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Getting Started
Wednesday, October 25, 2006
I found out today that I’m going to be nominated to be a Peace Corps volunteer. This is great news and I’m excited. I’m starting this journal to keep a record of my experiences in the Peace Corps, the application process and my time overseas.
I’ve spent almost 15 years working for the same company and the last 23 years working in television news. I have a good job and a nice life, but I feel it is time to do something different. The Peace Corps seems to fit that bill.
I first remember hearing about the Peace Corps when Jimmy Carter was running for President. I was probably about 15 years old at the time and his mother “Ms. Lillian” was getting almost as much attention as Mr. Carter. I remembered hearing that she had been a Peace Corps volunteer and I remember thinking that would something I would like to do. (A few years later, I had the chance to interview Ms. Lillian, but I didn’t ask her about the Peace Corps.)
The next time I got interested in the Peace Corps was during a three week exchange trip to Germany sponsored by the Radio and Television News Directors Association (RTNDA) and RIAS, which hosts two groups of journalists in Germany each year. It was a great experience and really got me interested in wanting to live in another culture, another place.
Now, fast forward ten years later, I’m 46, financially secure and have no debt and really no reason that I can’t do this now. There was not ONE thing that motivated me to make the move at this time, but probably a combination of things at work. The industry is changing, like all industries do, but it isn’t as much fun as it used to be. As the head of a TV news department I often feel like I’m more of a Personnel Manager instead of a news manager. It has always been the news that I have enjoyed and I get to do less and less of that each day. My company is also undergoing some transformations. We are now on our 4th CEO since I’ve been with the company. There are many changes coming and I’m not sure I really want to shoulder the blame that my staff will give me for some of these.
My process started on-line. I came home on September 26th after a stressful day at the TV station, filled out the application and medical history, hit send and was on my way. A little over a week later, I was getting fingerprinted at the police department, getting copies of my college transcript and getting three references to say good things about me.
That lead to the interview and it was quite an unusual interview. I met Tricia Siaso, my recruiter at a Borders bookstore; we walked back into the stacks at the store, found two chairs and chatted for about an hour. I told her that my interest was really in business development and would enjoy working with someone to either start or develop their business. I also expressed a desire to work somewhere warm. We briefly discussed the former Soviet states and Eastern Europe but I think she got the idea that I didn’t want to go somewhere cold if I could help it. She told me she thought I was competitive for the position and would be in touch with me this week.
After I got home from the interview, I started what has become an almost nightly task–going on-line and reading more about the Peace Corps. It was the night after the interview when I read an article that almost 1/2 of the people who apply to the Peace Corps are turned down. However, I also saw that many of those were people without professional experience. I remained hopeful.
True to her word, Tricia phoned and e-mailed me on Monday to say she had some good news. . . a business development opportunity in the Pacific. I didn’t get the messages until Monday night so couldn’t call her until Tuesday. I asked more about the position. She didn’t have a lot of details except that it was in the Pacific. She did have one business advising position left in the Caribbean but she said she didn’t know if it was still open and that she really felt like I should be in the higher level business development program. I said okay so she is forwarding me the medical paperwork to complete and the official nomination.
Until today, only three people know that I have applied for this position and those are my three references. I am flying up to Virginia this weekend to tell my family my plans. I believe they will be supportive and I am going to need their support. My plan is to sell my house before I leave but I don’t want to put it on the market until I receive the official invitation that I have been cleared. The same for my job. I’m not going to say anything until I know for sure that this is happening. Tricia, my recruiter, said that if I get my medical work done quickly, I should get something by January, but said it could take longer. All the Peace Corps will guarantee is six weeks before you leave. I’m hoping for a bit more time.
Sunday, October 29, 2006
I flew to Virginia this weekend and told my family of my plans to join the Peace Corps. As expected, they were supportive. My oldest sister, Becky seemed a little apprehensive when I asked my two sisters and my parents to come downstairs because I had something to tell them. Becky’s comment was “you are scaring me”. However, once I made the big announcement she was the first to say congratulations and give me a high five. In fact, later Saturday evening after everyone had left, Becky and I got on her computer and started looking at the places I could be going.
“Where are you going” was obviously one of the first questions that my family wanted to know and one which I would like to know myself. However, the Peace Corps doesn’t share that information until they give you an official invitation. My recruiter told me she was recommending me for a business development program in the Pacific. The Peace Corps web site shows six countries with active programs: Fiji, Kiribati, Micronesia and Palau, Samoa, Tonga and Vanuatu. My best guess is Vanuatu since it is the only one that specifically lists a business development program, but my recruiter says that doesn’t really mean anything since the programs are constantly changing.
Becky, with help from my nephew Isaac and I spent time looking at different web sites about Vanuatu including the State Department Site which I had not visited before. Isaac suggested we look at Google Earth so he could see exactly where Vanuatu and the other islands are located. Becky says she has always wanted to visit Australia and said that if she can’t come to wherever I am stationed, that we could always meet there. Isaac promptly announced he wasn’t going to get on a plane and go that far away.
I didn’t get to spend as much time Saturday evening talking with Maria, my other sister and with Mom and Dad, but I’m hopeful they will visit regardless of where I am stationed.
The big hurdle left for me is my medical examination. I am not aware of any medical issues that would prevent me from going anywhere, but you never know what may be discovered. My recruiter had originally requested to be sent to Africa but was not able to go there after it was discovered she was allergic to the medicine they use to treat Malaria. I also have to have a complete dental exam, but that one doesn’t worry me. Any dental problems can be fixed.
I’ve started making a list of the many things that I need to do in preparation for my assignment. I don’t want to do anything permanent until I have the official invitation, but certainly I need to do some pre-planning. My parents have agreed to take my dog, Lady during the time that I am gone and my sister Maria may also take her pending a discussion with her husband, Andy. Becky and her husband Bill, an attorney said they would be happy to serve as my “Power of Attorney” to deal with any issues during my time away.
I also have some financial planning I need to do which I can begin to do even before I get the invitation. One of those is making sure I am receiving all of my bills electronically. I’m hopeful that wherever I end up, I will have access to the Internet. Even if I don’t have that, having everything paid electronically will allow someone else to check on how things are going and to pay any outstanding bills. Once my house is sold, I should not have any additional bills.
At this point, the circle of people who know of my plans still remains limited to my three references and my immediate family. I’m going to keep the circle tight until after I get my year-end bonus, even if I should get the official invitation before then. I probably won’t broaden it until the invitation arrives so that word does not leak out to my staff and my company.
Tuesday, October 31, 2006
Several times a week, I look at resume tapes of people who want to become TV reporters. Most are pretty predictable and with rare exception, I seldom watch an entire tape. Today was an exception. In the stack of tapes was a DVD from someone named Ian Wood. It was a documentary he had produced during his time as a Peace Corps Volunteer from 2002 to 2005 in Jinotepe, Nicaragua. I didn’t have time to watch the entire program at work, so tonight I brought it home and watched it. It was fascinating to see his house, his “outdoor” kitchen and to see the other Peace Corps Volunteers who were serving with him. I am making copies of the DVD to send to my parents and my sisters.
I’m not sure if he is qualified to be a reporter with my station, but after watching the tape, I sent him an e-mail telling him I would be happy to meet with him. I’m sure I won’t tell him that I’ve been nominated to serve but it will be interesting to meet him and talk with him about his experiences.
The Peace Corps also sent me a book today with stories written by RPCV’s or Returned Peace Corps Volunteers. I look forward to reading that.
Sunday, November 19, 2006
I’ve finally completed my medical screening for the Peace Corps. I had read online that this could be a laborious process and my recruiter had told me the same thing. It was time-consuming but not for the reasons I expected.
The Peace Corps provides an online site where you can check the status of your application at any time. On November 1st, my site was updated to say that the Peace Corps had shipped my medical forms to me and that I should make my appointments to have the exams completed. I did that almost immediately. I quickly got a medical appointment and went to a walk-in eye glass exam place. I had to wait a while for the dental appointment, but I was put on the stand-by list and got in a few days later. As it turned out, I completed ALL of my appointments before the official forms arrived in the mail. Fortunately the Peace Corps had downloadable form online that I was able to take to my appointments.
The eye exam was confusing because they wanted information on fitting me for a frame but they only provided pictures of frames and the optician was not comfortable “guessing” about the frame size. The dental exam was a bit time consuming but I also had a hygiene appointment at the same time. The medical appointment required some lab work including an HIV test and a Blood Type test.
The HIV test turned out to be a bigger deal that I expected. Once I got to the clinic, I had to sign two forms, one consenting to have the test done and then another saying the results would be reported to my doctor and I had to give consent to that. It seemed like a bit of overkill to me since it was my doctor who ordered the test in the first place. As far as the blood type test, my doctor told me that was not a common test, which surprised me. I figured it would be routine. Turns out it was a good thing. I have never given a lot of thought to my blood type and only vaguely remembered that I had Type O positive blood. Turns out, that is not correct, I’m A Positive. Not sure why I had thought otherwise, but that’s what the lab reported.
On Wednesday morning, I was taking my dog out for a walk and a guy came out of my neighbor’s house and said “Do you live there?” pointing at my house? I said yes and he said “I’m taking care of the Heller’s house and I just found a bunch of your mail in their mailbox. I put it in your box.”
This is my neighbor’s second home and they don’t use it a lot. The mail could have been in their box for weeks. I went to my mailbox and sure enough there were my Peace Corps documents.
Fortunately, the medical and dental forms were identical. However, there were now two additional forms I had to have my doctor complete . .One had to do with my physical capabilities . . . could I sit and stand for long periods of time, can I lift 50 pounds, etc.
The second form contained additional medical questions based on my application. These asked about my allergy to Shrimp and Lobster and my high Cholesterol. They also wanted additional lab reports on my Cholesterol.
I got the new forms back to my doctor who filled them out and I was finally done. I had gotten concerned that I had not received the paperwork and as it turns out, it was probably a Postal error that caused the delay and not a delay with the Peace Corps. Last night, I make copies of everything then drove to the main post office and dropped my forms in the mail.
Next week is Thanksgiving week so I’m guessing they won’t even get looked at until after the holiday. My hope is to receive my clearance before the first of February. That is two months away. If I can get my medical clearance and my invitation then I should have plenty of time to get my house on the market, resign my job and get my other affaors in order. I’m also hoping to spend some time traveling and visiting family before I depart.
I’m flying to Virginia on Thursday for Thanksgiving Day. Mom and Dad want to spend some time chatting with me about my plans. I’m looking forward to that.
Saturday, December 2, 2006
Joining the Peace Corps is definitely a process. I’m sure part of that is to keep people from making quick decisions and then backing out.
The other part is probably related to the fact that it is a federal bureaucracy. It’s been two weeks since I mailed out all of my medical forms. This morning, I got an e-mail saying that my paperwork was received by the Peace Corps yesterday. That means it either took two weeks for a letter to get from Florida to DC or it took two weeks for the Peace Corps to open its mail and update my information. Either way, it doesn’t really matter to me. I’m happy to know the process is moving forward.
Interestingly, the Peace Corps web site shows that my Dental review is complete and I sent that information in the same envelope as the medical paperwork. The site says most applications are reviewed in four to six weeks. That keeps me on my target of wanting to know my status by the first of February. I have already cleared the legal review, the other step in the process. The only step remaining after that is placement.
My hope is that I can resign from work on Friday March 2, 2007. Assuming a June Peace Corps departure date, that would be three months of paying my own health benefits. Mom and Dad are also planning to visit the first week of March. I’m not sure what else I will do during those months, but I would plan to do some traveling and deal with wrapping up my personal business affairs before I leave.
I spent Thanksgiving night talking with Mom and Dad for several hours about my plans between now and the time I leave and also what to do when I get back. I am now planning to keep my house. Mom and Dad have said they would come down a couple of times a year to check on the house and I’m sure my sisters might also be interested in doing that. I am not interested in renting out the house but would very much like to have someone check on the place regularly. There are also home-watch services and I may decide to employ one of them as well.
Keeping the house is not necessary the smartest short-term financial decision. I will pay out a good chunk of change paying utilities, taxes, insurance, POA and HOA fees, etc. It might make financial sense to sell but then again perhaps not. Housing prices are in a slump right now. I would have to sell for less than I want and that amount would probably be more than what I’ll pay out over the two years I’m away. And I really do like where I live and it would be great to have a place to come home.
The other thing I am doing at the moment is moving all of my bills to electronic billing. That way, I can pay bills from anywhere I have an Internet connection and if I don’t have a connection, someone can log in as me and pay them. I’m not doing automatic debit at this point as that makes me nervous, but it means getting the bills online and then clicking a button to pay them.
Thursday, December 7, 2006
The next thing I’m expecting in the mail from the Peace Corps is an invitation to a specific program. I expect that will happen once my medical clearance is approved. Tonight, I had a little apprehension when I opened my mailbox and inside was a very small envelope from the Peace Corps.
I immediately remembered my days of applying to college. You knew that if you got a big envelope from a school, it meant you got in, if you got a small envelope, it meant “Thanks but no Thanks”.
I haven’t thought a lot about what would happen if I don’t get accepted but it is something you can’t help but consider. The Peace Corps turns down something like 1/2 of the people who apply so it would not be unusual.
As I headed inside, I couldn’t wait to open the envelope. Was this a rejection I wondered? After setting down my other mail (and giving my dog her nightly treat) I opened the envelope to find a single page letter.
The letter simply told me I had received my dental clearance. Of course, I already knew that from e-mail and the Peace Corps web site.
Now that I got that letter, I won’t worry too much when I get the next one.
Happy New Year
Wednesday, January 3, 2007
It is now officially 2007 and as I write this I can’t help but think about where I may celebrate the beginning of 2008. Hopefully it will be somewhere in the Peace Corps. I have to admit starting to feel a bit impatient about the process, but everything I have read says to expect a long application period. I have been targeting mid-January to early February to hear something based on what my recruiter told me. However, the Peace Corps says it will only give you six weeks notice before you depart, which means that if I receive an invitation to a program in June, as expected, I might not hear anything until Mid-April.
My family continues to support my desire to join the Peace Corps. For Christmas, my parents gave me a nice pair of Gore-Tex boots by Ecco to wear during my service. My sister Maria gave me a watch that doesn’t require winding or a battery and is waterproof and my sister Becky gave me several books, including one called “So, You Want to Join the Peace Corps. . . What to know before you go” by Dillon Banerjee.
I read that book cover to cover at one sitting. It has a lot of good information and some useful tips including suggestions on what to take. For example, he suggests taking a roll of US Stamps with you. That way, you can give letters and small packages to people heading back to the US that can be dropped in any mailbox. He also suggests external speakers for your music player so you don’t have to wear headphones in your house. Both are very good suggestions. The book also includes good information about what it is like to be a volunteer and what you can expect.
I spent part of my Christmas vacation visiting friends in Orlando. It was somewhat of a reunion, because all six of us who went to Europe together in September 2005 were all there. It’s the first time we’ve been together since we left Paris. Naturally the talk turned to where we should take our next trip. I pushed them to try for a trip in April without explaining to them why. I must not have been very convincing since we decided to take a trip in September again.
I felt a bit guilty about not telling them what I was planning but two of them work in television and it is a very small business. I don’t think either would intentionally say anything, but I’ve kept the number of people who know my plans very small. Once I get the official invitation, I will certainly tell more people.
I’m also sending an e-mail tonight to my recruiter just to make sure everything is okay with my application. Her office was closed today due to President Ford’s funeral.
Thursday, January 25, 2007
Be patient. That’s what I keep telling myself as I wait to hear from the Peace Corps as to whether I have passed my medical screening and as I wait on the official invitation. I received this e-mail today from my recruiter, who was responding to my e-mail asking about the status of my application.
Hello! I don’t think they have started inviting to your program yet. They are focusing on end of Feb/beginning of March at this point. As far as I see, your medical file is still under review. Just hang in there! They have until the end of April to invite to your program so I’m guessing you’ll hear something in March. But it can’t hurt to ask. Feel free to check back often with me. As soon as I know anything, I’ll let you know! -Tricia
While there is nothing negative in the e-mail, having to wait until March or April to hear certainly would mess up my plans to take several months off before departing. The worst case scenario would be to not find out until the end of April. While I could leave my job by just giving two weeks’ notice, that would mean I would be leaving during the May rating period, which is the most important rating period of the year in television. I’m fairly certain my company would want me to stay on until the end. If I did that, I could have just a week before leaving for the Peace Corps. If I didn’t stay for the May book, I would certainly be “burning bridges” by leaving the station then.
If I find out at the beginning of March, I would still have two months to travel and take care of my personal affairs before departing. While the Peace Corps would be a change of pace, there are many things I would like to do with a little time off from working.
I’ve got a date—actually several dates!!
Wednesday, February 14, 2007
I had a great conversation with my recruiter Tricia today. I’ve been a bit nervous about my status with the Peace Corps because it has been months since I have had any correspondence from them. Actually more than two months. The Peace Corps web page says it usually takes 4-6 weeks to get medical clearance.
It has been two months since the Peace Corps said it received my Medical information and almost three since I sent everything to them. Much longer than the promised 4-6 weeks. Of course I also have to remind myself that I am dealing with a Government Organization. This is not TV, where we turn everything around in a couple of hours and then go on to our next project.
Tricia told me that NO ONE has been invited yet to participate in the program to which I have been nominated. That means I’m not the only one waiting. She also says that it is not unusual that I have not received Medical Clearance. She says while it would be great if the applications were handled on a first in, first out basis, in reality, they prioritize the applications based on the departure date of the program. Some people wait to the last minute and they will get reviewed before others if their program departs sooner. That is apparently what is happening with my application. Because they are not yet inviting people
Now to the dates I mentioned. Tricia said I should expect to hear something by February 28th about my medical application. She knows the person reviewing the information and says it is too soon for her to call yet. If I have not heard by the 28th, she will call and get an update. She also told me that based on my qualifications; she would expect that I would get an invitation almost immediately after getting my medical clearance. She says there is no guarantee but that I am “extremely competitive” and should get one of the first invitations. All invitations for my program will be issued by April 21st. My program will leave six weeks after that, which is around June 3rd. Even though I don’t have medical clearance yet or even an invitation, I am very optimistic about my status. It was great to talk with her and she told me I was welcome to call her every week until I got my invitation.
I did ask her about my Shrimp and Lobster allergy, which is really the only thing from a medical perspective that could cause me a problem. She said that even though it is a minor allergy, someone might decide that if an area has a diet high in shellfish that they should not send me there. She then added that when she served in Samoa they almost never had shrimp or lobster and that is the same region where I have received my nomination. She laughed and said she wished she had gotten Lobster in the Peace Corps!!
Joining the Peace Corps is a major life change for me. Last week, I went to the Super Bowl, something many people never get a chance to do. I sat in a covered seat and watched as thousands who paid thousands of dollars for tickets got rained on. It was a really fun experience to get to go.

During my career, I’ve covered hurricanes, space shuttle launches, World Series, political conventions, Presidents and Popes, the fall of the Berlin Wall, and many other events. I’ve also met many fascinating people along the way.
Those are events and people I will always remember. That’s the fun part of being in the TV business. And I would not trade my experiences for anything. However, it is very obvious to me that it is time to leave TV. I have no ill will toward my present company, where I have worked for the past 15 years, but the job and the TV industry are no longer for me.
Just this week, it was announced that our station manager was being shifted to a new corporate job and my boss, the woman who hired me, would no longer be the General Manager of our TV station. (She had carried both the title of GM of my station and President of our Broadcast Division, now she will just be division President). That means my station will be getting a new boss. I’ve had several people ask me since the announcement if I will be taking over the station. It is quite flattering but the answer is NO! A couple of years ago I would have been beating down the door to get the job, now I realize it is not for me. And I also don’t think I would get it even if I was interested. I’m sure that when it is announced that I am leaving people will wonder if it is because of the management changes at the station. Regardless of what is said, many will believe that.
However, I am so sure that I want to do something else, that if they offered to double my salary and gave me the job, I would still turn it down. After today, I really believe the Peace Corps is going to happen for me. It may happen in two weeks or it could take two months, but when it does, I will be ready.
A Fiji in Fiji?
Tuesday, February 27, 2007
When I joined my college fraternity, I didn’t know very much about Fiji except that it was the nickname for my fraternity, Phi Gamma Delta. And of course, I knew it was an island somewhere in the Pacific. Each year, my fraternity celebrated “Fiji Island”, billed as the best party each year on campus at West Virginia University. We built a lagoon, a waterfall, tropical huts and dressed like Fiji islanders, or at least how we thought a Fijian would dress. Mostly it was about drinking, but was always a lot of fun.
Now the real Fiji is top of mind again. I’ve spent a good deal of time looking at different blogs from current and former Peace Corps Volunteers since I decided to fill out my application. I have always thought that Vanuatu was where I would be headed as a volunteer. Now, I believe the most likely place could be Fiji. I’ve looked at the start days for different volunteer groups based on their blog entries. Here is what I discovered:
East Timor - July
Fiji - June
Kiribati - October
Malaysia - Unknown
Micronesia - November
Palau - October
Papua New Guinea - January
Samoa - October
Tonga - July
Vanuatu - April
It is also possible that it could be Malaysia. I couldn’t find much about that area, however, on the Peace Corps web page, they link Micronesia and Palau together, which may mean they both depart in October.
Peace Corps service was stopped in Fiji because of political unrest in 1998 but was restored in 2003 once the country settled down. According to one blog, the Fiji dates from last year align almost exactly with the dates I received from my recruiter for this year.
I’m hopeful that I will receive medical clearance this week. I am supposed to call her on Wednesday if I do not hear by then. I hope that an invitation is issued shortly after that.
If I do end up in Fiji, I would be “A Fiji in Fiji”.
It is a bureaucracy!!
Thursday, March 1, 2007
There is no question that the Peace Corps is a federal government bureaucracy. And yes, I have read all the information about how getting medical clearance is the most frustrating part of the application process. I’m beginning to understand.
Today, I called my recruiter, Tricia, to inquire about my status. She had asked me to call if I had not heard anything about my application by today. She looked in her computer and it still shows that I’m awaiting medical clearance. She said I should call the Medical Officer who was in charge of my application, a guy named Dennis in DC.
I immediately called and he answered the phone. Very friendly guy but the bottom line is that they haven’t even looked at my medical application yet. He said they are jammed up, more than normal, and they were having trouble getting caught up. He said once they look at my file, it will happen very fast. They will either call or send me a letter if they need more information, or just approve it. As we were chatting, he mentioned that he and his wife had been in a similar situation with a house and jobs when they decided to volunteer. He told me to be patient and if I haven’t heard something in two weeks, to give him a call back.
I’m beginning to think that may be the standard line–call back in two weeks. He did give me a little nugget of information. He said that while the official rule is that all invitations are given six weeks before departure, that it really is more like eight weeks. He said I would probably not be leaving until mid-June, perhaps around the 15th or so for my program. That’s about eight weeks from the April 21st deadline that I was given two weeks ago.
That is actually really good news. If I don’t actually hear until April 21st that would still give me time to give adequate notice at work and still have a few weeks to get ready to leave. It would limit my ability to do any substantial trips before I depart but I can make that work.
While a mid-June departure doesn’t line up exactly with last year’s Fiji schedule, (See previous post) it still seems a good bet. Both East Timor and Tonga have July departures. It looks like East Timor departs early July according to two blogs, but one lists an April departure. Tonga seems all over the place, but one blog shows arrivals on July 11, 2004. (I also found a blog writer who was given an official reprimand for sharing his opinions on-line and he closed it.
I don’t know if my assumptions about the departures being the same every year are correct, but there does seem to be some consistency in the dates.
So what now? I wait two more weeks. And I keep reminding myself that patience is a virtue.
Another Two Weeks
Thursday, March 15, 2007
It’s been exactly two weeks since my last conversation with anyone at the Peace Corps. That meant it was time today for my bi-weekly round of phones calls. I got voice mail when I called both my recruiter, Tricia and the Medical Officer, Dennis. Tricia was the first to call back saying that, NO, she didn’t have any news but that she really thinks I should hear something soon. She said if I didn’t hear back from the medical office, to let her know and she would follow up personally. A while later, Dennis called back and left a voice mail that no one has looked at my file yet and repeated what he said two weeks ago, that they were backed up but that someone should be looking at it soon.
This time, neither Tricia nor Dennis said to call back in two weeks but both told me to stay in contact with them. Tricia says she checks my file every couple of days because there should be some action soon.
Even though I don’t know anything yet, I did give my dog to Mom and Dad on Monday since they probably will not be back in Florida until after I leave. It’s pretty lonely without “Lady”. And somehow it makes leaving seem a bit more real. I know they will take good care of her while I’m away and she’ll probably get more attention than I could have given her. It’s not permanent. If I don’t get into the Peace Corps for some reason, Lady will be back here very quickly.

It was nice to spend time with Mom and Dad. We were at St. George Island in North Florida for the past few days. I also got a chance to see a couple of friends of mine from Tallahassee who drove down for a visit on Sunday. I told them of my plans to join the Peace Corps. I think my friend Tim didn’t believe me at first but was very supportive once he realized I was serious. I suspect I will get that reaction from others as I expand the list of people who know of my plans.
I don’t intent to tell anyone else until I know something more concrete; however, it is increasingly difficult to not know exactly what will be happening. Today I had a conversation with someone at work about something that could happen in November and another about our plans for Hurricane Season. It was tough to have that conversation knowing that if the Peace Corps accepts me, I will be a long way away from West Palm Beach this November and that the only hurricanes I’ll be worrying about will be in the South Pacific.
Friday, March 16, 2007
I was pleasantly surprised to get a phone call today from my recruiter, Tricia. She said she had called the head person in the medical office and asked him to review my file. He did that and then sent me the following e-mail.
Mr. Hunsicker,
I have finished a review of your application that you submitted using an outdated form rather than the current form provided with your medical kit. We unfortunately therefore do not have a complete application.
Please provide a copy of the results of your Hepatitis B surface antigen, Hepatitis B core antibody, Hepatitis C serology & G6PD titers. These tests are required for all applicants. There are a variety of tests that can be performed for Hepatitis B. Insist that these required tests are obtained. There are no substitutes.
We require that you provide us with documentation of past or current Td – Tetanus/diphtheria (submitted with your application and current), OPV/IPV – Polio and MMR – Measles, Mumps & Rubella immunizations. Please obtain copies of this information for your personal safekeeping and review of correctness and completeness before personally faxing copies to 202-692-1561. This invariably prevents unnecessary delays in receiving the required information.
If this is all that is required, I feel GREAT about my application. I sent him an e-mail tonight telling him that I have made a doctor’s appointment for March 26th to have the shots and blood work done. I also asked him to confirm that this was the only outstanding issue with my application.
I may try to see if I can find someone else to give me the shots sooner and order the lab work. I’m assuming that once that is done, I should be good to go. If I can’t get this done sooner, then I probably won’t be able to send the paperwork to them until March 28th . . . that’s two weeks away.
Oh in case you were wondering about the reference to the outdated form. I had to download the forms from the Internet because it took a month for the paperwork to arrive and I had already set up all my medical appointments. Tricia told me the delay was because they were changing the form. That sounds like the government!!
My other good news: my company paid out the year-end bonuses today. If I had resigned before getting that, I would have lost the bonus as that is our policy.
Jumping Through Hoops
Thursday, March 22, 2007
I thought today I would be finished with my medical application to the Peace Corps. That didn’t happen. Last Friday I had all of my blood work done. I gave the nurse at my doctor’s office the e-mail I received from the medical officer detailing the additional tests that needed to be done. My doctor ordered the tests from that e-mail. When I got to the lab, I showed the e-mail to the lab technician, who consulted a reference book and assured me that the tests on the e-mail were being done.
On Tuesday, I went to the public health department and had my MMR (Measles, Mumps and Rubella) shot and a Polio shot. The nurse also suggested a Hepatitis A shot since I was going to the South Pacific. I agreed. Last night I e-mailed those records to the Peace Corps. Today, my doctor’s office called and said they had the results from Friday. I picked them up and then both faxed and e-mailed them to the Peace Corps Medical Officer. This evening, I got the following e-mail:
Mr. Hunsicker,
Unfortunately one of the tests performed was not correct.
We asked that you please provide a copy of the results of your Hepatitis B surface antigen, Hepatitis B core antibody, Hepatitis C serology & G6PD titers. These tests are required for all applicants. There are a variety of tests that can be performed for Hepatitis B. Insist that these required tests are obtained. There are no substitutes.
The result of a Hepatitis B surface antibody test was submitted that was not requested or required, it does not substitute for the result of your Hepatitis B core antibody.
Please provide a copy of the result of your Hepatitis B core antibody test as required.
This means, I’ve got to do it all over again. . . at least the lab work. I believe my doctor’s office is closed on Thursday, but I’m going to go there in the morning and try and get this done again. If that fails, I’ll try to find another doctor to issue the order and then I’ll get the lab work done. It will take a few days once it is done to get the results, which means probably Tuesday or Wednesday of next week.
Unfortunately, the lab orders are written in “code” so it is very tough to see exactly what you are getting. At least now I can say I need the “CORE” antibody. I have no idea what that means, and I don’t actually really care. My doctor says I don’t have Hepatitis, not that I had any reason to think I did, and I suspect that won’t change with this latest test.
I can’t really fault the Peace Corps for this one. Actually, I was pretty impressed that I got the response less than an hour after sending them everything. Of course, I also don’t know if this is some obscure test or if both my doctor and the lab just messed up.
If all else fails, I do have a doctor’s appointment on Monday and I’ll get the new blood work order done then. I just hate to keep waiting. I have a new boss who is starting in just over two weeks. I would hate to have to resign on her first day on the job. That will fuel lots of speculation that she was the reason I left . . . and I haven’t even met her yet.
As we say in TV, “Stay Tuned”!
Guess where I’m going??
Friday, March 23, 2007
Tonight, I got home to catch up on my regular blog reading and found several people who are leaving for Fiji on the 23rd of MAY. I’m guessing that means I won’t be going there since I don’t leave until June. I’m probably spending way too much time trying to figure out where I will be sent, but I am enjoying it. I’m learning a lot about what it is like to be in the Peace Corps and realize that many others have the same thoughts and concerns that I have.
Here’s a quote that I found tonight on Matt’s Peace Corps Adventure.
Man, just when u thought it was gonna get easier i totally read over all my paperwork for my invitation to FIJI. . . . The red tape and essays and resumees never end..∼!!!!! I need to now file a new updated resumee for my in country officers to check out, and answer a 5 part essay about what i am plan on getting out of this experience, ect ect. . . Guess i had better get used to it huh.. Its not that hard, just one more thing on my plate.. :) For anyone thinking of getting into the Peace Corps, just know, that you will never be done filling out paperwork, filling out forms, getting medically probed and prodded and writing essays or statements!!!!
He seems to have the same feelings I have had recently. The good news is that while my doctor doesn’t work on Thursday, the nurse was there and she wrote new orders to have my blood work done. The lab told me the results should be back tomorrow afternoon so hopefully I will really be done with my medical application. Of course, I have to get the results from my doctor and not from the lab, so that could delay matters.
There are just six countries in the Pacific Islands with Active Peace Corps programs. There is always a chance that my program could be a start-up. Here are actual departure dates I’ve found on various blogs.
Tonga – October 25, 2006
Samoa – October 14, 2006
Fiji – May 23, 2007
Kiribati – October, 2006
Micronesia/Palau – September 6, 2006 (Also September 6, 2005)
Vanuatu – June 11, 2003, June 14, 2006 (Also September 22, 2006)
So what does this mean? I’m guessing that the larger programs have more than one departure date each year. The June departure for Vanuatu could be my program. If you remember, I originally thought I was going to Vanuatu but then saw the September date. The Vanuatu program is the largest according to the PC web site with 88 current volunteers. If that is the case, it is possible they do two programs a year. And the training for the June group would be done by mid-September so that could work.
My best guess is now Vanuatu . . . and they list a business development program. Hopefully I’ll soon know if I’m right.
Medical Clearance–Finally!!
Thursday, March 29, 2007
Here’s how it happened. I was driving to work this morning, sitting at a stop light checking e-mails on my Blackberry. There it was. . . an e-mail saying my status has been updated at PeaceCorps.gov. I’m still about ten minutes from work, so I immediately log into the web site on my Blackberry as I’m driving to work. It’s slow, but it works. As I’m pulling into my parking space, the status page loads and there I learn my Medical screening is complete.

It’s the news I’ve been waiting to hear since mid-November. Now just over five months since I received my nomination, I finally had made it through what everyone says is the toughest part. Finally!!!.
I called Mom and Dad and both my sisters to share the news. I immediately looked at the calendar and started planning my next step. If I get the final word this week then I might be able to resign as soon as Monday. That would allow me to give three weeks’ notice and still have two full months before I depart. I wouldn’t have to burn any bridges by leaving during the May rating book, which I don’t plan to do any way. I even started writing my letter of resignation in my head.
As I left work today, I got to the SAME stop light where I had gotten the e-mail this morning. This time as I was heading home. I pull out my Blackberry and checked my personal mail. This is what I got:
Dear Stephen,
Greetings from the Placement Office at Peace Corps Headquarters in Washington, DC!
We wanted to get in touch with you to congratulate you on receiving your medical clearance and therefore, for completing a very important part of the application process. Over the next few weeks, we will be conducting a final review of your application materials, and we will be in contact with you in the event that any additional information is needed. Once the application review is complete, we will update you on the next steps of the application process.
We understand that you might be eager to receive more information from Peace Corps at this point, and we greatly appreciate your patience. In the meantime, you can prepare for Peace Corps service and make your application more competitive by: continuing to gain experience through working or volunteering; attending Peace Corps events; talking to Returned Volunteers; and reading books, articles, and other resources about Peace Corps. You can also find resources and learning activities on our website and in My Toolkit.
If you have earned your degree or gained additional certifications since you applied, please fax them to my attention. Also, if you would like to update your volunteer or work experience, your contact information, or your availability date, please let me know.
Thank you for your interest in Peace Corps, and please feel free to e-mail me if you have any questions at this point. Otherwise, we look forward to contacting you in a short few weeks!
Best regards,
Alyssa
It’s clearly a form letter, but certainly not what I was expecting. I sincerely hope I don’t have to wait two to three more weeks to find out. The letter also makes it pretty clear that my invitation is not a “done deal”. It is also clearly targeted to students.
I still plan to call my recruiter tomorrow to find out what she can tell me. And to complicate matters, tomorrow morning I have my first conversation with my new boss. We’re just chatting on the phone in advance of her arrival and clearly I can’t tell her that I don’t plan to be working here much longer, because there is always the chance I might.
Who Knows
Sunday, April 1, 2007
The list of people who know about my plans continues to grow. I’m still keeping it away from people associated with work but I’m telling a few more of my friends. This weekend, I met with our long-time family friend Jay McElroy to tell him that I planned to quit my job and that I was “talking” with the Peace Corps.
Jay is 90 years old and lives alone. His family and my family have been friends for more than 75 years. Jay was not at all surprised that I was thinking of quitting my job. He knows it has been very frustrating for me for the past year and was very supportive of me doing that. He did ask me a lot of questions to make sure I had thought this out thoroughly and finally said I can tell you are not making an “Impulsive” move. (He and I have a running joke that he never does anything impulsive).
He was not overly familiar with the Peace Corps other than the basics that most people know. He was very happy to hear that I was planning to keep my home and I told him that while I didn’t know exactly what I would do when I got back, South Florida would be the first area where I will look. He seemed happy to know that and said he would miss seeing me while I was away, but then joked that his doctor has told him he would live to be 100 so we would still have time to catch up when I return. He also asked me if he could tell some mutual friends, Dick and Peggy Pitkin about my plans and I told him that would be okay.
I also confided my plans to my friend Bob Pruitt. Bob is an e-mail buddy that I’ve known for 7 or 8 years. He and his wife live on St. George Island. In his e-mail back to me he said:
Steve, pursue your dream – if it is the Peace Corps, great – if something else, also great! Don’t even think about what others may say or think – it’s your life – go for it. I am certainly doing that, and I would encourage you to do the same.
That’s probably the best encouragement I’ve gotten yet. It’s a pretty strong “Go For It”. I’m hoping to do exactly that!
Friday, April 6, 2007
I got a call today from the Peace Corps placement officer for the Pacific and Inter-Americas. He covers all of Central and South America, Mexico and the Caribbean along with the South Pacific.
He said the program to which I had been nominated had been “delayed” until October. He also said because of my allergy to Shrimp and Lobster, he was limited in the number of countries where he could put me in the South Pacific. He then added there had been one other business development program but because of the delay in getting my clearance, that program was now filled. This was clearly NOT the news I was expecting to hear. (And by the way, the delay was not really on my end) I told him that my shrimp and lobster allergy was very mild and that I had had no symptoms in over ten years. I told him I would be glad to take an allergy test if that would help. He said that was an option to get the medical restriction listed and that I should discuss it with my Peace Corps medical officer.
He said they wanted to make sure they put me in a program where my business skills could be best utilized. He said they don’t like to put people like me with a lot of business experience in a program that is very basic. I told him I really was interested in business development.
He then said there was a “high-level” business development program in the Mediterranean working with the Peace Corps and USAID. It was scheduled to leave late June/early July. That was not his area but if I was interested in looking at that program, he could send my file over there. I asked him a few questions about the program and he did say it had a moderate climate since he had noticed that my file said I didn’t want to go anywhere cold. I told him I would be happy to go anywhere in his area, but would want to know more about the Mediterranean program.
I was out of the office at the time I got the phone call. When I got back to work, I called my sister Becky and asked her to call me back when she was near a computer. I have made a point NOT to call-up any web sites or send any e-mail related to the Peace Corps from my office. She and I spent a while on the phone and figured the most likely place was Albania based on the location and the program. It could also be Morocco or Jordan. However, Albania seemed to be closest to the way the program was described. She called me back a bit later to say there was a USAID program in Albania, which seem to make it an even better match.
The placement officer said he would call me later today, but I never got the call. When I got home, I had this e-mail.
Subject: Business project in Eastern Europe
Hi Steve,
This email is to let you know that I have sent your skills over to my program managers in the field, for their review. Once I hear back from them on whether they feel the skill fit is right, I will let you know. You would then work with me towards an invitation, or go back to David for other program options.
Ok, so that was probably my “call-back” sent via e-mail instead of phone. It was sent at 3:48pm. So now I am thinking about a whole different part of the world and an area where I haven’t done a whole lot of research: “Eastern Europe”. I started researching by looking at The Peace Corps Congressional Budget Justification, which is a great document to find out about what is going on in each country and region. There are no countries specifically identified as being in the Mediterranean region, but there are just three in the “Central and Eastern Europe” region: Moldova, Romania and Ukraine. I don’t really consider any of those Mediterranean. Albania is part of the “Balkans and North Africa” Region along with Morocco, Bulgaria and Macedonia.
Unlike the South Pacific, where I would pretty much go to any of the countries, I do have concerns about going to many of these countries. First, having been to Eastern Europe on several occasions, including a visit to the Soviet Union before it fell, I have some idea of what to expect there. I also have some concerns about going to a strong Muslim country. While I would enjoy learning Arabic and more about the Muslim religion, I am not sure how comfortable I would be in a country where some (not all) of the Muslims would be very anti-American. That presents a bit of a problem, as Albania is 70% Muslim and Morocco is 98% Muslim,
I spoke with my Dad tonight and he made a great point: ”Don’t go just to get away from your current job. Do what is best for you.” That was good advice and after doing a bit of reading on this, I don’t think I would be as happy in this region as in the Pacific. It would be much easier for me to get home from Eastern Europe than the South Pacific, but that probably should not be my overriding reason for going someplace. If I have to get home, I’ll get home.
I’m going to send an e-mail to the Peace Corps medical officer tonight and ask him about taking an allergy test for Shrimp and Lobster. Since I’ve had no symptoms for so many years, it’s possible it is not a big deal for me anymore. I used to have pollen allergies as well, but those went away 20 years ago. If I can get that removed from my health record, that would free me up to go to any of the South Pacific countries.
I feel pretty certain the Peace Corps invitation is going to happen and it does appear there is a bit more negotiation possible than I may have thought. Of course I also realize I have a bit more experience than the typical applicant.
At this point, I’m resigned to staying at work through May. I’ve been very careful to make sure that I’ve done nothing different at work and to make all the decisions as if I was staying. Now, I know that was probably a smart thing to do.
Shrimp and Lobster Allergy Tests
Thursday, April 12, 2007
At the suggestion of the Peace Corps Medical Office I was tested for Shrimp and Lobster allergies today. This is a copy of the e-mail I sent to the Peace Corps Placement Officer this evening after learning the results.
Hi David:
I wanted to update you on a few things since we talked on the phone a week ago. This evening, I sent a letter to the Medical office showing the results of an allergy test I had done today. (I have no issue discussing this medical issue with you or anyone else.) The good news is that all the tests were negative and I have asked him to please update my file with the new information.
When I spoke with you, I indicated that I needed to make a decision about my current job by last Friday. I have committed to stay in that job until May. If I am offered an invitation, I would not be able to leave the area until after that date.
Once May is behind me, I don’t have another critical period at work until the beginning of October. That gives me a tremendous amount of flexibility in departure dates. Ideally, it would be great to receive an invitation soon, even if I have to wait several months before departure.
You mentioned in our phone call that there might be an opportunity in the Mediterranean for Business Development. I have not heard anything about that and while I wish to remain flexible, that area would not be one of my first choices. I remain interested primarily in the areas I discussed in my interview, which are the South Pacific, the Caribbean, Central and South America. I would be happy to accept an invitation to any of those areas. (South Pacific would still be my top choice.)
I realize you have a tough job trying to match all the applicants with the various programs available. And while I know you have a copy of my resume, I thought I would close by telling you about something that is not on my resume and which I think would be beneficial in a small business development program.
About 10 years ago, I was one of the founding members of The Chattanooga Press Club. This was a membership organization where dues were collected. I was elected Treasurer of the group. We dealt in small dollar amounts but I kept very meticulous books, presenting financial statements at every meeting. My years in management paid off on a very small scale because of my ability to think in both micro and macro terms.
During my tenure, one of our members was killed in an accident. We then turned to fund-raising so that we could endow a journalism scholarship in his name. By using smart business practices we were able to grow the money we received and eventually donate the money to the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga.
It’s a small story, but after having read about the work that small business volunteers are doing in the South Pacific, it seemed like one worth sharing.
I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Oh Where, Oh Where??
Friday, April 20, 2007
I spoke with my Peace Corps placement officer on Monday. The program for which I was nominated has officially been cancelled. That means they now need to find someplace else to put me. He said he was having a difficult time finding something for me in my target areas of the South Pacific, Central and South America and the Caribbean. Because I don’t speak Spanish, that limits me to many areas. He did say that he was sure that we could work something out, but wanted to know about other areas where I may be interested in going. I told him I would research the other areas where the Peace Corps operates and send him an e-mail. Below is what I am planning to send him.
Dear David:
Thanks for spending so much time with me on the phone Monday discussing various placement opportunities. As I mentioned, my time frame is much more flexible now. I have spent a good deal of time researching the Business Development programs by reviewing the Peace Corps 2008 Congressional Budget Justification. That gave me a good perspective on all the different countries and areas served by the Peace Corps.
I was particularly intrigued by this description for a program in Vanuatu. It sounds EXACTLY like something I would like to do:
One Volunteer helped to make coffee a significant income generator for Tanna Island farmers by introducing business management skills into small enterprise farming and developing the country’s first rural-based processing factory.
Projects like the brief description of this one are exactly why I would like to receive an invitation to the Peace Corps. During my business career, I have gotten much satisfaction out of finding solutions to problems and implementing strong business skills on different projects. (I even started a separate business for my current company several years ago and kept the books for the first year.)
While I still remain most interested in the South Pacific region, I do realize the need to be flexible. Certainly the Business Development programs in the non-Spanish speaking countries of the Eastern Caribbean and Jamaica would also be high on my list of choices.
Outside of the areas we have already discussed, I would be interested in the business development program in the Philippines. And while there doesn’t appear to be a business development program in China, I would have a lot of interest in going to China. (I realize that is outside of my request to stay in a warm climate.) I was particularly intrigued by the idea of the “English Corner” concept described in the Volunteer Focus area which would certainly put my years of public speaking skills to use. I also like the idea of teaching business skills.
Thailand could also be a possibility for me.
I really appreciate you working with me to find a “good fit”. I look forward to hearing from you again soon.
I’m going to the South Pacific!!
Thursday, May 3, 2007
It’s been a GREAT Day. I got a call from David, the placement officer for the South Pacific area today telling me he is going to send me an invitation for a business development program in the South Pacific. It was the call I’ve been waiting months to receive. It is the same program that I was originally nominated for last October that was cancelled. David told me they are combining the twice a year programs into a once a year departure as it is one of the smaller programs.
I had been expecting a June departure or July departure based on my last conversation with him. He said instead of trying to rush me into one of those programs and since I told him I was flexible on my departure date, he was putting me into a program in October. That news was almost as exciting as learning that I was receiving the invitation. That means I have four months between the end of my job and the time I have to leave. It also means I will be around for my parents’ 50th wedding anniversary in August. I am totally thrilled.
I knew that David would not be able to tell me where I would be going, but I asked anyway. As expected, he said that would be contained in the official invitation I would be receiving in the mail by the end of the month. Once I receive it, I have 10 days to accept it, which I’m positive I will do.
I was able to pick up a few clues about where I might be going in our conversation. It’s a small program, which means it is not Vanuatu, which I knew was the largest in the South Pacific. And it’s a business development program. That means it is either Samoa or Tonga.. Fiji, Kiribati and Micronesia/ Palau don’t list business development options. And both Samoa and Tonga are relatively small programs with 46 volunteers in Samoa and 49 in Tonga.
Both Samoa and Tonga have had October departure dates in the past. However, in a previous conversation with my recruiter, who served in Samoa, she had said she doubted there would be a June departure for Samoa. That leaves Tonga. I’m totally cool with either one, but I also received tonight an e-mail from the Peace Corps about Tonga. I’m sure it is a coincidence, as I get one each month, but perhaps that is it.
I also searched the blogs this evening and found departures in past years in June for Tonga but not for Samoa. Here’s an interesting little tidbit about Tonga: Tonga lies three degrees east of the International Date Line, which was bent to include Tonga in the same time zone as its neighbors. For this reason, Tonga is the first country in the world to welcome each new day.
While watching the news in my office tonight, one of my employees came in and said she couldn’t believe the big smile on my face. I told her I had found out where I was going and she said she could tell how excited I must be about this. She also said she was “totally shocked” that I was joining the Peace Corps. I’ve gotten that reaction a lot from people as they are learning of my decision, but almost all have said it in a very positive way.
One of my long-time friends called me today because she had heard I was leaving. It turns out her brother was in the Peace Corps in Fiji and did two stints there, even though the Peace Corps usually doesn’t do that. Someone else who I’ve known for a number of years told me about his experience in Bolivia in the Peace Corps. It’s really refreshing and only inspires me more.
I’m thrilled about the four (almost five) month wait but I’m ready to get started.
I made the Newspaper
Friday, May 4, 2007
WPEC news director quits job to join Peace Corps
By MELISSA E. HOLSMAN
melissa.holsman@scripps.com
Posted at 1:26 p.m. May 3, 2007
Steve Hunsicker, executive news director for WPEC and WFLX Fox 29, surprised just about everyone in local TV news by announcing that he’s resigning his job to become a Peace Corps volunteer — in the South Pacific. “I’m going to be a business advisor there and I am just thrilled,” said Hunsicker, 47, who joined WPEC in 2003, but has been with the station’s parent company, Freedom Broadcasting, Inc., since 1992.
His last day at WPEC is May 11. The move, he said, fulfills a lifelong dream he’s kept on hold while racking up 23 years as a successful TV news executive.
“I finally just said it’s time,” said Hunsicker, who began the Peace Corps application process in September. He said he opted not to tell the staff at the CBS affiliate until he knew for sure he’d been accepted. “I didn’t even tell my parents for about a month,” he noted.
And it’ll be another month before he learns which of the six South Pacific countries served by the Peace Corps he’ll be assigned to. “I’ll be working to help either individuals or perhaps a small business, come up with good business practices and educate them about ways to grow their business,” he said.
Initially, he’ll undergo three months of in-country training to learn the language and become familiar with the country’s customs. “Then you learn where you’ll be living,” he said.
He endured three months of medical screenings and background checks before learning he’d been accepted as a volunteer. “I had to actually sign a statement that I wasn’t applying to work in the CIA, which I thought was kind of bizarre,” he recalled.
He said he plans to keep his West Palm Beach home, will pack his dog off to his parents and has enlisted his sister’s help to watch over things while he’s gone.
“I’m a little nervous,” he said. “I’m giving up a career and income to go do this but I feel that I’m not getting any younger and it seemed like the right time to do it and when I got the official word, I was just absolutely thrilled.”
Meanwhile, he said WPEC management will launch a search for his replacement.
###
What a Surprise
Sunday, May 6, 2007
I have been completely blown away by the response I’ve received to my decision to join the Peace Corps. I knew my family and close friends would be supportive. But I’ve heard from people I hadn’t talked with in years. That’s been really nice. However, I was totally unprepared for the reaction from perfect strangers.
The South Florida Sun-Sentinel in Fort Lauderdale picked up the story of my plans. Right there on its web page were these comments. I’m almost speechless.
mary j acker
Oceanside, CA
Steve, good for you. A humanitarian is certainly an honorable title and this will be one of your best experiences. Good luck and enjoy and please keep us informed.
10-37 from Davie
Pompano Beach, FL
Best of luck to you on this new endeavor in your life. It is admirable to learn of someone wanting to give back to mankind.
vincylucian
Bamako, Mali
Steve, don’t know you or had heard about you before this article, but have to congratulate you on making the bold move. As an ‘older’ volunteer currently serving in Africa I feel it helpful to share that those first month of training are rough, but once service begins the rewards are endless and worth all the hardships in the beginning. Best of luck to you!
Local
Kudos to Mr. Hunsicker. He is doing what many have thought of but will never act upon. Good luck and all the best.
The story has also been picked up by Shop*Talk, a TV Industry Newsletter and other TV blogs.
Tuesday, May 8, 2007
My recruiter Trisha called me today. She said the Peace Corps Public Affairs Officer had heard about me from someone at CNN. He was thrilled with the publicity that has been generated by my announcement. She then invited me to come to Atlanta on Wednesday to attend a reception with Former President Jimmy Carter and the head of the Peace Corps.
On May 16th, 2007, the Atlanta Regional Office will host the Lillian Carter Award Ceremony. This award honors a Volunteer who served overseas as a senior (50 years or older) and has demonstrated a commitment to fulfill Peace Corps’ third goal in his or her community: helping promote a better understanding of other peoples on the part of Americans.
President Jimmy Carter and Peace Corps Director Ron Tschetter will be the featured speakers at the celebration, which will be held at the Carter Presidential Center in Atlanta. President Carter will read from his mother’s letters reflecting on her experiences as one of the first seniors to serve as a Peace Corps volunteer in India.
Director Tschetter, who served with Miss Lillian in 1966-68, will introduce the Peace Corps’s new initiative to match more senior Americans in overseas assignments and celebrate the important contribution they have made since 1961 in promoting world peace and friendship.
This year’s event will also include the Burundi Drummers and Dancers of Atlanta and the Master of Ceremony will be Jocelyn Dorsey, Director of Editorials and Public Affairs, WSB TV.
Of course, I’m going to go. My first memory of the Peace Corps was when Jimmy Carter was running for President. I remember hearing of Miss Lillian’s Peace Corps service at that time and I remember that inspired me to want to know more about the program. I also interviewed her at the 1980 Democratic Convention in New York, which I was covering. She was probably the first famous person I ever interviewed. I was in college at the time but was working in radio news.
I also learned a very valuable lesson that day, one I have never forgotten. I asked “Miss Lillian” if I could interview her. She agreed and we sat down and chatted for about 20 minutes. When I got done, I discovered the batteries in my tape recorder had died and I had just 10 seconds of usable audio from the entire interview. Lesson Learned . . . always put in new batteries before you do an interview. It never happened to me again.
Thursday, May 17, 2007
I don’t remember much that happened my first day in Television News. That was 23 years ago on July 30th, 1984. I don’t think I would have ever imagined my last day; much less that it would be as strange a day as it was. Here is how the day was described in the newspaper.
WPEC staff tested for TB
By Melissa Holsman:
Former WPEC News 12 executive news director Steve Hunsicker had a rather unexpected, but no doubt eventful, last day on the job Friday, as staff at the CBS affiliate were told they might have been exposed to tuberculosis from an employee who’d contracted the highly infectious disease.
I imagine the staff who were directed to gather at the station Friday morning, were somewhat surprised to see two nurses ready to test them for TB, instead of an occasion to bid farewell to Hunsicker, who left to become a Peace Corps volunteer in the South Pacific.
When I called, Hunsicker declined to discuss details of the TB scare, other than to say he still thought a send-off soiree was in the works. As for the risk of TB exposure at WPEC, health department public information officer Tim O’Connor said it was not an outbreak, and the testing was a required precautionary measure whenever someone tests positive for tuberculosis.
And the very last story I wrote? It was a story about the Health Department testing the staff for TB. I doubt it will be remembered for its compelling journalism.
I had predicted months ago that some people would jump to conclusions about the reasons for me leaving. That’s exactly what happened in the Palm Beach Post when the guy who writes the gossip column published the following:
There’d better not be complicated computers at the Peace Corps! Former WPEC-Channel 12 and WFLX-Channel 29 news boss Steve Hunsicker stunned most of his employees when he quit last week for a stint in the Peace Corps. Maybe no one should have been too surprised. I’m told by a source close to WPEC that Hunsicker didn’t earn many brownie points from new General Manager Diana Wilkin while overseeing the transition to the new robotic camera system. It allows the station to broadcast news shows with fewer producers — Translation: It saves money! — but on-air glitches have been so numerous that even the unflappable anchor Curt Fonger has had enough . . .
There is no question that the automation process was a mess and our shows suffered. However, I had absolutely nothing to do with the decision to buy this equipment and strenuously objected to it being implemented on-air before we were ready. (I lost that argument) What is true is that I knew the equipment was coming when I applied to join the Peace Corps last September. But it had very little to do with my decision to apply. And while I haven’t spoken with Curt since the story came out, he has been one of the supporters of the automation.
Thursday, May 17, 2007
“People are more alike than they are different”. That was the bit of wisdom delivered by this year’s winner of the Lillian Carter award which honors Peace Corps volunteers who started their service after age 50. “Miss Lillian” Carter joined the Peace Corps in her sixties and volunteered in India. At today’s reception honoring this year’s honoree, President Carter reflected on not only the work of his mother, but that of the other returned Peace Corps volunteers in the room.
The former President told the story of how his mom worked for a family in India. The father used to give Miss Lillian fresh vegetables. “Miss” Lillian had no way to pay for the produce so she taught his daughter English.

President Carter, who has been active in Habitat for Humanity since leaving the White House went back to India last year and met that girl. The former President, his emotions showing, explained that that girl is now the President of a University and had earned her PhD. Yes, the Peace Corps does make a difference and his mother made a difference. And even Presidents are more like the rest of us than they are different when telling stories about their mother.
Perhaps the highlight of the ceremony was a performance by an African Drum group, the Burundi Drummers and Dancers of Atlanta.
These kids were just terrific and they got a standing ovation from the crowd of former Peace Corps volunteers and guests.
Today was a great day for me. It was gratifying to not only hear the stories about Miss Lillian but also those of the current director of the Peace Corps, Ron Tshetter and Shirley Maly, the woman honored at today’s event. I had a chance to talk with several returned Peace Corps Volunteers and I have no doubt that I am about to embark on one of the greatest adventures of my life. I hope I live up to the build-up that I’ve gotten so far from not just the Peace Corps but my friends and family.
Today I had my photo taken at the Carter Center and then was interviewed by a woman from the Peace Corps communication office. She asked me a lot of questions about the application process and what advice I would have for further mid-career applicants. (That’s PC-speak for people like me who are not at retirement age, but who have been working for a while.) The director of Peace Corps announced a new program today to get more baby-boomers to sign up.
President Carter was introduced by his grand-son, Jason Carter, who was also a Peace Corps volunteer. He’s written a book about his time in Africa. And President Carter’s sister has compiled a collection of Miss Lillian’s writing. I’m ordering both from Amazon.com when I get home.
The event generated a lot of media attention with several TV crews there and some print reporters. I made the Atlanta Journal Constitution this morning in a preview of the ceremony. Reading the article which appeared on Page One of the Local section, I wondered how I was going to be worked into the story. You can read that for yourself.
To those 50 and older: Peace Corps wants you
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
Published on: 05/16/07
When Lillian Carter approached her children in 1966 about joining the Peace Corps, she expected some resistance. Carter was 68. The Peace Corps was in its infancy, and largely staffed by college-age kids looking to save the world at the time of the Vietnam War. “She was looking for something exciting to do,” said Jimmy Carter, then a state senator. “Age was no barrier for her.”Lillian Carter spent 21 months in the Peace Corps, working as a nurse in India treating lepers. She returned to America with 10 cents to her name and was so emotionally and physically drained that she had to be wheeled off the plane to Atlanta in a wheelchair. “It opened my eyes to the need in the developing world for better health care, when I was governor, president and now,” Jimmy Carter said. “[The Carter Center has] programs in 71 nations. [Her experience] has affected my life profoundly.”
This afternoon, the Peace Corps will honor the former president’s mother, who died in 1983, by presenting the Lillian Carter Award in a ceremony at the Carter Center in Atlanta. Jimmy Carter and Peace Corps Director Ron Tschetter will present the award to Shirley Maly of Nebraska, who served in Uruguay from 1992 to 1995. Established in 1986, the award is given every two years to a volunteer who was at least age 50 at the time of service. Tschetter said he also will use the ceremony to begin a campaign to recruit more people over 50. Only about 5 percent of the 7,749 Peace Corps volunteers are over 50. The average volunteer is 27 years old.
“We are putting a lot of new emphasis on trying to get the boomers,” said Tschetter, 65, who in the 1960s volunteered with his wife, Nancy, in India. Tschetter said he wants 10 percent of volunteers to be older Americans and hopes to recruit up to 500 by next year. Tschetter said recruiting efforts will expand to retirement groups, like the AARP.
“They are the Kennedy people,” he said. “They heard about Kennedy’s call in the 1960s. But at the time, they thought, ‘Wonderful, but I need a job.’ Now, they are here, they are healthy, they have resources and they really have a heart to serve.” John F. Kennedy, during his 1960 inauguration, laid the groundwork for the Peace Corps with : “And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you —ask what you can do for your country.”
Established by a 1961 executive order, the Peace Corps was immediately popular, and by 1966 had 15,556 volunteers in more than 55 countries.“The goals of 1961 are still the goals of today. To take a sustainable skill abroad and bring a better understanding of America,” said Tschetter. “It is amazing, when you visit the villages, the work, the connections, the grass roots have not changed a lot.” Tschetter said 98 percent of volunteers are college graduates who serve in 73 countries. About 1,800 returned Peace Corps volunteers live in metro Atlanta. “It changes you drastically. You go from being kind of a playful college kid to being a serious person,” said Jimmy Carter’s grandson, Jason Carter, who volunteered in South Africa in 1998, a year after graduating from Duke University. “The Peace Corps settled me down.”A lawyer in Atlanta, Jason Carter will host the event. My great-grandmother turned 70 in the Peace Corps,” he said. “Her experience affected our whole family. It is one of the things that drives us.”
Tschetter said a bulk of Peace Corps work involves HIV and AIDS. And with an ever-changing global political climate, safety is a top priority. “Sometimes we will leave [a country] for safety and security reasons,” said Tschetter, speaking from Botswana.
Julia Campbell, 40, a former journalist, was killed in April in the Philippines. A resident has been charged with her murder. “Safety is our first, second and third priority,” said Tschetter. He said despite safety concerns the Peace Corps still has three times more applicants than it can place. “Our volunteerism, application rate and interest have actually gone up since 9/11. We are right around the 30-year high,” he said. “The Peace Corps is very vibrant.”
Back in 1966, Lillian Carter stressed that she wanted to go “to a country where the people were destitute, darkskinned and needed help.”As chronicled in “Away From Home: Letters to My Family” —- a book co-written by her daughter, Gloria Carter Spann —- Lillian Carter was sent to Vikhroli, a suburb of Mumbai [then known as Bombay]. Carter said his mother, a registered nurse, initially worked in family planning, but soon began helping a doctor at a local clinic. “I was in the state Senate at the time, running for governor. I was able to contact some of the pharmaceutical companies and got free medicine to send over there,” Carter recalled. “But the doctor was grossly overloaded and would treat between 200 to 300 people a day. She gave away all her money and food. She came back debilitated.”
In 1980, Steve Hunsicker, a young radio reporter, interviewed Lillian Carter during the Democratic National Convention. They didn’t discuss the Peace Corps, but Hunsicker knew of her work. He went on to enjoy a nice career, rising to news director at a television station in West Palm Beach, Fla. Then he quit. To join the Peace Corps. “I thought maybe this was the time to do this,” said Hunsicker, 47, who plans to attend the ceremony. He said he will be assigned to the South Pacific to work in business development. “When I was 28, I knew some things. Clearly, I know a lot of things now,” said Hunsicker. “I think I have a life experience and a maturity level that will serve me well.”
The Adventure Begins October 2nd!
Tuesday, May 29, 2007
Congratulations!! It is with great pleasure that we invite you to begin training in Tonga for Peace Corps service.
That’s how the letter began, ending months of speculation and confirming that I will be heading to the South Pacific Kingdom of Tonga in October. Included with the letter, lots of information about Tonga, about my Business Development program and a few surprises. (More on those in a minute).
First, where is Tonga? Tonga is “Where Time Begins”. That means it is the first country across the International Date Line, the place where each day begins. The Islands are south west of Hawaii and north east of New Zealand.

Tonga is a Kingdom and is the only Pacific Island Country never to have been under the rule of a foreign government.
My job title will be “Business Educator/Advisor” in the “Business Education and Development” program. I won’t know until I complete three months of training exactly what I will be doing, but the information from the Peace Corps says it will either be “business education in schools” or “Business advising with local governmental and non-governmental institutions”. There are opportunities in the “development and sale of handicrafts, agricultural and marine products, and tourism services.” Regardless of what I do specifically, I will probably have some business teaching responsibilities in addition to my main work area.
I will gather with the other people in my group, which is called “Peace Corps Tonga Group 73” in the United States on October 2nd and then leave for Tonga on October 4th. My training is scheduled to be completed on January 15, 2008.
I am allowed to have visitors. However, I can’t have visitors until at least April 15th of next year.
There are many details about the Kingdom of Tonga and what I can expect in the Peace Corps Welcome Book that was sent to me.
I mentioned there were a couple of surprises in the packet.
The first is that I will likely be based on Tongatapu near the capital city of Nuku’alofa or in the city center of an outer Island. If I’m on the main island, it is likely that I will have Internet service and even cell phone access. Internet and e-mail are also available in the cities on the outer islands. That would be great if it works out. A pleasant surprise.
The second surprise has to do with the dress code. I am quoting below from the assignment materials I received: Men wear a cotton button down shirt with a collar (long or shirt sleeves) and a wrap around skirt ( tupenu) or long pants.
Yes, that did say a SKIRT. It also goes on to say that shorts, my favorite form of dress, are never appropriate in a work setting. Nothing I can’t get used to, but a surprise none the less.
I have lots more reading to do and many forms to fill out, including an updated resume, a passport application (can’t use my current one) and insurance forms.
In addition to all the Peace Corps paperwork, I’m going to try to even make contact with some of the other members of Peace Corps Tonga Group 73.
More about Tonga
Monday, July 9, 2007
The Peace Corps is celebrating 40 years of service to the Island Kingdom of Tonga. The first group of volunteers arrived in October 1967. Since then, more than a thousand volunteers have worked to help the Tongans. While most of the work has been positive, the Peace Corps in Tonga has not been without its share of controversy. Most recently, there was a shake-up in the senior Peace Corps staff in Tonga and the cancellation of the June Business Development program. However, the biggest controversy dates back to 1976 when a Peace Corps volunteer was charged with killing another volunteer. But there was a lot more to it than just the murder. Phillip Weiss wrote a book about the incident called American Taboo and CBS News featured the case in 1994 on its show “48 Hours“.
But that’s all recent history and is well documented. Tonga was first discovered by Captain Cook in the 1770‘s. And it is fairly accepted that it was Captain Cook who first dubbed Tonga “The Friendly Islands”, a nick-name still used today. However, there are several versions of how “friendly” the early Tongans really were to Cook and his crews.
Here’s what Lonely Planet has to say in its Samoan Island & Tonga guidebook.:
While visiting Lifuke, Cook and his men were treated to lavish feasting and entertainment. . . ..the plan was to gather the Englishmen into a convenient place so they could be quickly killed and their ships looted. There was, however, a dispute (over the time of the attack). . . and the operation was abandoned altogether.
However, the Moon Travel Handbook tells it this way in the Tonga Samoa Handbook:
When Captain Cook visited Tonga. . . .he and his men were received with lavish Friendliness. . . Some say the islanders intended to roast and eat Cook and his men as part of the feast, but Cook’s profuse thanks at his reception prompted them to change their minds.
That description may seem a bit outlandish, but early Tonga did have cannibals. However, eating another person was generally seen as a way to take over their power and not as a way to satisfy a hungry appetite.
Today Tonga is considered one of the safest countries in the region and its people continue to enjoy a friendly reputation. The country is small. There are 176 islands, but the population is about 100 thousand. Worldwide, there are probably less than 200 thousand Tongans, but it’s interesting how quickly you can find people who have a connection to this country.
In the past several weeks, I’ve heard from my first cousin in Texas who says she knows a Methodist Minister from Tonga. Another friend, who is a nurse at a hospital in California had a Tongan patient and I met a woman in Virginia who told me to get ready for some “Great Rugby” once I get to Tonga. And a friend in Kansas who has visited Tonga several times has adopted a family there providing them with school supplies.
I also e-mailed a volunteer who is serving in Tonga right now, who tells me that my Peace Corps group will be a combination of both business and education volunteers and that there will be about 30 of us. (I’m guessing they are trying to recover from the June cancellation). Apparently we will all be training in the Vava’u Islands, which are warmer than Tongatapu where the capital city of Nuku’alofa is located.
I’ve been reading the online editions of two Tonga newspapers recently and some of the stories are the same issues that people everywhere face: Taxes, low pay, rising prices, crowded roads, private investment and Iraq. That’s right, Tonga is part of the Iraq collation and President Bush referred to Tonga as his favorite country when it signed up to send a small contingent to join the US.
Some of the other news is a lot more fun. Rugby is very popular as are the players. And Tonga recently had two beauty pageants. The Miss Heilala Pageant would be considered a typical contest with beautiful women.
The second will be a surprise to those not familiar with Tongan culture. The Miss Galaxy Pageant features fakaleitis who are young Tonga men who dress up as women. This is apparently an accepted part of Tongan society.
As I’ve been traveling the past couple of months I’ve gotten lots of questions about what life will be like in Tonga. I have some idea but there is a lot that I don’t know. That’s part of the excitement of getting to discover new things and to live in a new land. Perhaps the two most asked questions that I get are “will you be living in a grass hut?” and “what will you eat?”.
The living situation is wide open. I could be living somewhere without electricity on an outer island but I’ve read and been told it is more likely that I will be in a city since I’m in business development. That increases the chances that I’ll have electricity. One business volunteer right now even has wireless Internet at his house, but that is rare.
When it comes to food, the easy answer is “pork, fish and sweet potatoes.” The Peace Corps Welcome Book for Tonga says “Tongan meals consist of staple foods, such as yam, taro, sweet potato, cassava, fish, pork, and canned meats. One of the most common dishes is cooked taro leaves with coconut cream. On Sundays and for special occasions, Tongan families prepare an underground oven called an umu.”
The government of Tonga is a constitutional monarchy ruled by King George Tupou V since the death of his father on September 11th, 2006. A lavish coronation ceremony is tentatively scheduled for August 2008.
Finally, I’ll close with some numbers. The main island, Tongatapu is 259 Square Kilometers. That’s about 100 square miles. At its longest point, the island is about 20 miles long. The highest point is 82 meters or about 270 feet above sea level. The entire country is about four times the size of Washington, DC.. The literacy rate is 99% and the pa’anga is the national currency which is worth about 51 cents.
Sunday, September 9, 2007
Three weeks from today I will officially begin my journey to Tonga to start my Peace Corps training. It has now been a year since I first applied to volunteer. I can’t wait to get started. I actually couldn’t be happier about the way things have worked out so far with the process.
While the application process was long and frustrating, it has been great to have so much time since receiving my invitation before I depart. I was originally scheduled to leave in early June, but due to a cancellation of the June program to Tonga, I was able to have almost five months to get ready.
It’s been four months since I stopped working and I can honestly say there has not been a single day where I was bored or looked back and wished I was still in television. I’ve also had a great opportunity to spend time with family and friends and to take some great trips. It’s also given me time to get my personal affairs in order.
I will leave West Palm Beach on September 30th for Los Angeles where I will have a couple of days of training and then it is on to Tonga. So far, I’ve had contact with four people from my group and am anxiously looking forward to meeting the others.
According to the latest information I’ve received from the Peace Corps, “access to email should be available—albeit not necessarily at all times”. In addition, it describes phone service as reliable but pricy. However, I may not have phone access during my 10 weeks of in-country training.
It may take four to six weeks for something to get to me. That means if you mail something today, I will already be in Tonga when it arrives. Care packages are always welcome!! The Peace Corps recommends that mail be sent in envelopes or padded envelopes if possible as boxes tend to be taxed and opened more frequently.
In just ten days I’m going back to Virginia for a few days to say good-bye to my sisters and their families. I’m then coming back to Florida with Mom and Dad who are going to spend the final six days with me and take me to the airport.
Stay tuned. . . the adventure begins very soon!!
‘Alu a! (Good-bye in Tongan)
My bags are packed; I’m ready to go!!
Thursday, September 20, 2007
I will soon be joining 32 other people for the journey to Tonga. The group (33 including me) is larger than I had expected but apparently it includes both Education volunteers and Business volunteers like me.
Today was final packing day. I’m heading to Virginia to begin a 10 day trek to say good-bye to my family before leaving September 30th for Los Angeles.
I have been out with friends here in Florida every day for the past week to say good-bye. It’s exciting for me as the days get closer but also a bit sad knowing that I won’t see many of these people for more than two years. A couple of friends have even promised to visit and I hope they are able to work that out.
Because I’ve had a bit of time to plan, I have done a lot of thinking about what to take with me and still comply with the Peace Corps mandated 80lb limit for checked baggage. (No checked bag can exceed 50lbs and all bags must be 80lbs total.) I’m taking two bags to check and a backpack as a carry-on. Thankfully there are a number of volunteers who have posted what you need and don’t need to bring with you to survive for two years.
The most helpful posting I found was on Tak’s Peace Corps Tonga. I’ve made a few changes but am pretty much going with his list. I decided to bring a snorkel and mask but not fins, which are pretty bulky. I figure I can get a cheap pair in Tonga and those are not as critical as the mask and snorkel. I also took his advice and had my Cingular (now ATT) cell phone unlocked so I could activate it if I end up in a place with cell service. I already have a Bank of America ATM card, which was a very helpful suggestion. I bought a solar battery charger so I could charge the batteries for my camera, MP3 player and flashlights without electricity if necessary. I tried it out here in Florida and it seemed to work pretty well but hopefully I will have a good supply of electricity when I get my final assignment. I also am bringing a bicycle lock which another person suggested as a handy item to bring because you can use it not only to lock a bike but also to secure other items.

When you look at this photo it doesn’t look like a lot of stuff to last for two years but I have been able to make it all fit into two bags.
I know I’m over the weight limit, probably by about 10lbs, perhaps even 15lbs. Hopefully I’ll be able to sneak through with the extra weight. The airline we are flying to Tonga says you can have two bags up to 50lbs each. If that’s the case, then I will be fine. However, I don’t know if the Peace Corps has some kind of special deal or if we will follow the same weight requirements as the airline.
Oh and I got MORE forms today to fill out from the Peace Corps. These had to do with W-2‘s and direct deposit. We actually get taxed on the small stipend that they give us as volunteers. It is currently $280 per month or $3360 per year. We also get a $24 a month vacation allowance and a one-time move in payment of $516 to buy basic household items once we get our permanent job assignment. That comes to $4164 for the first year. It doesn’t seem like much but apparently it is more than adequate. You are expected to live at the same economic level as your neighbors and colleagues. One volunteer in Tonga claims to have saved money because she didn’t need the whole amount.
Monday, October 1, 2007
After more than a year of paperwork, medical tests and interviews, I’m finally on my way to Los Angeles for staging. Right now, I’m flying somewhere over the Gulf of Mexico, after saying a final good-bye to my parents. Saying good-bye has been a lot harder than I thought it would be. Not just to my parents but my sisters, other members of my family and my friends. I’ve certainly been away for long periods of time in the past, but never for two years with little chance that I will see most of the important people in my life during the time away. For the last week, we started calling things “My last trip to Miami”, ” my last trip to my favorite restaurant”, “My last swim in the pool”, etc. Of course they probably aren’t really my last ever trip to those places but it does seem like a long time before I will be back. All the good-byes have been great, but I’ve put on a few pounds from all the big going-away meals and drinks.
As I was checking in at the airport counter, they weighted my bags and I was over a bit more than I thought. After a bit or rearranging, I got my big bag to weigh in at 70lbs, the maximum Continental allows. I had to pay a $25 surcharge for being overweight. The Peace Corps will not reimburse me for this but I am not sure what else I could have left out at this point. Apparently I will have to pay $35 more dollars for the extra weight on our overseas flight. The good news is I’ve packed so that I shouldn’t have to open the bag until I get to Tonga. Once there, I can store the things I won’t need during training.
A couple of days ago, I got an e-mail from the Peace Corps with more details about what I’ll be doing for the remainder of this year. I will begin training almost immediately after arriving in Tonga on Thursday. (Which is Wednesday in the USA). I’ll have two home-stays during my training. That means I will be living in the home of two Tonga families. The first home stay will be with another volunteer on the main island of Tonga and will last 18 days. After that, I get to take a 22 hour boat trip to Vava’u, which is north of the main island. I’ve heard from other volunteers that the 22 hour boat trip is not very pleasant and that we will be on-deck for the trip. Once I get there, is looks like the second home stay lasts about six weeks. The Peace Corps e-mail also said I should have access to the Internet and perhaps even to phones during my training. It will be great if I can keep in touch with everyone back home.
My biggest concern about joining the Peace Corps has been learning the language. I’ve never learned a language so I don’t have a frame of reference on how I will do. I bought the Tongan language CD’s and book to start studying but learning from a CD is difficult as you don’t get any feed-back on how you are progressing. I was very happy to read that “instructors teach formal language classes five days a week to small groups of four to five people”. I think being in a small group should make it much easier for me to learn.
Assuming that I pass the language test and other training successfully, I will be sworn in as a volunteer on December 13th. Shortly before that time, I should find out my permanent job assignment and where I will be living.
I opted to come to Los Angeles a day early. That way I avoided having to get up at 5am to get to the airport and get a same-day flight to LA. I figured I could use one more night of sleep before diving into the Peace Corps very full training schedule. My uncle, who lives in Palm Desert, is driving to Los Angeles to see me as well.
Friday, October 5, 2007
Hello from the Kingdom of Tonga. I’m finally here and have been so impressed with this island Kingdom so far. We got in Thursday Morning and were greeted at the airport by cheering Peace Corps workers and volunteers. As we cleared customs, we were each presented with a flower lei and given a great welcome.
After flying all night, I thought I would be exhausted, but found that after a cold shower (that’s the only kind here) I was ready to set out and explore some of the island. I didn’t get to see much but was amazed at how friendly the people were to us as my room-mate and I walked the streets. Almost everyone said hello to us and school children waved as we walked by. It is fascinating to see a place where culture is still so important and that is most obvious by observing the dress of the native people. Very much in line with what the Peace Corps had predicted.
This afternoon we had a welcoming Kava ceremony from our Country Director, who is the head person in charge of the Peace Corps in Tonga. Kava is a drink made the root of the kava plant, ground and mixed with water. Before we had our first taste of Tongan Kava, we were treated to the story of how Kava came to be such a tradition in the local culture.
I’ve seen Kava described many ways, ranging from Gross to Tasty. I would have to say that I found it to taste about what you would expect a root ground up in water to taste like. I only had a small cup and did not feel any of the effects. (A feeling described as relaxed motor skills in our training). As a welcome gift, the Country Director presented us with our own Kava cup to use during our tenure here in Tonga.
As the CD (Country Director) was welcoming us in his opening presentation, I felt a tap on my shoulder. One of the Peace Corps staff asked if I could step away and give an interview to Tongan Television. I didn’t really want to stand-up and walk away but she said they were getting ready to leave and needed to interview someone. The Interview was pretty simple. The reporter, who was also the photographer, asked me to say something about Tonga. I wasn’t really sure what to say and was really expecting a question. I started talking and then he told me he hadn’t turned on the camera. I quickly gave an answer about how impressed I had been with Tonga so far and how I was really looking forward to seeing more of the Island and meet more of the people. His second and final question was “Do you have anything else to say?” I responded that I was glad to be a part of the Peace Corps and was looking forward to working in Tonga That was it. He thanked me and I went back to the welcome ceremony. He also interviewed a woman from our group. I have no idea if anything I said will actually end up on TV, but one of the current volunteers here told me that I shouldn’t be surprised if someone comes up to me and tells me they saw me on TV.
Several of my fellow trainees got a laugh out of the fact that I was selected to be interviewed since they all know from training that I spent my career in TV News. Of course most of it was on the “other” side of the camera.
Our flight to get here stopped in Samoa and I wrote the following while we were waiting to get back on the plane to continue our voyage to Tonga.
Wednesday October 2, 2007
It’s 5:30am and our group of Peace Corps volunteers is sitting in a transit area in Apia, Samoa.
It’s been an intense couple of days since arriving in Los Angeles for our staging. Our group is pretty diverse. There are 33 of us. In that group are 5 married couples, 12 single women and 11 single men. There are three volunteers who are older than me. Most are in their 20‘s and 30’s. I was pretty impressed about everything the people in our group have already done. Many have been active in volunteer work for work and quite a few have lived in another country before. We have two groups, Business and Education volunteers.
I keep thinking about the opening line to MTV’s Real World: “What happens when you put 33 strangers together?” Actually quite a bit. Overall I was pretty impressed with the staging process. No surprises but it gave us a good overview of what we could expect once we arrive in Tonga. The training was more specific to overall Peace Corps practices.
While I’ve known this group for probably just 48 hours, I know all their names and am pretty sure I know where they are from.
Once we finished our staging, we are sent to the airport and on to Tonga without an escort from the Peace Corps. We appointed four group leaders, one for the hotel, one for the bus, one for the sky-caps at the airport and one for the airport and travel. That’s the job I got. It didn’t seem like a big deal to hand out the passports and tickets to everyone at the airport, but we got a bit of hassle at the airline counter. They would not allow us to board the plane since we did not have a return ticket from Tonga. Even after I showed the letter provided by the Peace Corps from the Kingdom of Tonga with our names, they still told us we had to have Visas or a return ticket before they would check us in. I finally got a supervisor who copied our travel documents and handed them out to all of the other gate agents and told them to check us in. But that wasn’t the end of the problems. One of the gate agents didn’t get the message and held up two of the people in our group and I had to come back with the paperwork so he could make another copy of it, just for him. As it turns out the paperwork was sitting on the counter in front of him the entire time.
Now on the TSA. One of the baggage screening machines at LAX was broken, so the 33 of us with LOTS of luggage had to wait in a line that wrapped out to the street just to check our bags. (Oh and I did not have to pay a luggage surcharge even though I was over the limit when I checked in.) It probably took an hour for us to get everyone checked in, if not longer. Those of us at the front of the line spent the time hanging out in from of LAX.
Once we got past the issue with the gate staff we had a pretty pleasant flight.
First Impressions of Tonga
Wednesday, October 10, 2007
It’s hard to believe that I’ve been here for such a short time. Each day, even every hour, seems to bring a new experience as we continue our introduction to the Tonga culture. So far, the experience has exceeded any expectations I may have had about what to expect. From the beautiful harmony of men singing while sitting around a kava circle to the friendly hellos you get everywhere you go, Tonga has certainly extended its welcome mat to our group of 33 people.
During our training, we’ve heard several times that it is important not to compare what we see in Tonga to our own culture. The idea is that it is important to learn and accept the culture for the way it is without putting our own cultural views on everything. I agree with the philosophy, but for the purposes of my family and friends in the United States, I’m going to break that important rule to help you understand better what I’m experiencing.
We are staying in a small village on the main island of Tongatapu. I’m living with a host family and a fellow Peace Corps Trainee. Everywhere we go, we run into other members of our host family or family connections. And family has a very broad meaning in Tonga. It goes back generations and includes every aunt, uncle, cousin, you can imagine. Adoption also seems to be very common. One of our hosts was adopted into her family of nine children. In some cases the biological family even becomes part of the family of the adopted son or daughter. I’ve yet to meet a Tongan who lives alone and most houses have many generations of family under the same roof or living very close. One Tongan woman, who now lives in the United States, explained to me that reunions are critical in Tonga because if you don’t know who you are related to, you might end up dating them. She said two people living in New Zealand might not know they are related if they don’t show up for the reunion.
There is a hierarchical rank in every family, but it is very difficult to figure out. A rank can even be passed down from one generation to another. Where you sit during a meal or how decisions are made have a lot to do with the rank within each family. As guests, we have been put at the head of the table and have been even been asked to move once we are already seated. This has been explained to us as a sign of respect.
Our host family is truly wonderful. I like them all very much and they have welcomed us much as you would welcome your own family members. While there are just four family members living in the house, there are often many other relatives and friends here, making it hard to keep track of everyone sometimes.
I had read before arriving about how strongly gender roles are defined in Tonga. And while I have seen quite a bit of that, it would be unfair to think that the typical “A woman’s place is in the home” stereotype is always accurate in Tonga. There are women who are the only breadwinners in their families, women who are in high positions in government and who own their own local businesses. My experience has been very limited so far, but it appears that a Tongan woman has more opportunities than what I might have expected.
Having said that, there are places where women are just not welcome. One is Kava or a Kava circle. This is strictly a man’s affair and the only women allowed are those who serve the kava to the men. Saturday night, our host took us to a Kava Circle across from our home. There were about 40 or 50 men being served Kava by two single women. The women who serve Kava are always single and they are not allowed to drink it, only serve it to the men. In our circle of about 15 men, one was playing the Ukulele, another the guitar and two others were singing along with them. Their voices were beautiful and while I couldn’t understand the words, it was great to listen and watch them, as they stopped only to take another cup of Kava. Each person who wants more Kava passes his cup to the woman serving who pours the Kava and hands it back. As Palangi (Foreigners) we were given smaller servings, which I was later told was a sign of respect. In addition to the music, the men sit around and talk, tell jokes and generally enjoy each other’s company. This particular Kava circle collects 5 P’aanga which is equal to about US $2.50 from each participant every Saturday night. One of the participants told me they use the money to provide scholarships to the University with the money they collect. A fact that was later confirmed to me by someone else.
The one place where they did not collect money where I had expected it was at Church on Sunday. I attended the Free Wesleyan Church, which is the Methodist Church in the United States. I was there with about 20 fellow Peace Corps trainees. The first thing that struck me was the music. Unlike churches in the United States, the Tongans sing with an unbelievable passion. Here’s where I’ll make a comparison. Think of the finale of a Broadway Musical and you will begin to get an idea of the sound of the congregation. There is no choir at the front of the church but there is a music director who directs the congregation in each song. There are times it is so loud, you almost want to lower the volume a bit. There were no pianos or organs, just a keyboard player who played softly in the background. In fact, there were many times I thought the congregation was singing a’capello as you could not even hear the keyboard.
Each song was started by the town officer, who was sitting on a pew near the rear of the church. It is not because of this job as town officer that he does that, but something he has apparently been doing for years. As is tradition in the Methodist Church, the first Sunday of the month is communion. In Tonga, they simply extend the service on the first Sunday instead of cutting something out like happens in the United States. The only thing missing on Communion Sunday is the offering, which they do not collect since they are serving Communion. Communion is offered by age with the oldest people in the church going first down to the youngest. The congregation sings songs from memory the entire time the congregation is taking Communion. And in true Tonga tradition, everyone goes in bare feet to the front of the church. (Everyone wears Sandals or flip-flops everywhere, including Church so it’s not difficult to take them off to take Communion.)
While I did not understand most of the service, we were greeted in English by three separate people during the service who thanked us for coming to help their country. Another part of the service is the announcements. Instead of just church announcements, the announcements included community news as the church is the centerpiece of the Tongan community. These included calling up to the front of the church anyone who was celebrating a birthday this week and the entire congregation sang Happy Birthday to them.
Food is everywhere and very plentiful. Almost everything is grown in the village where we are staying. There are pigs, chickens and dogs running everywhere and there are no fences. (No they don’t eat the dogs but one of our group did get bitten by a dog. He’s okay). The big meal of the week is the after church feast on Sunday. We ate outdoors at a table covered in banana leaves and our food was prepared in an emu or underground oven. Our hosts had two types of Lu, which is meat, onion and coconut milk wrapped in taro leaves and then wrapped in banana leaves to cook in the oven. We had canned meat in one Lu and mutton (lamb) in the other. It was really delicious. It reminded me a lot of the Kailua pig I used to eat in Hawaii. Also on the table, we ate sweet potatoes, breadfruit and cassava with our fingers. As a drink, we had fresh watermelon mixed with coconut milk which was really delicious as well. Coconuts are plentiful and used daily in cooking. I’ve become addicted to the local bananas. They have two types and both are really sweet and delicious, picked right off the tree in the back-yard or served to us at our group events. They make a great snack and I bet I’m eating five or six a day.
I’ve been most impressed with the Peace Corps training process so far and the staff here is terrific. You know they want you to succeed and they are all working to help us not only learn the language but to better understand the culture and the country. The days are long. We are in class from 8:30am until 5pm. We take a two hour break for dinner with our host families and then are back again at 7pm. However, they keep it moving. The toughest part at least for me is trying to retain all the information they provide. I feel like I’m struggling a bit with the language but every day I learn more and it is great to be able to come home and understand simple phrases. We are taught in groups of five or six people so we get a lot of attention. My instructor is great. We’ll soon be put in new groups based on our abilities which I think will help by having people of similar abilities together.
Tuesday, October 16, 2007
In our village of Fua’amoto, there is an Internet cafe. Except there is no coffee, no drinks and no food at the cafe. It’s actually not a café at all but a house that has Internet service. Inside are about eight computers and space to hook-up one laptop computer. The Internet House, as I’ve started calling it, is located just behind the building where our classes are conducted each day. The arrival of 33 Peace Corps trainees has done a lot for its business.
But that’s not the point of this story. Friday, after class I stopped by to download my e-mail onto my laptop. I’ve found it is much more efficient to write off-line and then upload and download mail than it is to try to do it online, which can be painfully slow. After I was done on Friday, I asked the woman at the door how long they would be open tomorrow. She told me until 12. Since many Tongan businesses are open only for a part of the day on Saturday and many not open at all, I figured I would get there early in case they decided to go home early. In Tongan, time is always relative and you never really know if someone is going to be somewhere at a certain time or if a place will be open. Saturday morning, I finished breakfast with my host family and walked to the Internet House. When I was about two blocks away, a kid yelled at me in English from inside the yard, “Hey Steve, where are you going?” How this kid knew my name, I don’t know. Several kids have asked me my name but I didn’t remember him. I told him I was going to the Internet. He said “It’s closed”. Now how he knew this, I didn’t know either. I thanked him, told him I was going to take a walk and continued on to the Internet House. Guess what, it was closed. There was a man outside who said they would be open later. When I asked what time, he said when he got back from town. I said, ”so around Noon”? He said, after lunch. That was his answer. I walked back home a different way, not wanting to offend the kid who gave me the correct information.
Fast forward to about 3pm. My host family is preparing to go to the beach for a picnic. I tell them I’ll be right back that I want to go to the Internet. This time, I get all the way there and it is still closed but I see a woman across the street. She says they’ll be open this evening. After a truly memorable trip to beach, I decide to walk home with a couple of others and walk by the Internet Cafe and it is now open. Of course it’s now dark outside and probably close to 8pm.
This simple story has several messages. One, why would I walk to this place instead of calling? Because that’s the way to do it. I’ve noticed that when my host family wants something, they don’t pick up the phone and call, they go there. Want to talk with someone? Just stop by. Second, the people in this village know a lot about what is going on, from my name to the status of the Internet. We used to talk about the “coconut wireless” when I lived in Hawaii, but Tonga operates this method of communication to perfection. And finally, don’t bank that things will happen on any kind of schedule. It’s all normal here, just different to us.
In fact, there are many things that are starting to seem perfectly normal after just a few weeks in Tonga.
Wearing a skirt or tupenu. All the men wear one to work, school and other more formal occasions like church. I have borrowed a few from my host family and I now own two of my own. Who would have ever guessed that I would ever go shopping for a skirt for me? While it feels normal to wear one, I haven’t quite mastered the art of sitting in one, especially on the floor. The first day I “flashed” several people in my group making me realize that until I get used to wearing one it is best to wear shorts underneath instead of just underwear.
Seeing pigs everywhere. On the road as you walk around the village, driving to town, sitting at the kitchen table and looking out the door or while in class. They are everywhere and while at first it seems kind of strange, it now seems much more normal.
Saying hello to every single person you see in the village. And often they want to talk, ask me my name or where I am going. Fortunately I can now answer these questions in broken Tongan instead of English and even when they ask me in English, I try to remember to respond in Tongan.
Going to sleep to the sounds of people singing. Whether it is men sitting around a kava circle or a church choir, it is not uncommon to be serenaded as you go to bed and even as you wake up in the morning. The village has lots of noise from roosters to dogs. And of course there are the people too.
Drums signal the start of town meetings and other events. You can distinguish them from the constant sound of tapa being tapped by the women of the village. Tapa is the bark of the Mulberry tree which is pounded into a cloth and decorated.
Church Bells ringing all the time to remind people to get ready for church and that church is starting. Most bells ring an hour before the service and there are services all week long. On Sunday, the first services start at 5am.
Food is everywhere and served all the time. Most is grown right here in the village and you only buy what you don’t raise or are given from family members.
Cold showers. They are not as bad as they sound.
Learning about the village, its people and the customs are all very important parts of what we are learning every day.
I will close by saying how impressed I’ve been with the other people in our group. It is very refreshing to be around so many inspired and intelligent people. It’s also great how we continue to support each other as we all adjust to our new surroundings.
Saturday, October 20, 2007
The concept of family in Tonga takes some explaining. Yes, the families are very large but the relationship between family members is quite different than what you would find in most American households. There is no such thing as a cousin in Tonga. What we would consider cousins in the U. S. are called sisters and brothers in Tonga. That means that the children of every Aunt and every Uncle are your brothers and sisters. Perhaps you have five children in your household, your father’s brother has five and your mom’s sister has five. That means you have 14 brothers and sisters.
Tongan children also call their parents by their first name and the parents are not always the birth parents. Confused? In the household where I am living, there is a three year who is being raised by our hosts. However, he is the son of our host’s brother who lives nearby. Adoption is pretty common here and it is not always by immediate family.
If you are adopted you count your biological siblings and your adopted siblings as your brothers and sisters. Now imagine this scenario over multiple generations and you begin to get the idea of the size of most Tongan families. I’ve met many of the relatives and the children and it is hard to keep everyone straight. Often a new face shows up in the house and it’s just another relative we get to meet.
If you want to be confused even further, in the Tongan language, brothers call their brothers one word and sisters call their brothers another word. The great part of all this is that you can seemingly go anywhere in Tonga and meet family.
My housemate Justin and I have certainly been warmly welcomed into our family here and are starting to feel at home. Unfortunately we have to say good-bye on Tuesday but I am confident we’ll remain in contact with our hosts during our service in Tonga, regardless of where we both end up working.
Food is a HUGE part of life in Tonga. Tongans eat all the time and they eat a lot. I doubt I will ever go hungry here. On Wednesday, Justin and I took a walk down to the beach after dinner. On the way back, we walked by a house where we didn’t know anyone. They called out to us “Come Eat” as they were eating their evening meal. We’ve heard this is pretty common. If you see someone, even if you don’t know them, you are invited to come share a meal and they will be happy if you join them. We did not join them but I have no doubt we would have had a great time.
In the morning, we usually have toast and tea or instant coffee. Occasionally we will have eggs. The toast is hand-cut from a loaf of bread and piled on a plate. I doubt we could even come close to eating all the toast that is put in front of us. We often have fresh fruit like bananas as well. At school, we have a morning tea, lunch and an afternoon tea.
The lunches are big meals and always include root crops like sweet potatoes, yams, and taro. We also get breadfruit almost daily. In addition, we’ll get fish, chicken of li, which is taro leaves with canned beef cooked in coconut milk. My favorite lunch has been curry chicken which was delicious. We get watermelon with almost every meal and often with our morning and afternoon teas.
When we come home, our hosts make another big meal. My favorite food so far has been raw fish marinated in coconut milk with onions and tomatoes. The teriyaki chicken is also delicious. We get root crops with every meal and occasionally rice. I’ve liked everything so far and can’t believe I’ve eaten as much as I have. I’m learning to limit my portions so I don’t end up gaining lots of weight. Other than walking everywhere, I’ve had little chance to exercise due to the busy schedule.
School takes up most of our days. We start at 8:30am with a community meeting which is conducted by several of the trainees and it can be on any topic. That’s followed by class until 5pm. We take a two hour break and go back for one hour at 7pm. We have about two hours of language training every day plus the one hour at night.
The language is my favorite part of the day even though I don’t feel I’m progressing as well as I should. Of course when I remember we’ve only been here for two weeks and I can carry on conversations at about the level of a four year old, I guess that is not bad. We are being encouraged to talk in complete sentences now instead of just learning new words and giving single word answers. There are more than 100 pronouns in the Tongan language and remembering all the rules can be difficult. Here are two confusing differences. In Tongan, there are pronouns for single, dual inclusive, dual exclusive, and plural. If you are talking about two people you use one set if you are one of the two people, a different set if you are not one of the two people and there is a different set if you are talking about three or more people. Also, there is one pronoun for he/she/it instead of the three we have in English.
The rest of the school day includes sessions on health, safety, culture and business. Because our group includes both education and business volunteers, we split up for these sessions and go to a different building. The business information is fascinating. It’s clear that profit is NOT the motivating factor for many Tongan business owners. On Monday we are getting to visit a small business and see how it runs which should be exciting. The Peace Corps staff is also starting to give us some information about the types of jobs we may be doing. While we haven’t gotten anything specific they are asking us to rank our preferences based on some job descriptions. We are supposed to find out November 13th where we will be assigned. That gives us a month to prepare before we are sworn in as volunteers and start working.
We leave for Vava’u, another island north of here on Tuesday. We are going by ferry and it takes 22 hours to get there. Today (Saturday) we all had to jump in the water. We probably were in the water for close to two hours, treading water, towing each other and swimming 100 meters in two minutes. We also learned how to survive in open water as a group. All of this was done without life jackets but we had guys from the Tonga Navy close in case any of us got into trouble. I think we were all surprised that is was much more strenuous than we had expected.
Finally, a few miscellaneous things worth noting.
Many in our group walked in a in a Breast Cancer walk this morning through the main city.
A friend e-mailed and asked me about the mats I was wearing in one of the pictures. The mats are worn over the tupenu (skirts) that we wear every day. Think of the mats like you would a tie. You might wear one to work depending on where you work and you would always wear one to a formal occasion. I don’t own one, but have borrowed a mat from our host family when I have needed it, like to go to church.
The US Ambassador for Fiji and Tonga, who is based in Fiji met with us Wednesday as did Deputy Secretary of State Christopher Hill. Both were in Tonga attending the Pacific Forum meetings happening in Nuku’alofa this week. Hill is a returned Peace Corps volunteer.
Several of the trainees have gotten sick and a few are dealing with infections from cuts. So far, I’ve only gotten mosquito bites and haven’t had any illnesses or infections. We have a very competent medical officer who is looking out for our needs.
Friday we had cooking classes. I learned how to make the raw fish mentioned above.
Friday, October 26, 2007
The lush green landscape, rolling hills of tropical foliage and pouring rain all signs that we were no longer on Tongatapu. After a shorter than expected ferry ride we made it to the northern island group of Vava’u. The ferry ride was an experience to be enjoyed once, but probably not again. As we were waiting to board, I was happy the Peace Corps requires each of us to take Life Jackets. The boat looked as if it had seen better days and once onboard our first impressions were found to be true.
We had secured an inside room for our group of 33, plus three of the Peace Corps staff. However, the room was not nearly big enough for all of us to sit, much less sleep. Several people ventured upstairs to the open deck, a decision that some would later regret. I opted to stay inside and while the occasional ocean spray would come through the open windows, it was a dry trip. I did not take any photos of our cramped quarters but imagine one person with the head looking at another person’s toes. That person looking at the head of the person next to them and on down the line. There was not enough room to stretch out shoulder to shoulder. Somehow in all of this, I was able to sleep, but not without occasionally kicking or rolling into the persons next to me. Of course, I also got bumped plenty of times throughout the night.
We had all been prepped for a 22 hour boat ride. The Peace Corps Medical officer (PCMO) issued motion tablets with instructions to take two one hour before we leave, two more once we left, another two when we left our first stop and the final two, four hours after that. The last two were not necessary because we got in about four hours early and we were all ready to get off the boat, even though it was pouring rain.
We got a great Peace Corps welcome from the current volunteers serving in this region and the Peace Corps staff who had arrived ahead of us. The volunteers had made cookies for us which I thoroughly enjoyed. Because of the rain, there was a lot of confusion about the luggage. Originally our bags were to be taken to our villages in open trucks. But that plans was scraped for those going with me to my village. We all crammed into a bus with all of our bags. We made it fit, but it was a tight squeeze.
We are now in three different groups in three different villages. I’m with 10 other trainees in the village of Ta’anea. (If you have Google Earth, zoom into Ta’anea; find the town hall with a large church next to it. Directly across the street from the town hall is where I am living. Next door to me is another church).
My new host family consists of a father, mother and 29 year old daughter. It’s a very nice house and they have been very hospitable. When I first got here, after the initial introductions, my first words were “kaukau” which is bathe or shower. I was feeling pretty gross after the long boat ride, the sea spray and then the pouring rain. The bathroom and the shower are located in separate rooms that are connected to the main house, but you must go outside to get to them. The shower was awesome. The water did not feel as cold as it did in Fua’amotu, but that could also be because it is quite a bit warmer here. After a delicious lunch featuring two of my favorite foods: fresh pineapple and ‘ota ‘ika, (raw fish), I took a very long nap.
After my nap, I visited a bit with my host family and then went for a walk with the daughter, some neighbors and a couple of other trainees. We also stopped and visited another trainee at his house and then visited our language teachers at their house. When I got back, it was time for dinner. Here’s where I got a quick education into how Tongans are so eager to please everyone. I ate alone while the others watched. I’ve learned this is a sign of respect and while it takes a little to get used to, that is just the way it is done here. I reached for a slice of bread and my host Mom moves the butter toward me. I asked in English, “Do you have Jam?” It was not on the table and at my previous host family they always had jam or jelly. She gets very flustered, said Ikai, which is no, starts yelling for her daughter, grabs some money and sends her daughter to the store to buy me some jam. I tried to stop her saying it was not a big deal, but she kept pushing her out the door. After a few minutes when she didn’t come right back, she went to the front door and called for her daughter. By now, I’ve finished my dinner but not wanting to offend my brand new host parents, I sat there, with a slice of bread on my plate, patiently waiting for the jam to come. It finally got there and I enjoyed my bread and jam, but learned a valuable lesson about asking for something you don’t see on the table.
This village is much smaller and a lot quieter than Fua’amotu, our last village. The quiet is because there are fewer dogs, pigs and chickens. Since arriving in Tonga, I’ve been sleeping with ear plugs to deafen the outside noise. Here I was able to sleep without using the earplugs. I still awoke to the sound of roosters but not as many as before.
My room has a fan, a double bed covered with a lace mosquito net and a table with chair. It’s quite comfy and I’m looking forward to enjoying it. I would be easy to spend all my time in my room in front of the fan as it is definitely warmer here and during the day, there is not a noticeable breeze.
My new language teacher is 71 years old and seems quite patient. I was sad not to keep the teacher I had, but look forward to learning more of the language. Here is a sample of what Tongan looks like. You’ll get an A if you can translate this!!
Ko Steve au. Oku ou ha’u mei Florida pea oku ou saiia ‘ota ‘ika mo faina. Ko hoku twofefine ko Becky mo Maria. Oku ou ngaue e Peace Corps pea oku ou nofo “i Ta’anea.
Figure it out? There are a few hints above, but if I did this correctly, it says “I am Steve, I come from Florida and I like raw fish and pineapple. My sisters are Becky and Maria. I work for Peace Corps and I stay in Ta’anea”.
I was able to write most of that from memory except to check the spelling of a couple of words. However, I’ve got a LOOOONG way to go. Being able to say it and being able to hear it and translate it are two very different things.
I was very sad to leave my previous host family. I got attached to them in a very short time. If I end up working on Tongatapu, I’m sure I will see them regularly. Monday night, our last night at home, we sat around and played cards at the kitchen table. I had brought a deck from home but didn’t give it to them until a few nights before we left. We played all kinds of games and sometimes just made up the rules as we went along. They also taught us a Tongan card game called “High Card” and a card trick.
As it started to get late, I began to wonder why we had not eaten. Finally, Sia told us our dinner was coming from town. I told her that we could just get something here and she said no, this was something special. And special it was. They had ordered us two huge lobsters from the International Dateline Hotel complete with French Fries and vegetables. There was no way I could have ever eaten one by myself so we all shared. It was probably only the second time I’ve ever eaten Lobster. (I almost didn’t get sent to the South Pacific because I thought I might have had an allergy to Shrimp and Lobster). I’ve avoided both almost my entire life and even after passing an allergy test, I still don’t eat much shrimp or lobster. The good news is that it was delicious and I had no side effects. On Tuesday morning as we were leaving, the family presented us with flower lei’s for the trip and gave us each a Ta’avala.
How I did something REALLY inappropriate!
Monday, October 29, 2007
During Breakfast Saturday, my host sister told me that we were planning to go to another village called Taoa which she described as a long way. We made a very short trip into Neiafu, the main city here in Vava’u and came home to pick up my host mom for the trip. As we were getting ready to leave, Tiana, my host sister, tells me that I need a tupenu for Lotu, which is Church. I said for tomorrow? She said, no, for Taoa. That was my first indication that we were going to church. The drive to Taoa was beautiful and was my first chance to see any of the island. During part of the way, I could look out over the Pacific as we were driving. I was most impressed by how this country has remained unspoiled.
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