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INTRODUCTION 

 

For all contributors to this “group memoir,” it’s been more than 46 years since taking the first 

major step on our Peace Corps journey – travelling out to Portland, 

Oregon to attend PC training in summer 1965. Perusing the thin, 

black-and-white, 8”x5½” trainee brochure we were given upon arrival, 

with 114 postage-size photos and matching bios for each invitee – all 

but eight were in their early- to mid-20s; the group split exactly down 

the middle by gender (57 males, 57 females); and trainees were 

distributed across 33 states and selected broadly from all regions of the 

country (30 from the east, 39 from the mid-west, 14 from the south, 

and 30 from the west). One lone outlier (Turk 

Humphrey, who had gone to the University of 

Arizona) joined us from Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, 

presumably because his dad was working for Aramco 

in Ras Tanura. So, while we were a diverse group in 

terms of gender, regional geography, college majors and even age (with five 

trainees ranging from 52 to 70), our numbers included only two African-

Americans and nary a single Asian-, Hispanic- or Native American. Another interesting statistic 

is that roughly 20 percent of our prospective PCVs arrived at training as married couples. One of 

the 12 pairs included Liz Kligerman and her husband Dr. Marty Kligerman – a good sport who, 

assisted by Liz, would often serve as a pin cushion teaching us how to give shots and was 

attending training as a prospective PC Turkey staff member.  

 

So what was this project that would increase the Peace Corps’ presence in Turkey by more than 

20 percent designed to do? Well, as the official training prospectus for Turkey-12 noted: “The 

Government of Turkey has requested that the Peace Corps send volunteers with skills in health, 

teaching, social work and urban community development to work at the Hacettepe Medical 

Center and in the slums of Ankara.” In this respect, Dr. 

Kligerman expected to serve in Turkey as a liaison between 

the medical center and its work in the squatter settlements 

(gecekondu) in and around Ankara, Turkey’s capital city.    

  

Training in Portland, Oregon 

Training at Portland State College (now Portland State 

University) got underway August 31, 1965 and was due to run through November 20. We were 

up at 6 a.m. and on the gymnasium floor by seven Monday thru Friday, grabbing breakfast in the 

cafeteria by 8 a.m. and off to classes and language lab from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. Saturday, we 

skipped gym and finished classes by noon. Of course, after a quick lunch, it was off to the 

medical unit for 3 or 4 injections – usually in the arm, or elsewhere for the more onerous gamma 

globulin booster – totaling a cumulative couple dozen shots over the course 

of our stay. To this we cannot forget the almost equally-dreaded, tepid, 

mystery breakfasts and other “meals” served in the cafeteria AND the 

continuous overt and covert psychological testing and observation to assure 

the U.S. Government was not sending anyone to Turkey who might either not 

be up to the task or decide to get on a return flight directly after deplaning in 
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Istanbul. Add to this a cadre of married couples for the most part who were 

quartered in condemned housing a 15-minute walk from campus – across 

the street from two noisy bars blasting competing R&B and C&W tunes 

until 1:00 AM six nights a week and complimented by heavy construction 

equipment employed in building the Portland Interstate by-pass a few 

blocks away – and you had what most of us concluded was the Peace 

Corps’ template for PCV basic training.            

 

That said, it is a testament to both the volunteers and the program’s ideals 

that most of us also found the PC training both stimulating and helpful. 

Stimulating because it exposed us to dozens of wonderful young (and older) 

people from across this vast country with whom we had never before had 

the opportunity to mingle – in class, in the gym or pick-up ball games, in the cafeteria and 

restaurants, at Saturday night pot-luck parties and holiday celebrations (like Halloween in 

October 1965) and on weekend outings around Portland and 

nearby coastal beaches. Helpful in that the substantive training 

and education turned out to be indispensible – Turkish 

language instruction, area studies in Islamic civilization and 

Turkish history, community organization theory and practice, 

etc. 

 

And of course, nothing was more memorable and motivational than getting to know the dozen or 

so Turkish nationals – both as demanding language instructors who refused to speak English 

with us from day one and as exemplars of the best of contemporary Turkish culture awaiting us 

when we arrived in Anatolia. Who will ever 

forget Latife Uçüncüoğlu with her hot 

Mercedes-Benz convertible? Or Uğur 

Tuncer and his wife Janice who gave birth 

to their beautiful baby boy right in the 

middle of training; Yalçın Bayer with his dead-pan expressions as he watched us suffer through 

substitution drill after drill in those early weeks; Esin Gençoğlu, a home economics major who 

was as comfortable in the kitchen as she was 

in the classroom; Nüzhet Gençoğlu, 

formerly an interpreter and translator for the 

Turkish and US Air Force and Turkish 

teacher at the US Defense Language Institute 

at Monterey; Coşkun Urunlu, a former assistant judge at Turkey’s Administrative Supreme 

Court with an overabundance of energy and opinions; Sabiha Özgür, Latife’s partner in crime 

who loved tooling around Portland with the top down 

and had recently served as co-worker to a PCV teaching 

in a Turkish high school; Olcay Tuzeman, an 

economics major at Portland State who had first come to 

the States as a high school exchange student and hung 

out with our T-12 cohort (e.g., Toni Szalay & Pauline Homko, pictured here); Selim and Ayşe 

Budak (the latter seen here with Phyllis Pelham at our Halloween party), both of whom worked  

at the Turkish Highway Department before coming to the States; and Bilal Göze, who served as 
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a translator at the University of California and, as we learned later, tragically died in a car 

accident over the holidays in 1965.            

 

Course of Study: While many of us reacted differently 

to the training content, in retrospect, most would agree 

that it was well-planned and thorough – even if the 

implementation didn’t exactly match up 100 percent 

with the training prospectus. For example, of the 720 hours scheduled for the 3-month course of 

study and experience, half of the program (360 hours) was devoted to language training – 

classroom instruction and lab work in structure, grammar and vocabulary; conversational 

practice; and technical terms likely to be encountered given our respective job assignments. Of 

course, this did not include further “informal” language practice at dinnertime, with “instructors 

and host country visitors…whenever…trainees are 

sufficiently advanced…to do so.” Another 120 

hours were assigned to technical studies (again 

depending on the mix of jobs for which we were 

being trained), with the remainder of time allocated 

to: area studies (70 – history, politics & customs – 

including a wide range of films we grew to look  

forward to); American studies & world affairs (60 – including America’s role in the world); 

physical education, health & hygiene (75); and “…the philosophy,  strategy, tactics and menace 

of communism” – particularly as it was playing out in the Russian, Yugoslav and Chinese 

contexts and how it might affect the spread of communism elsewhere in Europe and Asia (15). 

To be fair, not all T-12 trainees found the community development training helpful and 

commented on their relative unpreparedness when “hitting the ground.” Similarly, while most 

expressed satisfaction with the exposure to Islamic culture and civilization (to help prepare an 

otherwise unaware group of Westerners for life in an overwhelmingly Muslim country), some 

were less charitable with respect to how “the menace of communism” was handled.   

 

To augment classroom experience and practicums (e.g., role-playing, etc.), male trainees were 

given occasional weekend, volunteer activities not mentioned in the syllabus that included: 1) 

day labor at the Big Sandy migrant camp – site cleaning (including latrines), repair & painting of 

temporary housing for workers due at camp the following week; and 2) similar day labor work at 

the nearby Portland Forest – swinging Pulaskis and sledge-hammers, as we cleared and re-dug 

drainage trenches and re-set pilings and fence posts along the park’s muddy, hillside trails. What 

the ladies did while the guys were out cultivating blisters and calluses remains one of the many 

enigmas of our Peace Corps sojourn in the Pacific Northwest. Oh yes, PSC also made available a 

reading room along with an extensive bibliography on all of these subjects and an impressive 

library to put these resources at our disposal for whatever free time we could salvage from this 

rigorous schedule. It’s also instructive in retrospect to consider that once arriving at their job 

sites in Turkey, small clusters of PCVs were provided with a book-locker of 300 paperback 

volumes to share amongst themselves – of which perhaps a dozen or so dealt with issues of 

American political history and thought and world affairs. 

 

Change in Course: So much for the good news. The bad news was that after training more than 

two months for the urban community development assignment, we were told the project had 
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been scrapped and we all had the option of 1) going home and forgetting this had ever happened, 

2) going home and waiting to be reassigned to another PC project – in Turkey or somewhere 

else, or 3) hanging around Portland and retraining for another project elsewhere in Turkey. When 

the dust settled, more than half of our group remained, and along with more frequent picnics and 

trips to sites around Portland, we hunkered down for another “bonus” month of Turkish 

instruction and technical training in “rural tuberculosis control work.” The only exception to this 

“triaging” of PC training survivors was that the roughly dozen and a half medical technologists 

(who were the only ones expressly requested by our host country) would be sent over as planned 

(just after to Thanksgiving), inasmuch as their assignments had been properly vetted and planned 

for with top management at Hacettepe Hospital in Ankara . (More about this “rough spot” as we 

scrub down several lessons learned in the retrospective segment of our group 

memoir.) 

 

Well, the silver lining in this change of course was that our language 

acquisition skills and area knowledgeability were likely to improve 

considerably with another month’s training. And there is no question the extra 

time made us better prepared when we arrived 

in Turkey. Besides, there were worse places 

to be during autumn than the Pacific Northwest, and Portland 

and its surrounding attractions had been growing on most of us 

since we arrived in late summer. However, the down side of this 

delay was that no formal training had been prepared for the new, 

TB-related technical skills required, nor was there a clearly 

defined, site-specific project for which we were to be trained awaiting us on the other side. Still, 

we had to cool our heels while the PC “planners” scrambled to hit the reset button and tee things 

up with counterparts in Turkey for the arrival of 60+ PCVs to begin a 2-year, “TB control work” 

assignment – whatever that might be. So…the resilient PC wizards concocted another 4-week 

training segment that switched out the UCD component for technical training in TB – i.e., 

primarily learning about the disease itself (e.g., how it’s contracted, how it spreads, how it’s 

treated, what the tuberculosis  bacillus looks like under a microscope, etc.). Little did we know at 

the time that this proposal idea had been discussed earlier in Turkey, albeit as a pilot project at a 

very modest level of effort. Moreover, no agreements were yet in place to receive volunteers and 

place them in jobs and communities. Nevertheless, our overwhelmingly “20-something” cadre of 

naïve, trusting idealists continued to report to the gymnasium floor every weekday morning, 

becoming psyched about the new mission (helping to eradicate TB in rural Turkey) and getting 

prepared to deal with the vagaries of yet another ambiguous assignment. In a phrase, our 

response was: fark etmez (it makes no difference).  

 

Finally, it was time for “graduation” and the trip home 

before heading overseas. Our hosts at Portland State gave us all 

certificates of completion (for the UCD project) and we celebrated 

crossing the finish line. What we learned before leaving Portland 

State and going home to spend the holidays with our families was that 

all but the medical professionals who had already gone over to Turkey – with skills in: dietetics, 

dentistry, medical technology, pharmacy and physical therapy – would be assigned to TB 

programs in impoverished areas ringing the major cities of Istanbul, Izmir and Adana. In this 
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way, no single program or community would be obliged to absorb a large compliment of new 

PCVs – especially given the relatively unexplored nature of the TB control mission in Turkey. 

By the way, although it has not been independently verified, it is generally acknowledged that 

the first wave of T-12 trainees to arrive in Turkey – the medical technologists – commonly 

referred to the generalists who followed a month or so later as T-12½!!  

 

Meanwhile, most of those with medical training were assigned in small numbers to existing 

programs in Ankara and elsewhere in which there was unmet demand. As the couple dozen 

personal stories in this group memoir describe, almost all of the T-12 PCVs who made it to 

Turkey had a unique experience. Singular not only in the sense that every 2-year (or truncated), 

PCV cross-cultural immersion was a unique journey, but also in that we had been training for 

what turned out to be a moving target – arriving to perform a job that no one seemed to have 

requested us for and one for which the PC staff itself was at a loss to offer much support, other 

than continuing to retrain and help place us in yet another assignment that just might click. Go 

figure!   

 

Arriving in Turkey 

After ringing in the New Year in the States, many of us traveled to Turkey in early January 1966, 

arriving late in the evening at Yeşilköy Airport outside Istanbul in a blinding snowstorm. Rather 

than continue on to Ankara for our orientation, most of us were taken to a nearby hotel for a 

night or two (after 45 years, there’s little agreement on these matters) to wait out the blizzard and 

allow sufficient time for the airports to reopen. In fact, as many of us learned only recently – in 

the process of writing our group memoir and reconnecting at the Peace Corps’ 50
th

 anniversary 

reunion in Washington DC in September 2011 – not all of us were this fortunate. It seems as if 

some of our group continued on by a connecting flight to Ankara in the blinding snowstorm. 

Reportedly, although part of our formal training included advice on avoiding travel on small 

planes or night-time flights in Turkey, this cohort mercifully arrived safe and sound – albeit 

somewhat jittery – at the Ankara airport late at night, and the PC staff ferried them by car from 

the tarmac to the Berlin Hotel. And to this day none of us could ever figure out why it was 

deemed safe for some to fly while all the rest were grounded. Or for that matter, who made this 

decision. In retrospect, such an enigmatic occurrence was a constant companion of our T-12 

journey – from the first week of training in Portland to our equally mysterious exits from Turkey.   

 

For the lucky souls stranded in Istanbul, this was kind of cool. We were accommodated in a 

modern facility with good service and delicious Turkish cuisine, given time to get reacquainted 

with our “classmates” and provided with a “soft landing” insofar as acclimating to a foreign 

country is concerned – especially making heads or tails of vernacular Turkish 

spoken rapidly by hamallar (baggage handlers/porters), oda hizmetçiler 

(chambermaids) and garsonlar (waiters). Egads! Was this the language we 

studied for four months in Portland? 

 

Next, it was on to Ankara for in-country 

Peace Corps orientation and learning more 

details about our specific assignments. It was 

the dead of winter, snow all around and the pungent odor of coal 

ash wafting across the long basin in which the Turkish capital is 
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built. Most of us came into town and settled in at the Berlin Hotel, located in Ulus just below the 

Byzantine citadel walls and in clear site of the gecekondu neighborhoods. Within a week or so, 

many of us took off in different directions – most for Istanbul and Izmir, 10 for the Adana vilayet 

(province) and a handful who stayed 

put in Ankara. 

 

In the varied first-hand accounts that 

follow, we get a feel for the thrill 

and excitement the T-12 volunteers 

experienced upon arriving in Turkey 

and the frustrations they 

encountered along the way – 

particularly with their job 

assignments scattered across the 

length and breadth of the country. Together, these brief personal memoirs – many punched up 

with photos contributed by the cohort’s nascent amateur photographers (see Acknowledgements) 

– flesh out how this group of volunteers pursued the Peace Corps’ three-fold objectives: 

 Learning and becoming more aware as Americans of the richness of Turkish culture 

and society and of the dignity and humanity of ordinary Turkish people; 

 Imparting a similar understanding of ordinary Americans to those Turks with whom 

we came in contact; and 

 Contributing in some small way to Turkey’s development as an emerging democracy 

by dint of the technical role we were able to play – in this case promoting public 

health goals. 

 

Later, we will return to these objectives in a retrospective that 

shares RPCV views on the extent to which these purposes 

were met and explores how the Peace Corps experience 

influenced our lives for the ensuing 45 years. Lastly, we close 

with an epilogue that captures the joy, sadness and ultimate 

exhilaration of coming together in Washington DC the 

weekend of September 23- 25, 2011 to celebrate the Peace Corps’ 50
th

 anniversary. 


