


1
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

“The Peace Corps is an independent agency and volunteer 
program run by the United States government providing 
international social and economic development assistance,” 

according to Wikipedia. In March 1961, President John F. Kennedy issued 
an Executive Order to establish the Peace Corps, and Congress authorized 
it on September 21, 1962, under the Peace Corps Act.

Wikipedia further states, “Volunteers are American citizens, typically 
with a college degree, who work abroad for a period of two years after 
three months of training. Volunteers work with governments, schools, non-
profit organizations, non-government organizations, and entrepreneurs in 
education, youth development, community health, business, information 
technology, agriculture, and the environment.”

Since its inception sixty years ago, more than 240,000 Americans 
have joined the Peace Corps and served in 141 countries around the world, 
according to the Peace Corps. I was one of those young Americans who 
joined and served.

This book will present my recollections as a Peace Corps Volunteer in 
the Ivory Coast from September 1965 to June 1, 1968. It will cover my initial 
training, entry to the Ivory Coast, in-country training, a description of the 
project in which I participated, general life in the host country, travels in West 
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and East Africa, and my village project. Before I start, a good question to ask 
is: Why did I want to join the Peace Corps? It might also be important to 
ask: Why did I write this book? Permit me to answer the first question here.

At the time I applied, I was a student at the University of California, 
Berkeley (“Cal”), with a major in U.S. History. In 1964, Cal was the home 
of the Free Speech Movement (FSM). While I was not a participant in the 
FSM, I was a witness to some of it. Sargent Shriver, the Director of the Peace 
Corps and brother-in-law of the late President John F. Kennedy, came to the 
Cal campus in the fall semester in 1964 to recruit students to join. While 
Shriver impressed me with his speech, I listened but thought they would not 
choose me particularly because I was a registered Republican when I voted 
in my first presidential election in 1964 after I turned twenty-one, the qual-
ifying age to vote back then. And I felt I was not a particularly outstanding 
student who would be worthy of being selected. In the spring semester of 
1965, Sargent Shriver came back to Cal on another recruiting trip because 
it was one of the schools that contributed the most volunteers. So I decided 
to challenge him and see what he and the Peace Corps would do with my 
application, with little expectation that they would choose me. So I began 
the application process.

On the application form, I listed six to eight reasons why I wanted to 
join the Peace Corps, including the following reasons:

• I wanted to contribute to helping another society improve 
their situation.

• I wanted to learn more about another culture and its people.

• I wanted to convey a good image of Americans through my ser-
vice and improve relations between the United States and my host 
country, at least on a person to person basis.

• I wanted to better inform fellow Americans about the people of my 
host country.
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• I wanted to learn another language, preferably French.

• After my service, I wanted to travel in Europe before returning home 
to the United States and thus save the cost of traveling to Europe 
from California.

Next, I needed to get ten references to write a recommendation. I managed 
to find ten people who agreed to do that for me. One of the people I asked 
was the Rector (i.e., pastor) of my church, Fr. Stan Parke. Fr. Parke told me he 
would be happy to recommend me, but he warned me it was likely that the 
government would frown on a religious leader providing a recommendation. 
It would probably destroy my chances of being selected. My immediate reply 
to Fr. Parke was that the church was a very important part of my life because 
of the numerous activities in which I participated. If they really wanted to 
know all about me, I could not exclude the church, if I was to be honest. 
What’s more, I told him, if the church was not good enough for the Peace 
Corps, then the Peace Corps was not good enough for me. I was that blunt. 
While I don’t know if Fr. Parke ever mentioned my remark to the Peace 
Corps, that’s how I felt. After I submitted my application, I relied on my 
references to submit their recommendations. Then I waited for a response.

In the meantime, I finished my classes at Cal and graduated in June 
1965. Then I had to figure out what I needed to do. Since I was deferred from 
the draft while I was a student, graduation meant that I was then available 
for the draft. So I elected to apply for Officer’s Candidate School for the 
Air Force because my older brother had served in the Air Force. I had an 
appointment at Vandenberg Air Force Base, located around 25 miles from 
Santa Maria, California, where I lived. I spent the entire day there doing 
what I needed to do as part of my application process. After I finished, I 
returned home and arrived just before dinner time.

My mother had placed a large manila envelope on the dinner table. As 
I picked up the envelope, not knowing what it was, my mother said, “You’re 
not going to do that, are you?” I glanced at the envelope and saw it was from 
the Peace Corps, but I still didn’t know what was inside the envelope.
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My first and immediate thought was, “Oh, no. I don’t want to do this.” 
But after my mother asked her question, I immediately responded to my 
mother, “Oh, yes. I will.” I was shocked. Was I rebelling? Then, I opened 
up the envelope and found the letter was an invitation to participate in a 
Health Education Project in the Ivory Coast in West Africa. The training 
started in September, 1966, at the University of California at Los Angeles 
(UCLA). That was really the only time I stood up to my parents. The rest, 
as they say, was history. My parents accepted my choice and were happy for 
me, which pleased me.

Before I discuss our training, let me answer the second main question: 
Why write this book? Serving in the Peace Corps is a unique experience. 
This book offers a look into the life of one Peace Corps Volunteer (PCV). It 
presents the fun, satisfying, and frustrating aspects of my particular journey 
and insight into the experience of other PCVs. Also, for anyone who wants to 
consider applying for Peace Corps service, this book offers an introduction to 
what such service is like, both the good and the not so good. This introduc-
tion may help someone to get a picture of what they may be applying for. In 
addition, it has been fun to recall and recount some of my experiences. Since 
I have shared my stories with my wife, family, and friends, it has occurred 
to me that other people may be interested to learn about them as well.

Nevertheless, the overriding reason for this book is to support interna-
tional relations. The Peace Corps mission involved promoting understanding 
and better relations between Americans and other peoples and cultures. 
This book aims to give fellow Americans a glimpse into people of another 
culture and heritage and an opportunity to see other people as genuine, with 
their own values and customs not so different from our own. This mission 
was likewise to allow other people and cultures to better understand and 
appreciate Americans. It is an effort to strengthen relationships both ways.

Before we embark on this journey into the past, I need to advise the 
reader about two points. First, I did very minimal formal research for this 
book. Second, all the descriptions, history, and information that I recount 
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comes from my memory, as well diaries that I have kept from January 1966 
to June 1968. While I tried to write down my thoughts and memories on 
a daily basis, there were often gaps in time between entries. On some days 
and on trips, I didn’t write for a few or many days and then wrote down 
my recollections of what happened during those days that I hadn’t written 
an entry. Occasionally, I skipped chunks of time without writing anything. 
Sometimes I wrote descriptions and history, for example, about Lagos, 
Nigeria. Because I did not read books while I traveled, I don’t remember 
how I learned so much information during my vacations. It amazes me that 
I recounted such detailed information.

I have not read my diaries in more than fifty years. Nevertheless, the 
information is quite interesting to me and, hopefully, will be to the reader too.
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Chapter 2

TRAINING AT UCLA

A group of about eighteen or so prospective volunteers—all guys—
reported to UCLA for initial training for possible Peace Corps 
service in health education in the Ivory Coast. Most of the guys 

were from the East Coast or Midwest. I was the only one from California. 
We didn’t know at the time that they would weed out some individuals, for 
whatever reason. So not everybody made it through the final cut.

We underwent a rigorous training program that included five hours a 
day of French-language training with actual native French-speaking instruc-
tors. While I can’t speak to the background of others, I had two years of 
French in high school and one more year of French in the first year of col-
lege. This gave me a solid foundation of grammar and verb tenses. However, 
like most high school students, my conversational skills were very limited. 
A couple of guys in our group had very strong French skills, far and above 
most of us. One guy was already fluent in the language. The reader will soon 
realize in the next chapter why it was necessary to study French.

They also trained us in principles of health education, how to teach, 
different ways to lay out a room to promote student learning, the use of 
teaching aids to improve communication with students, and other tech-
niques to be more effective instructors. We spent many hours learning about 
health education and how to present it to villagers whom we would probably 



8

encounter during our service. It will soon become clear why I don’t discuss 
this subject in more detail.

Another phase of our training was our physical education. We stood 
outside on a nice green lawn in an open area and did all kinds of physical 
exercises including push-ups, sit-ups, and jumping jacks. We also ran around 
the area. Our stated goal was to prepare to run up hill five miles by the end 
of our training in December. Eventually, we did run up a slightly sloped area 
for the five miles. At that time, I was in the best shape of my life. No doubt.

At lunch and dinner, we were expected to talk to each other in French. 
No English was allowed. That was to encourage our ability to converse in 
the language. It continued throughout our training at UCLA.

Finally, one important aspect of our time at UCLA was the need to 
get a variety of vaccinations. We had more shots than I can remember, but 
it did include a painful gamma globulin shot in the butt. My old yellow 
“International Certificates of Vaccination” shows that I had shots for small-
pox, yellow fever, tetanus and diphtheria (twice), triple typhoid (three times), 
typhus (twice), rabies (twice), oral polio (twice), histoplasmin, tuberculin, 
and the aforementioned gamma globulin. We were well protected by the 
time we finished getting all our shots, I’m sure.

In November, we drove cars that Peace Corps arranged for us from 
Los Angeles to Yuba City, Arizona, to begin three weeks of actual health 
education training on the Navajo reservation there. In other words, we did 
the things that we talked about during our UCLA classes. They arranged 
for us to live in actual Navajo hogans that belonged to Amos Malone, one 
of the Indians who lived there. For the eighteen guys, they assigned six of 
us to one of three different hogans.

We cooked our own meals over a fire inside in the center of our hogan. 
One remarkable observation I made was that the physical activity made me 
so hungry that I felt like I ate like a horse, far more than I usually did. I felt 
really embarrassed that I ate so much. For example, we dug a four by four 
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by six- or eight-feet deep latrine, for one project. That kind of effort every 
day made me very hungry at mealtime.

After our stay in Yuba City, we returned to UCLA for a short time to 
wrap up our training. Perhaps it was during this time that they talked to us 
about a trial school gardens project that Peace Corps wanted to start up in 
the Ivory Coast. They asked for volunteers from among us. I said I preferred 
to stay in the health education project but was willing to do it if Peace Corps 
wanted me to do it.

After completion of our training, Peace Corps allowed us to go home 
for a couple of weeks. We learned that they scheduled us to report for our 
flight from JFK Airport in New York on January 2, 1966. Peace Corps sent 
us vouchers or tickets for our trip to get to New York.

A couple of days after Christmas, 1965, I flew from Los Angeles to 
Huntsville, Alabama, to visit my brother and his family for a few days. When 
I left California, I wore my short-sleeved shirt and slacks as I did at home. 
After an enjoyable stay, I flew to New York and wore my short-sleeved shirt 
and slacks while I visited Alan Leslie, one of the Peace Corps candidates, who, 
unfortunately, was cut from our group. Alan was very kind and generous 
enough to take me all around New York on a winter day to see the sights 
that included the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty. Alan also 
helped me get to the airport for my scheduled flight to the Ivory Coast. The 
adventure begins. As I flew to Africa, it finally dawned on me that I visited 
Alabama and New York while I wore short-sleeve shirts—during winter! The 
weather was actually warmer there than in California where I left. Stunning!



11

The Vegetable Grows and the Lion Roars

Chapter 3

WELCOME TO  
THE IVORY COAST

Finally, we were airborne! “On our way to a new land, new culture, 
new customs, and a new way of thinking,” I wrote in the diary that 
I started keeping after my arrival. We flew from JFK in New York 

straight to Dakar, Senegal, where we landed to refuel and for the pilots and 
crew to take a break from the long flight. Since I realized that we were going 
to a tropical country, I wondered what the word humidity really meant. 
When I left the airplane in Dakar, I got my answer. As soon as I stepped 
off the plane, I felt like I got slugged in the face with a baseball bat. Then I 
understood the meaning of humidity.

After a brief stopover, we resumed our flight to Abidjan, Ivory Coast. 
My diary continued its description as we approached Abidjan, “In order to 
land we were compelled to descend through a blanket of fog. Below this 
blanket lay a land hazily sunny and clear.” There at the airport at Abidjan were 
a group of eight or nine girls from the Foyers Feminins (a special Peace Corps 
adult education program for women) and representatives from radio, televi-
sion, and newspapers. The girls came with amusing signs such as “Yankees, 
Go Home!” and “Welcome Draft Dodgers!” A professional photographer 
took a picture of our group.
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The airport in Abidjan was roughly nine miles or fifteen kilometers 
outside the city. After the greetings and pictures, we boarded our bus to enter 
the city. As we entered the city, we saw a freeway and lots of cars driving to 
their destinations. Abidjan was a very large metropolitan city that extended 
to include the suburbs of the Plateau, Cocody, Treichville, Adjamé, Koumossi, 
and Marcory. When we arrived, the population was 347,000, but Abidjan 
has grown to 5,355,000 in 2021. An astonishing increase. Le Plateau was the 
central business district of Abidjan. The district included our Peace Corps 
office and the Peace Corps hostel where we stayed when we were in town 
for meetings or other business. Cocody was where most of the wealthy 
business people, ambassadors, and other affluent people resided. Today, 
it has a museum of traditional Ivorian art, a national library, and several 
agricultural and scientific research institutes.

Treichville was one of the liveliest, large neighborhoods in Abidjan. 
I remember it for its large outdoor market where one could buy just about 
anything they wanted. One of the highlights in Abidjan that impressed me 
was the Hotel Ivoire, built in 1963 and dominating the Edne Lagoon by 
rising majestically over the water and lush vegetation.

Another memory was the Pam-Pam outdoor café where I and other 
Peace Corps volunteers ate frequently while in town. Across the street was 
a new shopping center that had the modern Le Drugstore pharmacy. Up the 
street was a market square where we found all kinds of souvenirs, including 
masks, statues, thimbles, paintings by native artists, and other significant 
items. Artisans loved to bargain with would-be buyers. To get around town, 
Renault and other taxis were plentiful. We were careful to bargain the fare 
in advance of getting into the taxi, however. We took the taxis wherever we 
wanted to go because they were so inexpensive.
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Figure 4. Our Peace Corps Group Arrives in Abidjan, Ivory Coast.
 Front Row (L-R): Whitman, Schneider, Lindberg, and Bibler.

 Standing (L-R): Renzema, Musto, Leonhardt, Hausman,
 Unnamed official, Smith, unnamed official, Henry Wheatley (Ivory Coast P.C. Director), 

Feldman, Rodriguez, and Handloff.
 Not Shown: Cutler and Rood.

Figure 5. Volunteers in Foyer Feminins Program Welcome the Arriving Group  
with signs like “Yankees Go Home!” and “Welcome Draft Dodgers!”
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As we entered Abidjan, our bus took us from the airport to the house 
of the Director of the Peace Corps for the Ivory Coast, Henry Wheatley. 
Henry was one of the nicest guys I had ever met—very personable. I could 
see why he was the country’s Peace Corps Director. At his house, he served 
us lunch since we had arrived around noon local time. Of course, I enjoyed 
his lunch, but it turned out that my stomach was very queasy, and I felt 
somewhat sick. After a while, interestingly, it cleared up, and I never had 
that feeling again for the entire time I served in the Ivory Coast. It appeared 
that I was just getting used to a different environment.

For two days we participated in a basic orientation. We met Dr. David 
Davidson, whom we called “Dr. Dave” and who was our resident Peace Corps 
doctor. At the end of orientation, Dave gave us our respective assignments, 
either Health Educators and a city assignment or the Jardins Scolaire, the 
school gardens program. To my surprise, they assigned me to the Jardins 
Scolaire Program. Initially, that disappointed me because I had trained for 
health education, but I quickly got over that feeling.

They chose four of us for the Jardins Scolaire program: George Bibler 
for Ferkéssedougou near Korhogo in the north, Bob Handloff in Bondoukou 
in the east, Garry Cutler in Bouaké in the center, and me in Gagnoa in the 
west. The others were selected for the health education project as follows: 
Tom Leonhardt, John Whitman, and Rick Hausman went to Korhogo; Ken 
Musto, Raul Rodriguez, Marc Renzema, and Shar Feldheim went to Bouaké; 
and Bob Smith, Howard Schneider, and Tony Rood went to Agboville in 
the south. It should be noted that Shar apparently changed his mind after 
a few months and decided to return to the United States. Everybody in our 
group would all get together from time to time for any kind of meetings 
whenever they were needed.

Before I continue recounting our adventures, it is important to advise 
the reader about a couple of points. First, to put things in context, allow me to 
introduce the Ivory Coast. The official name of the Ivory Coast is its French 
translation, Côte d’Ivoire. If you go to any map or to the United Nations in 
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New York, you will find the name is Côte d’Ivoire. This is because it was a 
long-time French colony that gained its independence in 1960 and because 
that is how the Ivorians choose their country to be known. Not surprisingly, 
the country’s official language is French. The main local languages include 
Yacouba, Senoufo, Baoulé, Bété, Attie, Agni, and Dioula. The country is 
located in West Africa and borders Liberia, Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso 
(previously called Upper Volta), and Ghana. It now has a population of 
about 23,700,000 people. The size of the Ivory Coast is 124,504 square miles 
(322,463 sq. km.). The currency is the CFA franc. The current largest cities are 
Abidjan, Bouaké, Daloa, Korhogo, Yamoussoukro, and San-Pédro. Abidjan 
was the capital while I served in the Ivory Coast. In 1983, the Ivorians moved 
the official capital to Yamoussoukro, but Abidjan remained an administra-
tive center. Abidjan is located on the coast in the east and south. Bouaké 
is located in the center of the country, as is Yamoussoukro. Daloa is in the 
center to the west. Korhogo is in the north, and San-Pédro is in the west, on 
the coast. Gagnoa is in the south-central part of the country, south of Daloa. 
The country has a dry tropical climate from December to April and heavy 
rains from May to July and from October to November. The forest occupies 
the southern part of the country, and the savanna predominates in the north.
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Figure 6. Masks and Statues at the Abidjan Souvenir Market

Figure 7. An Array of Ivory for Sale in the Souvenir Market
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Second, it needs to be pointed out that I will write in “franglais” at times. The 
French word for the French language is français, and the French word for 
English is anglais. When you mix the two, you get “franglais.” Peace Corps 
volunteers in the Ivory Coast frequently used French words while talking 
because it just seemed like the French word more accurately communicated 
what we intended to say. After all, we lived in that culture at that time. I will 
use “franglais,” or the French word, frequently in this book. Usually, I will 
add the English word in parentheses when I use “franglais.”

As I previously mentioned, I got over my concern about my selection 
for the Jardins Scolaire program. The number one industry for the Ivory 
Coast was agriculture. There were two basic reasons why the Ivory Coast 
wanted to institute its Jardins Scolaire program. First, the people lacked suf-
ficient vegetables in their diet. Our aim in the school gardens program was 
to persuade Ivorians to grow and eat more vegetables. The most important 
indigenous vegetables consisted of tomatoes, aubergine (eggplant), and 
gombo (okra). Because the Ivorians already liked these, I decided that I 
wanted to promote these vegetables in particular as opposed to favoring the 
vegetables that Europeans liked. Since the French stressed upon lettuce so 
much, and since the Ivorians appeared to be overwhelmingly in agreement, I 
also counted lettuce as one of the core vegetables that I would emphasize too.

Second, numerous youth were migrating from their villages to the cit-
ies in disdain of manual agricultural work. In my diary, I wrote, “Due to this 
migration, the [Ivory Coast] government anticipates a grave unemployment 
problem. Few city jobs exist since agriculture provides the overwhelming 
majority of the jobs. To counter this migratory trend [like they saw already 
happening in Nigeria, for example], the government has initiated steps 
including the school garden program.” While I was there, the Ivory Coast 
ranked as one of the leading producers of cocoa, and ranked as the world’s 
third leading producer of coffee behind the leaders, Brazil and Columbia. 
The Ivorians also produced palm oil, bananas, pineapples, and timber among 
its other products. I fully recognized the importance of the school gardens 
program and just as fully embraced it.
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When Peace Corps suggested a school gardens program to the Ivorian 
government, the Ivorians were skeptical that some college graduates with no 
experience in agriculture could help them. After all, the Ivorians had in the 
Ivory Coast many French agricultural engineers and even more technical 
agronomic engineers, with much more agricultural training and knowl-
edge than college graduates generally have. So Peace Corps proposed the 
Ivorians accept a small group of volunteers who would get special training 
in the Ivory Coast under the auspices of the United Nations’ Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO). If this small group of volunteers performed 
well enough, the Ivory Coast would accept a full-scale Peace Corps group 
of volunteers to succeed us, the original school gardens PCVs. So our group 
faced a significant challenge.




