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Karen Master 

 “Have you ever thought about going into the Peace Corps?” Warren asked me 

on our third date in October 1964. While we didn’t know much about each 

other, and I knew very little about the Peace Corps, I asked him how we could 

be sure the Peace Corps would send us to the same place. He responded: “Of 

course they’ll send us to the same place. We’ll be a married couple.” Yes, that 

was his lame proposal! At the time, I was on the fast track to a career in 

musical theater. A recent graduate of the American Academy of Dramatic Arts in NYC and 

having studied voice with a teacher from the Juilliard School of Music since age 12, my whole 

life centered on auditions and the promise of a Broadway breakthrough. Three months later, we 

were married.  

Since Warren had already been accepted as a single individual, he had to decline the offer and 

wait for me to go through the application and testing process 

before we could reapply as a couple. After months of waiting 

and much to my relief, we were notified of our assignment to 

Southwest Asia – Turkey! Since training was scheduled to 

begin in Portland, Oregon at the end of August, we quit our 

jobs and took a month-long trip across the U.S. to learn 

something about our own country – beyond NYC and the Catskills – before venturing to another 

culture.   

Peace Corps Training 

For me, training – or Peace Corps boot camp – began as soon as we were assigned housing in 

Portland. The city was planning an Interstate bypass right through the 3-story house in which we 

were assigned a room – all buildings in its path already having been 

condemned. Our refrigerator leaked gas; lacking AC in the room, our 

windows remained open 24-7; two unsavory nightclubs just across the street 

blared R&B and C&W music until 2 am; and, along with the bed bug tracks 

that lined our mattress, the atmospherics were sobering indeed. Up the next 

morning at 5:30 am to get ready for our first day. Training was from 7:00 

am to 9 pm five days a week and Saturdays from 8 am to noon. Saturdays 

were the most fun. After classes, we would have lunch and go directly to the 

infirmary to receive 4-5 shots. Then, after running a fever for several hours 

and crabbing about how lousy we felt, we would go out and play for the rest of the day.   What a 

fantastic group this was – trainees and Turkish instructors alike. 

Our First Assignment in Turkey - Ceyhan 

After a lay-over in Istanbul to wait out a blizzard, we flew to Ankara for a few more days of 

orientation and then on to Adana and the town of Ceyhan, where we would live and work for the 
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next six months. There, we found a 2-story apartment about a 15-minute walk from the TB  

dispensary, where my job was to set up a system for tracking villagers who 

had initial x-rays and needed follow-up exams or treatment and generally 

assist with patient intake and follow-on care.  

Hoş Geldiniz (Welcome) 

After a few days, Dr. Nazsız (the head of the local TB project) invited us 

to dinner. What he didn’t tell us is that this repast was at a private school, 

with upwards of 80 guests – moderns and peasants, young and old – all smiling and applauding 

us as we arrived. What a shocker. This was a glorious welcome party was for us! Over the next 

several hours, we ate lots of “down-home” Turkish cuisine, sampled rakı, danced and performed. 

Everyone was expected to provide entertainment. Warren accompanied a local saz (lute) player 

by tapping wooden spoons (castanet style), and I sang songs from My Fair Lady and Westside 

Story. Another PCV, Larry Montgomery, a black belt karate expert, persuaded Warren to act as 

his foil for yet another “act.” Everyone loved it – especially when Larry began landing glancing 

blows to Warren’s head and chest. The hospitality of the Turkish people overwhelmed me this 

night.    

Ertuğrul and Gülseren 

It also was at this event that we met Ertuğrul and Gülseren Naz, 

who became our very close friends while in Ceyhan. Ertuğrul 

taught English at the private school, and during the Kurban 

Bayramı (Festival of the Sacrifice) that spring, we traveled with 

our new friends back to their home towns (Konya and the 

nearby village of Ayrancı) to celebrate the holiday with their 

large, extended families. Many years later, I captured the experience in a short story – “The 

Ride” – which recounts our 2 am entry into Ayrancı sitting atop a horse-

drawn, flat-bed wagon (araba) with Ertuğrul and Gülseren and six other 

visitors, gazing up at the stars and crescent moon that lit the way along the 

dirt road into the village.  

Kâmile 

Probably one of most intense experiences I had during this time in Ceyhan 

was with a family who lived right across from the dispensary – a single mother, 

her eldest daughter who had recently given birth to a baby boy, her youngest 

daughter age seven and another daughter, Kâmile, who was about eleven when 

we met her. The family had a milk cow and some other farm animals running 

around the place, and it was a mystery to us how they eked out a livelihood 

from these meager resources. Over time, we developed a very close relationship 
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with Kâmile, who visited us when she could for help with English and other subjects. And we 

actually considered taking her back to the States with us  when we returned – which we 

suspected she would view favorably – but as impractical as this idea was at the time, our sojourn 

in Turkey was about to take an unexpected turn.   

Relocating to Ankara 

Caring for Children 

By summer 1966, we had relocated to Ankara and moved into 

a gecekondu (squatter settlement) community on one of the 

surrounding hills. Initially, I ran a nearby nursery school (ana 

okulu) initiated in the neighborhood by a previous PCV 

couple, with 17 “pre-schoolers” who loved singing Turkish 

songs, playing games and ultimately drawing pictures of 

everyday life in this post-peasant enclave. My commute was 

ideal – walking down the hill a few minutes from our rented 

“flat” each morning and stopping at the local butcher, green grocer and dry grocer (kasab, 

sebzeci & bakkal) to pick up fixings for dinner in the evening. One of my greatest joys was  

working alongside our landlady, Fatma, as we 

sometimes combined ingredients and cooked outside 

just a few meters away from the chicken coop. Sous-

chefing under Fatma was one of the many 

unanticipated takeaways from my sojourn in Turkey.  

Soon, I handed off my role at the ana okulu to a 

Turkish counterpart and joined a small group of 

“displaced” T-12 PCVs that traveled to Istanbul for 

child care training. Here, I spent two weeks observing 

at various orphanages and child care facilities – a difficult assignment in that most orphanages in 

the 60s were not ready for prime time. Babies were often placed two to a crib and left for long 

periods unattended. There were some children who should have been sitting, crawling or walking 

that showed signs of a severe lack of muscle tone.  It’s not that the staff was not caring. They 

were very understaffed and just getting by with minimal equipment. In contrast to this scene, the 

Turkish government had a very innovative alternative they were experimenting with in the mid-

60s – little hamlets of small houses, with one or two house parents and a small group of children. 

Upon returning to Ankara, I started a new job at the Sami Ulus Çocuk Hastahanesi (children’s 

hospital) located on yet another gecekondu hillside just a short dolmuş (lorry) ride from our 

dwelling. Interestingly, the hospital administrator, who had received his medical education at 

Duke University, assigned me to act as a liaison between the hospital staff and the community – 

working with patients who came into the reception area and referring them to the appropriate 
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care. He also wanted me to do a survey in the gececondu to 

find out if children were getting milk products as part of their 

diet and if there was anything else we needed to know about 

the state of family nutrition. One assignment I had to decline 

involved keeping an eye on doctors and nurses to ensure they 

were complying with the hospital’s sanitary laws. Fortunately, 

my intuition on this last matter proved prescient when I was 

asked to meet with a group of “colleagues” after work one day. Confronted by a half dozen co-

workers, I was asked to explain my role. After some intense questioning, they seemed reassured 

that I wasn’t there to spy on them. 

Teaching English as a Second Language  

Next, I trained for an ESL program at the Orta Doğu Teknik Üniversitesi (Middle East Technical 

University – METU or Orta Doğu for short), where classes were taught in English to students 

from all across the Middle East. Students were tested on language proficiency and placed in a 

one-year prep course if their English was not strong enough. Our job was helping to get this 

diverse group of students ready for the great 

education, books and library resources that 

awaited them.   

The wonderful thing about this assignment 

was that I became very close to all the 

students in the class. After all, most of us 

were practically the same age. I thought they 

were a wonderful group of young people who 

were lots of fun to be with. Warren and I 

shared numerous activities with them, including a memorable picnic at which my students 

“engineered” my first attempt at riding a donkey. Another uplifting aspect of this assignment was 

my continued friendship with Latife Üçüncüoğlu – one of our Turkish teachers from Portland 

State College who had returned to teach at METU. She was way ahead of her time when it came 

to women’s rights and the role of women in Turkish society, frequently giving me a ride home in 

her Mercedes convertible. I’m sure most people in Ankara knew it was her as soon as they heard 

the tuneful blare of her personalized car-horn outside their open windows. I’ll never forget how 

this wonderful person managed to lived her life as she wanted to, not as others expected. 

Returning Home 

For the next two years, I was busy finishing up my undergraduate degree and completing enough 

course work to get my teaching certification as well. Later, after first relocating to Washington 

DC, then to Philadelphia and finally back to the DC area in Alexandria VA, I became a stay-at-

home mom with three children ages 2 to 6. When our youngest turned two, I began substituting 
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teaching in the local schools and subsequently took a full-time 

position at the local elementary school before landing an ESL 

teaching job at a nearby private high school with lots of foreign 

students. One of the Iranian students, Ali, who along with his two 

sisters also at the school were lodged with three separate host 

families, confided in me that he was very unhappy with his living 

arrangement and wanted to go back home. It was March 1979 – 

just a few months from semester’s end and a dicey time back in 

Iran. After talking it over with Warren, we had Ali over for dinner and offered our home as an 

alternative – at least until he completed his full academic year abroad. So, Ali moved in, his 

sisters came to dinner most every Friday night and he remained with us on and off for 11 years. 

This was the beginning of a long string of students and other short- and long-term house guests – 

most from overseas – who have 

made the Master residence their 

home.   

Later, I moved into an English and 

drama teaching position at a junior 

high school in Alexandria, staying 

13 years and getting to produce the 

first of many drama productions 

for the school system. Next, I took 

a similar position at the senior high 

school, where for the next 15 years I produced and directed over 60 shows – two major 

productions a year (a drama or comedy in the fall and a full musical in the spring) and other 

lesser vehicles and competitions. My career teaching theater arts and 

production allowed me to come full circle back to my early passion – 

utilizing my education, voice training from age 12 and a few intensive 

years of professional experience before heading off to Turkey. 

Now, I’m content watching our grown children parent our six grandchildren – several of whom 

already seem to be drawn to the stage. 

        


