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Two years ago (spring 2009), I returned to Turkey for the first time 

in more than 40 years – since serving there as a Peace Corps 

volunteer in 1966-67. This was a wonderful trip, as my wife, Karen, 

daughter Anna and son Malcolm (also a returned volunteer – 

Burkina Faso, 2005-07) joined me in visiting a country about which 

they had heard so many stories. While in Istanbul, we got to drive up 

to Kuştepe, where I lived and worked from January to June 1966. 

While in Ankara (during our last few days in the country), my wife 

and I visited the English preparatory school at Middle East Technical University 

(METU), where I worked from September 1966 through June 1967.   

 

The two weeks in Turkey brought back wonderful memories, and led to reflections on 

why I think of my time in Turkey as a “gateway to the good life.” By the good life, I am 

not talking about a life defined by a level of social or economic status, but one that was 

truly transformed by the Peace Corps experience. Prior to flying from my home in 

Washington, DC to Portland, Oregon for Peace Corps training in August 1965, I had 

never traveled more than four hours by bus (from my home to college). The prospect of 

now traveling to the other side of the country was very exciting. But even more exciting 

was the prospect of living in far-away Turkey for two years.  

 

Arriving in Istanbul 
 

After arriving in Istanbul following training, I was enamored with everything that I saw 

and heard. I came to look forward to being awakened in the morning by the Islamic call 

to prayer from the local mosque. A devout Christian at the time, I found it fascinating that 

people in Kuştepe expected me to be Muslim, and even invited me to their mosque to 

pray with them. While this led to something of a religious crisis, it also led to my 

acquiring an English language Koran, 

and reading some of it. I was amazed at 

the similarities of some of this book’s 

teachings with those I knew from the 

Bible.  

 

In the Kuştepe tuberculosis clinic in 

which I worked, I liked the director’s 

decision to place this Black American 

– with minimal spoken Turkish and a 

Southern U.S. accent – in the front of 

the clinic to welcome clientele. I am sure that my long career as a community health 

anthropologist (40 years) had its roots in following up on the invitations to visit homes of 

the many families I greeted as the clinic’s “receptionist.”   
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Pathway to Anthropology 
 

The prior spring, upon graduating from Shaw University, a historically (and all) black 

college, I had no idea of or plans for the rest of my life – either professionally or 

personally. I had never considered graduate school. Being the first from my share-

cropping family to go to and complete college, it was now time to go to work and earn an 

income, and to start the expected upward mobility that no one in my extended family had 

experienced. I knew nothing about such professional fields as public health or 

anthropology. But my experiences in Kuştepe, along with information on graduate school 

and employment opportunities provided by the Peace Corps, led me to apply and be 

accepted to a Master’s program in the Graduate School of Public Health (GSPH) at the 

University of Pittsburgh (Pitt).  

 

As a consequence of my Turkish experience, I moved from being a parochial resident of 

the Southeastern United States to having developed a strong interest in health issues cross 

culturally. At that time, the GSPH did not have a degree program in international or 

global health. But one of my professors there was a medical anthropologist specializing 

in the Middle East, who encouraged me to apply to Pitt’s Anthropology Department to 

study for the PhD. I did and was accepted.  

 

Another, and perhaps more important, component of the good life for me is one that I 

consider to be spiritual, 

i.e., achieving a sense of 

inner peace that is 

characterized by a 

delightful acceptance of 

who I am, and the joy I 

get from interaction with 

others, understanding 

world views that are 

different than my own, 

and continually trying to 

make a difference in the 

lives of others. Perhaps I 

consider these attributes 

to be spiritual because 

they evolved from the 

fear of losing my Christian faith while learning as much as I could about Islam while in 

Turkey. Eventually I came to realize that both faiths teach that the achievement of inner 

peace is the most important human struggle, the true jihad, if you will; and the path to 

salvation (the achievement of inner peace), is through reaching out to others who may be 

less fortunate than you.  
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Odyssey to Global Citizenship 
 

Another important aspect of my inner struggle revolved 

around issues of race. I sometimes tell people that my 

experiences in Turkey began an odyssey of a transformation 

from Negro, to Black, to African American, to global citizen. 

My students at METU helped me through the transition from 

Negro to Black. They, as were many Turks with whom I 

came into contact, were curious about having this Black 

American among them. This curiosity was stimulated by 

images of Blacks that they received from U.S. movies, and 

from daily Turkish news reports of what was happening to 

Blacks in the U.S. Civil Rights struggle. Their curiosity led to 

the 

repeated questioning of why I 

called myself Negro, rather than 

Black. They were more in tune 

than I with what Civil Rights 

activists had insisted on calling 

themselves for a number of years.  

 

The shift from Black to African 

American was a long one, 

beginning on my return to the U.S. in 1967 and as I again became overwhelmed with 

U.S. racial issues. There were a number of interesting experiences that contributed to this 

shift, including how race was at the core of my serious “reverse culture shock.” 

Unfortunately, I don’t have the space to address them here, but look forward to sharing 

them in a book I am writing with the working title: Turkey and the Peace Corps—

Gateway to the Good Life. The shift from African American only, to also viewing myself 

as a global citizen, was facilitated by what I have 

learned as a community health anthropologist, a 

profession that has provided me opportunities to 

live and conduct research in a number of U.S. 

communities, as well as communities in the 

Caribbean, South America, Africa and Europe. 

 

Part of the good life for me has been finding a 

career that supports doing what I love most – 

traveling to different parts of the globe, listening 

to people tell me about their worlds and then 

communicating what I learn to others – including 

policy makers and those who design health and social programs. For providing me – and 

my wife and grown children when we visited Istanbul as a family in 2009 – the 

opportunity to take our lives in a truly global direction, I am most grateful to the U.S. 

Peace Corps and to the wonderful people of Turkey.   


