there was more to do. The instructor asked me to turn around and “rappel” backward down the sheer ninety-foot cliff, holding on to a rope anchored to a tree above, and sitting in a rope sling. I leaned out over the cliff, my feet against the rock until my body was almost at right angles to the sheer wall below me. Inch by inch, I let myself down. The instructor braced his feet and played out the safety rope as I descended. My knees were weak. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the blurry faces of those on the ground below.

I felt Rhoda watching me as I dangled in mid-air, trying to fight off a wave of nausea and fright. I let myself down a little more until I was resting on a ledge about seventy feet above the ground. Suddenly the thrill of the sport caught hold of me and I pushed off into space, hopeful only of reaching the ground. It was so much fun that I found myself looking forward to the final day’s test, rappelling off the vertical edge of Las Bocas Dam—a free fall through nothing but air.

Rhoda was disappointed that she couldn’t try the rappel off the dam, but she had suddenly developed a very painful infection on her leg. At first it looked like an insect bite, but the infected area spread to her whole thigh. She could hardly walk and had to spend several hours a day soaking it with hot compresses. The doctor called it a “tropical ulcer” and said it was common among people getting adjusted to a tropical climate. Before the end of training, she had three more on her legs, all of them leaving large, dark scars…and I picked up the same thing along my neck under the chin. They were so uncomfortable that we almost considered “de-selecting” ourselves. Luckily penicillin wiped out our rash of ulcers.

I think if we were asked to describe the most unforgettable character of our Peace Corps training, we would both instantly name Freddy Lanoue. He “drown-proofed” us during our three weeks at Rio Abajo, a technique he had become famous for teaching.

Each day he herded us into carryall vans for the trip down the mountainside from our bug-ridden jungle to the beaches of Arecibo. The excursion wasn’t a recreational one, for there, in the pounding Atlantic waters, we struggled to learn the drown-proof method of swimming.

Freddy gathered us on the beach at the start of each session. With crackling wit and rapid-fire words he chided, goaded, pushed, and inspired us. “Anybody can learn drown-proofing,” he shouted, his balding head a burnt-brown in the hot sun, his sparse white hair glistening with sweat. “All you have to do is listen to me and try.”

“Not me,” muttered Harriet, our sixty-seven-year-old nurse. “I’m scared to death of the water, I can’t swim a stroke, and I’m too old to change.”

Freddy told us that even good swimmers drown because they get tired and tense. His system was one of restful floating, in a vertical position, with rhythmic bobbing up to catch a breath, then sinking under and relaxing, suspended like a limp jellyfish. To cover distance, this was combined with a steady and relaxed travel stroke. The resulting manner of swimming resembled no recognized style, but we found we could swim a much greater distance with less fatigue than we could with any more conventional form. Fred’s book, Drownproofing: A New Technique for Water Safety (New York: Prentice-Hall, 1963), explains this in greater detail.

After we had practiced in the ocean, Freddy took us to a pool in town for a series of his own special tests. Even the weakest of us, whipped to a peak of determination by Freddy’s lashing tongue, performed far beyond what we had thought possible. Closing her eyes and gulping deeply, Harriet threw herself into the deep end and paddled a few valiant strokes before Freddy jumped in to pull her out. It was a triumphant moment as she climbed, shaking and dripping, over the edge. “I did it, I did it!” she gasped as we cheered. “I never thought I could.”

For the more advanced swimmers desiring to learn protection against cramps or injuries there was the test of floating and traveling with hands or legs tied, plus picking up an object with your mouth from the bottom of the pool. Finally, there was the most frightening trial of all—the underwater swim.

For days, we practiced holding our breath. “If you can hold it up to the count of seventy-five, you can swim two lengths of the pool underwater,” Freddy proclaimed.

We had to go without food the day of the test. The pool looked longer than seventy-five feet to me as I stood on the deck at the deep end waiting my turn. A few of those ahead of me had made two lengths, others had surfaced almost immediately, one girl had passed out on her way back, and others had vomited and been yanked out.

“Brooks!” I curled my toes over the edge. My legs were so weak I could hardly stand, and my stomach was tight with fear. “O.K. now,” said Freddy in my ear. “Do some forced breathing first, long and deep. When your fingers start to tingle, do a somersault into the water, open your eyes, and swim to the other end underwater. Without coming up, push off hard and head down deep on your way back. You can make it…now, go!”

I went. I smacked my back hard on the somersault and almost lost my breath. But I kept swimming, trying to make the strokes long and steady. My heart was pounding in my ears and I felt as if my chest would explode. Finally my fingers touched the wall and I pushed off hard. Halfway, I thought; keep going. Just then I realized that my eyes were still shut tight. I opened them and looked at the bottom. The lines of the bottom of the pool went by one by one. My dazed brain flashed a signal. Something’s wrong, I thought. The lines. Should be going with them, not across them. Choking, gagging, numb, confused, I surfaced. Everybody was laughing, howling, roaring. “Open your eyes!” yelled Freddy. “You went crooked…to the side; you swam the width, not the length.” Dejected, I swam the rest of the way underwater and climbed out.

Rhoda was one of the few girls who did it flawlessly. I was tremendously proud of her.

Rock climbing and swimming were only two of the demanding activities that confronted us each day. We also had to go through an obstacle course—swinging on rope ladders in the trees, climbing, jumping, straining. One of the best athletes in the group broke his ankle on a rope swing across a creek. The toughest test was a leap from a platform high in the trees, with only a rope around the waist, hooked to a pulley that carried one in a rush to the ground. Then there was the work period each day when we wielded picks and shovels to dig a gigantic hole for the new camp swimming pool. After meals we had Spanish classes and an intensive first-aid course. In the evenings there were speakers who told us about life in Latin America, showed us movies, and led discussions about the problems we would encounter there. “Be prepared for cultural shock,” they warned us; “you have no idea how different your new life will be.”

In small sessions with other trainees we talked late into the nights in our tents, although camp curfew was 10 P.M. An enterprising Puerto Rican named Tomasito ran a little tienda (store) in the woods across the road; he made a fortune selling beer and pop to the Peace Corps. Cans and bottles were so thick on the ground one could hardly get to the counter. We sometimes used to sit around there at night, discussing our experiences of the day. The assortment of trainees that we had seen only as “a bunch of characters” in New York had become personalities, individuals, and friends. Their motivations and backgrounds varied as much as their age and appearance. Some had come because they were bored, some for adventure and travel, some because they were Christians seeking to meet the world’s problems face to face, and some because they simply wanted to do something to help.

During our second week a special Latin American program director of the Peace Corps arrived, with two men from Ecuador accompanying him. One was a United Nations official in charge of an Indian community development program in the Andes mountains, the other an Ecuadorian who headed a community center in Guayaquil, a large coastal port. Each explained his program and the type of people he was looking for. We began to think about where we could best fit.

“And then we have a spot for just two people in a fishing community on the coast,” the program director said; “preferably a married couple. It is in a location where there won’t be much outside contact. The Ecuadorian there who has asked for Peace Corps help—we call them ‘counterparts’—wants people with manual skills and education experience.” I looked at Rhoda and she looked at me. It sounded like the ideal spot for us!

After the meeting we rushed up to the director. “We’d like to ask a little more about that town on the coast,” I said.

“Is your name Brooks?” he asked. “I already have you down to go there. I’m glad it’s your first choice too.”

We got the name of the counterpart—it was Viliulfo Cedeño—and in the next few days with the help of a bilingual friend we drafted a letter to him in Spanish.

The climax of our three-week training at Camp Rio Abajo was a four-day trek into the surrounding dense rain forest. We were given a compass, a mapped trail to follow, a little dehydrated food, a jungle hammock, a bedroll, a cooking kit, a canteen, and a knapsack. The girls were divided into several small groups, each to go in a different direction. The men were also grouped and were given more difficult assignments. Rhoda and I got together with the four other married couples and hatched up a good-natured rebellion. “This is our third week of being separated,” we pleaded with the trek leader. “Why not let us go as a married couples’ group?” He consented with a smile.

There were a few severe cases of dysentery the morning of the trek and those people were excused from the trip. The ten of us were fairly healthy, but almost all admitted to suffering from severe diarrhea—quite a delicate condition for a four-day hike. The change in our diet and living conditions was continuing to affect us.

Several checkpoints had been set up, and we were to leave messages when we passed by. Rules of the hike were agreed upon. It would be un-Peace-Corps-like to accept rides or to buy food. We would have to find our way by following the map or by asking directions of the country people, and eke out a diet based on what we could find in the jungle, supplemented by our meager dried rations. Ingenuity, stamina, and common sense would carry us through, and the fittest would survive—or so stated the camp trek leader.

We started off in high spirits, five couples striding up the mountain trail whistling the “Bridge on the River Kwai” marching song. Within a half hour we had stopped for our first rest. As the morning wore on, we found ourselves resting almost more than we were walking. The packs grew heavier and I thought of a dozen things I could have left behind. It was terribly hot in the humid rain forest, but mosquitoes were so thick we didn’t dare take off our shirts or even roll up our sleeves. We had no idea when we would find the next source of drinking water, so we had to be careful with our canteens and only sip from them. Not until late afternoon did we come to our first inhabited house along the thickly overgrown jungle trail. A few friendly brown faces appeared in the windows as we stumbled noisily into the clearing. The house was built on stilts, with old boards for walls and a corrugated tin roof. To my amazement, there was a television aerial clinging to the gable. The children offered us bananas and oranges, and in answer to our drinking motions with our empty canteens, they led us to a spring nearby. An iodine tablet in each canteen made the water drinkable—but by no means tasty.

We improvised a meal with yautia (a root vegetable something like a yam) and some dried apple sauce. The family brought us some thick black coffee, so sweet I almost gagged. Several of our group didn’t eat—the dysentery was hitting hard. They lay moaning beside the fire. It rained that night and we were all miserable. The ropes on some of the jungle hammocks gave way, and most of us were on the ground by morning.

For three more days and two more nights we trekked on. Two of our companions dropped out at the next checkpoint, too weak to continue. Rhoda was weak from nausea but seemed to be toughening to the demands of the hike, and I felt pretty good except for a woozy stomach. By now, we all knew our limits and were beginning to enjoy the trekking a little more. We didn’t scamper up the mountain trails, but paced ourselves to conserve energy.

The last day was the best. We had passed enough landmarks to be confident we were on the right trail. The rural people in the hills were very friendly and offered us food from their own family pots. We had started our steepest climb about noon, and in spite of the hot sun, we kept toiling to the top. We collapsed on the front doorstep of a little wooden shack. Another friendly family came out to stare and smile, and they all seemed to accept without question the strange sight of women wearing slacks and carrying knapsacks. The scenery was gorgeous from the hilltop—the beautiful green mountains of Puerto Rico lay before us, with a rushing river winding through the canyon in the distance. A young man scampered up a tall palm outside the house and dropped down a coconut for each of us. With a machete, I hacked open a hole in each of them and passed them around. The coconut water was cool and refreshing.

That last night we made camp near a cool spring in a valley. We had one small dried-up codfish in our common food pack. The girls used their ingenuity and cooked up a fish chowder, stretching it for the eight of us with some onions and potatoes given to us by a country woman. Fresh grapefruit and pineapples from the trail topped off the meal. There were no houses in view, but as we sat around the fire and sang, Puerto Ricans began coming down the mountain trails to stand timidly by, watching and listening. We sang on, and more people appeared—men, women, and children, a few on horseback. We asked them in our broken Spanish to sing for us, and after about an hour of encouragement they began. And did they sing! Soon, with more wood on the fire and the moon rising higher, more people appeared from the hills. They brought guitars and gourd instruments. It was great fun—we would sing a song in English and they would reply with one in Spanish. We even learned to chime in on a few of the Spanish choruses. They didn’t leave until we had all crawled into our bedrolls and wished them buenas noches.

As we approached camp the next day, we pulled ourselves together and marched gamely in. We were exhausted and lame, with sprained ankles, blistered heels, and thousands of mosquito bites; but we had completed the assigned trail, survived our three nights in the jungle, and felt a closeness among us that our fatigue could not diminish. I sensed an air of tension as we came into the mess hall. The camp was strangely quiet; it seemed almost deserted.

“We’ve been waiting for you.” The trek leader rushed up to us, evidently worried. “You’re the last ones in. How do you feel?”

“Fine, just fine,” we all chorused. “Where is everybody?”

“An epidemic of dysentery has hit. The whole camp is sick. Many of the others gave up and came in two days ago. We thought you must be lost or too sick to walk.”

My weary bones suddenly felt strong. I looked at the rest of the group and we all smiled triumphantly. The men had four days of beard, the girls no makeup, our clothes were rumpled and torn; but our faces were radiant. “All I need is some good food,” shouted Rhoda, as she slung her pack onto the floor and kicked off her hiking boots.

*

With the experiences of Camp Rio Abajo behind us, we moved on to the Inter-American University in Barranquitas for fourteen more weeks of training, a combination of classroom and field work. The group of trainees for Peru was sent to another part of the island.

Barranquitas is a conservative, small town high in the mountains of central Puerto Rico. Inter-American University was no more than one big classroom building, a dorm, and an athletic field. It was a branch of a larger school elsewhere on the island and served only day students. The setting was beautiful—on a high hilltop overlooking a picture-book town. It reminded me of Brigadoon.

Inter-American wasn’t ready for us. Basic electricity and plumbing were still being installed when we arrived. Dorm rooms weren’t ready, but the sick ones went to bed anyway—some just on mattresses on the dusty floor. Those who were able pitched in and helped the workers get the camp ready. We put in toilets, light fixtures, water heaters, screens; we cleaned out old buildings and used all the varied practical skills of our group.

A training official pointed to a two-room shed tucked in among some banana trees half way up a hill above the campus and said to Rhoda and me, “There’s yours.”

We weren’t the slightest bit dismayed to find that it had been unoccupied for ten years, had a nonfunctioning toilet, no furniture, plenty of termites, and the leakiest roof on campus. After the separate tents at camp, we didn’t care what they gave us, so long as we were together. We scrounged around the junk piles for used lumber and leftover pots of paint. Friends helped in the rehabilitation project. We used up our first week’s spending money (fourteen dollars apiece), tried out our Spanish on a jaunt through Barranquitas’ shops, and, at the end of it all, there emerged a davenport, desk, bench, chairs, beds, curtains, and lamps. We installed a hot plate and coffeepot and called it home.

Our training program was the first the Peace Corps had ever run for a full four months in Puerto Rico. Most trainees returned to the States for their “university work.” (The Peace Corps contracts a part of the training to universities across the country.) But for our community development training, Peace Corps officials had decided that working with the community education program of Governor Mufioz Marin’s famous “Operation Bootstrap,” and an intense exposure to Latin customs and the Spanish language, would give us better preparation for our work.

We were almost desperate in our anxiety to learn Spanish, yet a whole week went by before classes began. Not only was the university unprepared for us in terms of physical facilities, but there was also a lack of professors, textbooks, and organized classes. We cornered some of our bilingual fellow trainees, among them four Mexican-Americans, for informal conversation classes.

During that first week at Barranquitas, a few more of our group gave up and went home. If life in Puerto Rico was any indication of what Ecuador would be like, they wanted to quit before they got in any deeper. Of the seventy-six that we had started with in New York, eleven had already “selected” themselves out.

Still, after a week of floundering, Inter-American recovered and action began. A contingent of bilingual Puerto Rican professors arrived from San Juan. Loads of textbooks were delivered and a language lab was installed. We bent to the task of becoming competent Spanish conversationalists in three months. We spent five hours a day in class and lab. Rhoda and I drilled incessantly, with each other and with several trainees who were fast becoming close friends. We knew that the major reason for de-selection would be lack of language ability.

Six days a week we attended classes, from 8 A.M. to 10 P.M. Besides the five daily hours of Spanish, there were two hours of physical training, three hours of instruction in Communist techniques, two hours of health training, and, on alternate days, two hours of U.S. history and world economics. At night, after the last class, we prepared Spanish lessons for the next day, worked on term papers and reading assignments for the other classes, and served coffee to friends who came up to our house to escape the hectic, noisy dorms. Among the trainees we felt closest to were a forty-year-old western rancher, a vivacious young blonde teacher from California, a girl veterinarian with a New Jersey accent, and an art student from Hawaii.

It was a grueling schedule. I started losing weight, and Rhoda’s nerves began to show the strain. Everyone was on edge, especially after a psychiatrist and psychologist moved in, and the rumor began to circulate that the first official de-selection was imminent.

It was. The blow was swift and merciless. One day at lunch the training director announced that a selection officer from Washington would be holding interviews that afternoon.

“Ten people,” he stated matter-of-factly, “will receive appointment slips after lunch. There are more slips than people to be de-selected, so you won’t know until after your interview.” Rhoda received one of the slips. She was so upset that she couldn’t even talk, but I was sure she was just a decoy. Otherwise, I would have received one too, for we had been told that if one half of a married couple fails, the other half must also leave.

Within a couple of hours the news was out. Six of our companions in the struggle were packing their bags. We were too stunned to study. Everybody cut classes to stand around and speculate on the reasons for their failure. It was a sobering moment when the six came out to a waiting car. Two were weeping, the others silent. For what reasons they had been singled out as unfit not one of us could imagine; as we stood there watching, we felt that it could have been any of us leaving town that day. No matter what their problems might have been we felt personally close to these six people. They had helped us fix up our house; we had dangled over steep cliffs with them and suffered dysentery with them. Now suddenly they were unwanted. A tremendous wave of sympathy swept over me. Rhoda sniffled a little as she waved good-bye. “Poor kids,” she said, “they must feel like the world has caved in. What can they say when they get home?”

A few very close friends crowded around the car to shake hands and wish them luck. The selection officer got behind the wheel and they started off to the San Juan airport. Suddenly, as the car moved away, one fellow leaned out the window and shook his fist at us. “Communists run the Peace Corps!” he screamed. “They’re nothing but a bunch of Communists!”

We were flabbergasted. He had seemed so pleasant and easy-going—a guitar player, an athlete, and a generally nice guy. The Peace Corps had completed a detailed study of his past only a week before. Every one of us, in fact, had been thoroughly investigated since our acceptance for training—as letters from home had begun to indicate. Wherever we had lived, worked, or gone to school, FBI agents had questioned teachers, employers, and neighbors, digging into our personalities and characters.

As we pieced the details together, we realized that none of the six had been selected out for poor performance during training. One fellow had spent a long time in a mental hospital without ever mentioning it to the Peace Corps. One girl had come to Puerto Rico pregnant, seeking an easy abortion. One was a tall, rugged girl, rather pleasant but inclined toward untactful outbursts and displays of profanity. Another was a young father of three who had secretly left his wife and family. Yet they were all individual personalities to us, with lively senses of humor, interesting ideas, and many outstanding traits. We had grown to like them and it hurt us to see them go.

But we were too busy to fret for long. We applied ourselves even more diligently to the job of preparing for the five weeks of field training. By now we knew tentatively whether our assignments would be in rural or urban communities, so we were divided into two groups for separate training. The rural trainees worked with Fred and Carmen Wales of the Puerto Rican community education program. Our friends who went through this experience with the Waleses were their devoted followers. They discussed on a profound level their attitudes toward other people, the philosophy of helping others to help themselves, and the approach in guiding a community toward self-help action. Then they went out in teams of two to work with Puerto Rican community developers and live for a week at a time in the rural villages. They experienced firsthand the problems of trying to communicate and understand and get something done in a new culture.

There were fourteen of us assigned to community development work in cities and large towns in Ecuador, so we went to work with various urban agencies of the Puerto Rican government. Rhoda and I and three others spent two weeks in the city of Ponce with some workers in the Puerto Rican Programas Sociales. This was our first opportunity to try out our five-week-old Spanish vocabulary and we were amazed at how well we could understand the ideas that came across. The concentration required was exhausting, but it was the only way to learn.

Our friends in the Programas Sociales were organizing people in slum areas to build decent housing, and encouraging them to work together to solve health problems and to plan community social and educational activities. We were enlightened and educated and thrilled with the work we saw going on in Puerto Rico. We were being exposed for the first time to the many problems facing people who have little or nothing, but who can change their lives if encouraged and assisted by dedicated people. Puerto Rico has many well-trained leaders and many poor people who can and have helped themselves. The results of former governor Munoz Marin’s “Operation Bootstrap” have been phenomenal and the program is being studied and imitated by other Latin American countries. The last three days of our experience with the Programas Sociales were spent living and working in one of the small communities where a self-help housing project was underway. Islanders came from miles around when they heard that there were some americanos down in the valley mixing cement and pouring forms side by side with Puerto Rican workers. Even the girls in our group were shoveling sand and passing cement in buckets, and the crowds of onlookers had never seen anything like it—“gringos working!” They took us into their homes with a mighty show of affection and friendship; we never heard a derogatory remark in all of our four months on the island. Amid shouts of “Adios, americanos puertorriquenos” we waved good-bye.

We talked about our experiences at an evaluation session. The daughter of Puerto Rico’s governor, a volunteer staff member for the Peace Corps, said, “Techniques and psychology are necessary in working with the poor people of any country, but the most potent tool is a sincerely motivated person. People aren’t fooled by false pretenses.” This supported a belief that Rhoda and I held—that the recognition of the individual dignity of each human being must be the key to community development work. Almost everyone has the ability to grow and to improve his way of life. As Peace Corps volunteers, our aim should be to uncover some of the natural potential latent in each person rather than to introduce great new revolutionary ideas.

Our final three weeks of field training was spent in Mayagüez, in a group of six. Our work was guided by the Public Health Department and by a wonderful doctor who devoted all her energies to our training. We worked in the slums and in the all-night emergency room at the hospital, helping administer first aid and even assisting in childbirth. We learned how to treat patients suffering from parasitic infections and venereal disease, to give injections, and to prepare demonstrations on sanitation, nutrition, and child care. Every minute of it was in Spanish and every minute was hard work.

When we got back to Barranquitas there was a letter for us from Viliulfo Cedeño in Manta, Ecuador. Eagerly we ripped it open—only to stumble over the Spanish—but the message was clear: he was looking forward to our arrival. It gave us a tremendous feeling of security to know that somewhere in a fishing community on the Pacific Ocean there was a man who needed us and was waiting for us.

Four final weeks of training loomed ahead, and every one of us dreaded what was to come—final selection. We dug furiously into the assignments of our Area Studies, trying to forget our frazzled nerves and edgy feelings. Now we had Ecuadorians living with us, giving us firsthand information about the life, customs, culture, and history of Ecuador. We tried to speak Spanish in all our daily activities, and the instructors drilled us relentlessly for final exams. We would have to answer questions in Spanish fired at us by a panel of professors.

One night we were up late studying; the hot plate kept us going with cup after cup of coffee. Suddenly Rhoda put down her pencil and slammed shut her book. “I can’t concentrate,” she sighed; “this whole thing is getting me down.”

I nodded. I, too, felt the strain. I was nervous and tired, and my already lean frame was gaunt from loss of weight. The long hours of class, the interviews with psychiatrist and psychologist, exams, papers, and the selection scare had us all on edge. The whole group was tense; tempers were short and suspicions flared. Some of the trainees were making wagers on who would be selected out.

“What if we don’t make it, Earle?” Rhoda ran her fingers through her short-cropped, naturally wavy hair and slumped over the desk. “What will we do?”

“We’ll go back home, visit our friends and family, take our furniture out of storage, and start in again. It wouldn’t be the end of the world.” I tried to sound calm, but inside I knew that to be turned down would be the bitterest defeat of my life. From high on the hilltop above our house, some boisterous singing floated down. “On Top of Old Smoky,” sang the high-pitched voices. Someone else was feeling the pressures and finding a way to escape them. A few hours later, after we had finally gone to bed, the voices shouted through a chorus of “This Land Is Your Land,” but this time it was right outside our window. I got up and let the owners of the voices in. We served coffee to three of our very best friends.

We had thought we were prepared for the worst, but none of us was prepared for what happened on final selection day. Scuttlebutt had it that we might lose six more—but before the afternoon was over, fifteen persons, including one married couple, from our emotion-wrought group were packing their bags for home! Weak-kneed with relief, Rhoda and I had survived! But the thought of seeing so many of our good friends so deeply disappointed was too much for us. We headed for the seclusion of our little house.

We were shaken to the core. Why so many? We never did learn the complete answers. To this day we wonder if some of those who were de-selected might not have done a better job than those of us who got through. But we also knew that the Peace Corps had access to many information files and testing devices, and that if there was any doubt that an individual could function well in a strange environment under primitive conditions, it was right that he should be sent home before risking failure and embarrassment abroad. Among the factors that counted in this second de-selection ordeal were lack of language ability, immaturity, distorted motivations, emotional instability, poor health, and extremely negative attitudes.

Altogether, 39 percent of our original group was gone when training ended. The chores of packing and leave-taking were almost an anticlimax. Our enthusiasm returned, however, when the then Vice-President, Lyndon Johnson, and Mrs. Johnson landed by helicopter on our athletic field for formal graduation exercises. We had finally become “volunteers.” We were “trainees” no more. Mr. Johnson congratulated us on our accomplishments and wished us luck. The Puerto Ricans in the audience went wild with cheering and applause as Lady Bird made a short speech in Spanish, telling them what wonderful, friendly people they were and how much their help and cooperation during our training was appreciated. We all crowded around after the ceremony so that the Vice-President might autograph our diplomas, and I took a movie of Rhoda and Mr. Johnson shaking hands.

The next morning we squeezed our training materials into our suitcases and a few hours later we boarded a jet for Minneapolis.

In ten days of home leave there was lots to be done. We had to buy a good supply of clothing, socks, underwear, and shoes. Although we knew we could buy clothes in Ecuador, there was some question as to whether large enough sizes would be available for our lanky frames and big feet. There were trunks to pack and decisions to make about which items would go by air freight, which by surface freight, and which with us as hand baggage. And of course we wanted to see our friends and relatives. We wrote to all of them suggesting one big reunion at our little Weeona Lake camp in Wisconsin. For five memorable days we relaxed under the pines with friends and family, all housed in tents, trailers, and cars.

Back in Minneapolis, waiting in the mail, were our plane tickets from the Peace Corps—destination Miami, jumping-off point for Ecuador. There in the middle of the night, on August 7, 1962, we met the forty-five other survivors of Puerto Rico. We greeted each other like long-lost friends, collected our passports and world health cards, and climbed aboard our DC-7 bound for Quito, Ecuador, and a new life as Peace Corps volunteers. I squeezed Rhoda’s hand in the darkness and her head dropped on my shoulder. Neither of us could possibly imagine what would happen in the twenty months to come.
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