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Peter & Kay Mehren 

 

We thank all of the individuals who gathered in 

Portland, Oregon during summer ’65 and worked 

so hard to prepare for Peace Corps service in 

Turkey. Although we’ve remained in touch with 

only a few, we have many happy memories of 

that time. And we still use the occasional Turkish 

word or phrase, including “fark etmez!” And Kay 

still knits.   

    

Composing this brief memoir, we recall so many nice moments and so many of you: all 

smart, enthusiastic people. “Turkey for Thanksgiving!” was the collective mantra. Knitting!  

When that literally monotonous lecturer began droning on about American government or 

whatever, there were the few young ladies who, like Madame Defarge, clicked their needles 

and took the occasional note…and within a week, about 80 of us were ostentatiously 

“knitting,” some of us making quite excellent…scarves? And yet, on and on, oblivious, came 

his obvious words – getting paid by the 

minute, whether anything new 

informed any of us. 

    

And the wonderful personalities of the 

teachers! While some of us may have 

resented taking a required foreign 

language in 8
th

 grade, now we had 

practical reasons for learning this really 

foreign language. We both reached a 

point where we cynically wondered if it 

were actually a language or we were just being tested to see if we could, and would, learn 

elaborate nonsense syllables. And then, near the nominal end of the program, the two of us 

took off for a weekend and went up to Seattle, where, by fortuitous chance, we met some 

sailors from the Turkish Navy, and, as we spoke to them in something like their language, 

they, while surprised, answered us. It worked! It is a 

language! Refreshed and less cynical, we returned, re-

invigorated. 

    

On the gym floor at 6 am; in five or six or maybe more 

hour-long language classes six days each week. Were 

we the only ones among the trainees who occasionally 

drank a beer to help ourselves relax? 

    

On our first day in Portland, we were assigned to a 

room in a large house. We both sat down on the bed, 

and…it collapsed. Unhurt, we recalled hearing 

somewhere that Turks keep mattresses in a storage 

room and put them on the floor when needed to 
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accommodate those staying overnight in a house. So we dismantled the bed frame and stored 

it in the closet and slept on our mattress on the floor. The next morning, as we stood in line 

for breakfast, one of the PC staff asked us, in a somewhat accusing tone, “What did you do 

with your bed?” We started to describe the collapse, and then, lawyer-like, responded, “How 

do you know we did something with our bed?” “Um…the maid told us….” Was the bed an 

early test of our adaptability? 

    

Kay was already a veterinarian; Peter was a typical Peace Corps “BA Generalist.” We were 

among those invited to seek a different program – not “deselected,” an Orwellian term – and 

the next year we trained for PC service in Kenya, and enjoyed 2½ years there. We stopped in 

Istanbul for a week during the seven months 

we took traveling home – through Europe, 

the Levant, and Asia. Kay became the first 

intern in Zoo Animal Medicine, training at 

the San Diego Zoo, and eventually became 

the Senior Veterinarian at the brand-new 

Toronto Zoo, working there for 29 years. 

Peter carried over his generalist qualities, 

being a dilettante –teaching, acting, editing, 

writing, managing offices and so on. 

    

Our son, who rode in a backpack during our 

homeward trip, is, perforce, a blond, blue-

eyed “African-American,” having been born 

in Nairobi…at the beginning of the two-week-long Easter break at the post-secondary school 

at which Kay was teaching. She therefore and thereby missed not a single day of work, 

returning to her office 13 days after he was born. 


