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Marhabtain! Winter Newsletter 2022-23

FOJ ANNUAL MEETING

Saturday, March 18, 2023

12pm EST

Meeting will be held virtually via Zoom with both computer video and telephone conference
capabilities. Link will be sent via email closer to the meeting or you can RSVP now to
president@friendsofjordan.org to receive call-in details directly.

Peace Corps Jordan 25th Anniversary
Virtual Reunion

by Allison Freedman

On October 22, 2023, we celebrated the 25th Anniversary of Peace Corps in Jordan with a Virtual
Reunion. We had 20+ volunteers, staff, and LCFs from J-groups spanning J1 to J13 join. It was a
chance to meet new people and reconnect with many we hadn't 'seen’ virtually or in person in quite
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some time. We played a trivia game that had us laughing about our folly, shared pics of us then and
now, and told stories to reminisce. We stayed longer than we may have anticipated because our time
together in Jordan was a long time ago, but the impact of our experiences - both individual and
collective - was powerful. We look forward to staying connected and getting together again soon!

Catching up with Former Peace Corps Jordan Country Director, Darcy
Neill

by Ken Finley

Recently I sat down for an interview with Darcy Neill, the third and longest serving
Country Director in Jordan from 2001-2007. Here’s some of what we spoke about
(edited for space, and because as Darcy said, we could really talk for hours- and we
did!) &

When did you first get connected with the Peace Corps, and where did you serve as a
volunteer?

There was a provision in the Peace Corps Act of 1961 which allowed for a limited number of positions
at a limited number of posts to program for a Volunteer Secretary. Of course, the Agency discovered
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after a few years that there were indeed qualified host country staff available to fill those positions and
discontinued those invitations. In 1965, | was a secretary at a Park Avenue ad agency and, without
knowing the details of the Act, was discussing JFK's idea with friends. Several of us took the test
(language and general aptitude as I recall) required at the time. When | received my invitation, it
seemed to be an excellent match. PST was held at a former army camp in St. Croix, followed by a brief
orientation at the State Department on security and procedural issues. Then | headed to my
assignment in Gabon, arriving in June 1967. About six months later, the program was suspended and
all PCVs were evacuated to Sierra Leone and | was invited to continue my service in Senegal. While |
enjoyed my primary assignment and felt it contributed to the program, like many PCVs, my heart
belonged to my secondary projects (work at an orphanage, girls education and teaching a lot of
English!). So that was my entry into Peace Corps. | wouldn't say it was to save the world. | was
curious about it. I was willing to go. I'd always done volunteer work in my community growing up, so
the service model existed. And the recruiter had said I'd have my own room, which as the oldest of
nine, I'd never had. Even if that room was in a hut in Africa.

How did you become connected with Peace Corps/Jordan?
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In July 1969, | began my COS trip home and flew to Casablanca. Then | took the Marrakesh Express
south. It was the old “Europe on $5 a Day" kind of trip. As | explored the souk in Marrakesh one day,
this little boy trailed behind. He was adorable and quite polite, addressing me every once in a while
with a “Madame?” Finally, | couldn’t resist and asked, “Oui, Monsieur?” He said, “Please, my father
wants you to come to our shop.” I said, “Sorry, I'm not really shopping. I'm traveling and can’t carry
anything.” “No,” he said, “you don't have to purchase anything.” (What a salesman!) 1 said, “Okay,

I’'ll come and meet your father and tell him what a good boy you are.” We walked into this dim
enormous tent. Displays were set up everywhere, but at the center were these huge fake leather
armchairs, with three Moroccan men around a TV that was only 12 sq in. but maybe 3 ft deep. | was
hesitant, but they warmly invited me in to sit and have tea. They admitted that they'd heard there was
an American in the souk and wanted to watch the moon landing with one! So they sent the boy out to
invite me in. We drank tea and watched the moon landing in wonder and excitement. They were
gracious and impressed, but as | left, one asked, “You Americans, how do you think this (stuff) up?”
He didn't say that word, but the equivalent. He thought it was a show, a piece of theater. | said, no, no,
that was real. It was live. He gave me the broadest smile! That’s when I fell in love with Morocco and
got my first RPCV tale!

Between 1970 and 1975, | worked on several PSTs and as a Staging Officer at PC/HQ and revisited
twice. In 1990, | was contacted by a PC colleague about an opening for Country Director/Morocco.
For 27 years Morocco had operated very successfully and in close partnership with host agencies. But
PC thought it might be useful to have someone with outside experience look with fresh eyes for new
opportunities. Plus, the post had never had a female CD (this sealed the deal). So, | started packing.
In Rabat, | had a wonderful house and an extraordinary housekeeper, who loved cooking for
Volunteers. At an Embassy gathering in ‘92, I met Jordan’s Ambassador to Morocco. Over the next
year, | got to know him, his wife and 3 children. I'd invite them to parties to meet Volunteers and hear
about their work and adventures. One day he asked, “Why don’t we have Peace Corps in Jordan?”
While | told him I didn’t know if there was a specific reason, | did explain that Peace Corps only went
where it was invited (hint, hint!). That was the beginning. We left Morocco at about the same time
but stayed in touch intermittently. A few years later, he returned to Jordan as the head of Queen
Noor’s office, and, of course, she knew Peace Corps. I’'m not sure exactly how the process unfolded.
But when I got to Jordan in 2001, his signature was on the early official documents.

So, you planted the seed? Why weren’t you the first Country Director in Jordan?

Five-year rule! I completed my tour as CD/Thailand in 1995 and moved to Hong Kong and went back
into the private sector. At one point I heard that PC was going to Jordan. Larry Bartlett and his family
were neighbors of my sister Pat (RPCV/Benin) in Takoma Park. A few years later, the woman who had
followed me as Morocco CD became the EMA Regional Director. She phoned one day, and said, “You
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talk so often about Jordan and you’ve been saying for years that you might someday come back to
Peace Corps. What if you could do the latter in the former?” It was the year 2000. | had my business. |
hadn't been actively thinking about it, but it was an offer | couldn’t refuse. There was a delay before |
could start, so there was no overlap with Jack Seeger, Jordan’s 2nd CD, although we got together for
lunch before I left DC.

So it was that on September 11, 2001, | started packing in Hong Kong for my new assignment. We all
have our stories from that day. The movers were coming the next morning. At 9pm (9am in New
York), | turned on the TV. The North Tower had already been hit. Focused as | was on boxing things
up, my first thought was: Is this a movie?!?! Then, the South Tower was hit, and people started
calling me and asking: “Are you watching? You're not still going, right?” | couldn't get out of Hong
Kong for a few days as international flights were canceled and airports closed. In Amman, the newly
arrived American Ambassador was notified as he was being welcomed by Embassy staff; newly sworn-
in J5s were delayed in heading to their sites. | finally made it to DC and spent about a week at HQ
and a few days at home in New York. PC provided a slimmed-down training, with a heavy focus on
safety and security, and | landed in Amman on 9/26. Understandably there was anxiety among PC
staff and Volunteers, and uncertainty at the Embassy. Fortunately, the new U.S. ambassador was a
supporter and ally. We were all carefully juggling next steps, timing, and how to take suitable
precautions. When people pull together, apply their skills, and draw on their backgrounds, they find a
unified purpose. Fortunately, our views were aligned regarding stabilization and assessment of the
program, so we proceeded.
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You stayed for 6 years, right? That's longer than Larry and Jack put together. Why
did you choose to stay in the post for so long?

In its early years PC took the 5-year rule seriously. | would've stayed longer in Rabat, but | was offered
a transfer to Thailand after 3 years in Morocco, while I still had sufficient time to serve at a second
post. Over time PC has recognized how much depends on staff stability. If someone is doing well and
is an effective match for a post, that person should stay on longer. I think security had also become a
big part of assignment decisions. So | agreed to a second tour, then to an additional year. | loved it
and had established some strong connections. Jordan was still a relatively young program and there
were approaches we wanted to try like assigning PCVs out of Amman and into more rural areas.

So, no more Volunteers in Amman or Agaba? You know, | worked on projects in both
of those cities...

Definitely not. Fabulous cities, of course, especially when we launched the program, but they weren’t
as well suited to Peace Corps goals and to a more grounded Jordanian experience. In terms of
security, a PCV is often better off in a small village...better known...and better protected. Communities
close ranks around ‘their’ PCVs. It was an unusual period after 9/11 and Jordanians pride themselves
on protecting their guests. As I'd been evacuated as a Volunteer and overseen an evacuation in
Morocco, someone once teased that many countries might not want me as Country Director as |
seemed to “specialize in evacuations.” Soon after we evacuated in late 2003, Agency Director Gaddi
Vasquez came to Jordan with our Regional Director. Along with Ambassador Gnehm, the four of us
met with His Majesty King Abdullah to explain the decision and assure him that this wasn’t because
we felt that Jordan couldn’t take care of its guests. | promised “...to use this period to assess the
program and see what and how we could improve. We'll have the luxury of time; we'll maintain
relationships with the ministries and communities. We're interrupting our commitment, but not
ending it.” | knew that for PC’s reputation and the endurance of our relationship, such a statement
would be appreciated.
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Would you say that going through the Jordan evacuation was the toughest challenge
you went through while you were there?

It certainly was, particularly for those PCVs whose service was so dramatically interrupted. It was also
tough administratively. It was disheartening and challenging for the PC/Jordan staff, and for me
personally, following up with counterparts, neighbors, and host families. But the bigger challenge was
in actually resuming operations, with concerns about security and how to set up for reopening. We
had been out for more than a year, so no experienced PCVs returned, and we’d be welcoming a new
group. First, we went to the Minister of Education. He was glad to have Volunteers back and
suggested we bring them for the second semester and not wait for the usual summer arrival. This was
unusual but worked out well. We decided the first group back would only be TEFLers. With a smaller
number of Volunteers and a single Ministry partnership to manage, we could focus on re-entry. We
designed community meetings for each village where programming people had already confirmed a
viable PCV request. I led every meeting, with invitations to all local leaders, the Imam, teachers,
parents, security officials, and all who had questions about Peace Corps. Anyone could come and
anything could be asked, and we had incredible turnouts. This is when I fell in love even more with
Jordan, because | got to visit every variety of village, always with staff and an interpreter (my Arabic
was still suitable only for meeting and greeting). In addition to formal presentations, we wove in the
less formal. I usually played the family card: 1'd say “I'm the oldest of nine, so if you have a big sister,
you know how this is going to go” and they’d laugh. Then I'd add: “my parents had 8 girls, and then
one boy” and Allah was abundantly praised! Peace Corps is a relatively small agency, but I was still the
agency head, and | was coming to the village as an acknowledgement that this was a partnership. Tell
us what you need, call me if there's a problem, but here's what we’re counting on from you. The
exchanges were vigorous! One of the best was in a village in the south at a girls school. A few young
mothers there told me that they knew it was important for their children to learn English, but they
couldn’t help them because they didn’t speak much or any of it. (I knew from other volunteer work
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that the hardest part of teaching adults was finding age-appropriate material. You didn’t want to use
children's books.) I admitted that I'd need to check with the Minister of Education, but I asked if
they’d like to have an English Club for Moms, where they could get the school curriculum a couple
weeks ahead of their kids. Then when their kids asked for help, they’d be stars and know just enough
to offer it. The Minister agreed to let us give it a try. A few PCVs tried it out. Not sure how long it
continued, it all depended on the village, the PCV, and the PCV’s counterpart. | remember one case
where the Volunteer said it was so great in the beginning that Dads started coming instead of Moms.
Not exactly what we had envisioned! However, although the TEFLers were successfully back, there
remained a ‘rebuilding’ environment and stiffer safety/security protocols for the next several years.
Over that time, we continued to re-introduce ourselves and re-establish our commitment, but it was
clear PC/Jordan was back in business!

What are you most proud of from your time in Jordan?

I don’t know about ‘proud’ but one thing that we seemed to get a handle on was staff development.
I'm still in touch with many/most! We worked hard during that tough time to solidify Peace Corps’
reputation and responsiveness and to attract and retain the best. Obviously, Volunteers are the heart
of the matter, but staff suitability and passion are equally critical.

Do you think we’ll ever go back, and if so, what would that integration look like?

I wasn’t involved in the 2015 suspension, so | can’t speak to the causes or decision directly. However,
given the evacuation of 7,000+ PCVs worldwide due to COVID, | imagine for the near future that the
Agency will focus on re-establishing active programs rather than those that were suspended.

Over the past few years I've been lucky to get back to Jordan twice to work on a project with the U.S.
Forest Service. Risky perhaps going to work for some of my former Volunteers, but, hey, | helped a
few of them get hired there. As of 2022, what was initially a USFS/USAID project is now a Jordanian
NGO, with a Jordanian Board responsible for sustaining itself and addressing environmental issues in
the region. There will always be links to our countries of service. There will always be relationships or
skill sets which we could offer. Maybe we won't be teaching English directly because almost everybody
has some English, but perhaps we’ll be doing teacher training or materials development or
environmental restoration. Undoubtedly it would be different. In the 56 years since | swore-in, Peace
Corps has evolved, changed, juggled, stepped out, and gone back. I know Peace Corps staff and
Volunteers do a lot of soul-searching. Should we substitute ‘work with’ where we used to say 'help’ in
the Peace Corps goals? As for the Third Goal, there are ways in which our familiarity with culture and
our language skills can contribute. One area, though it wouldn’t be the standard Peace Corps
program, might be with refugees. Jordan was affected by an influx from Irag when | was there and by
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a Syrian one in 2011. Several former PC staff members have gone on to work with international
development and refugee organizations. | am involved with the Peace Corps Community for Refugees
(an NPCA affiliate group) with a team of RPCVs from many countries. This could be a thing that
RPCVs could look into, and something Peace Corps could collaborate on in the future. I've met
several RPCVs who had secondary projects involving displaced persons where they served, and then
returned to the USA to work in that arena. There is important work to be done - from airport
welcomes to advocacy to community integration for newcomers.

We can organize people who know the country, know the language, know how to eat with one hand,
all the things that ease a refugee’s or asylum seeker’s integration. RPCVs have also experienced
lessons in productivity. We had 2 years to get ourselves in gear, even if we seemed to waste some time
settling-in. (But is it really wasted time if you're sitting and drinking tea? | say not. | say you're
building relationships. And people are going to listen to you differently, and offer their ideas more
easily.) Such productivity is key for a newcomer’s success.

What would you say about the future of Peace Corps? There have been so many recent
challenges, from the war in Ukraine to COVID-19 to a general insecurity in the world
today. What would you say to people thinking about it?

In 1961 when Peace Corps started, it's unlikely anyone thought about where we’d be in 62 years. |
know. | was there. Timing is important, but for now I'd say, let's find a few fields where we might have
a point of view or perspective, or a few more miles on us. When | went to Morocco, the Minister of
Health welcomed me saying how great it was there was a woman CD. Then he added that it'd be even
greater when that wasn’t news. Later | said to the same Minister, “Ultimately, we should work
ourselves out of a job.” He replied, “No, you shouldn’t. It's not only the work that PCVs do. We have
Moroccans doing some of this, but when you come to a meeting or a workshop, my staff sit up and
prepare differently.” It was clear that the interaction and the relationship were as valuable as the
project.

I’d like to share an analogy. Much criticism has been leveled at the UN over the years for its apparent
ineffectiveness. | worked on a summer intern program there through an NGO, and the interns got
passes to attend briefings in the General Assembly. There was a young Jesuit priest there one day, and
during a coffee break, he heard some of our interns repeating some of the criticism and so he jumped
in and said, “You're right, guys, there's no question about it. But it is better than the other UN.”
Everyone was like- there’s only one UN. He said, “Exactly. This is the one we have.” When thinking of
Peace Corps’ future, I think the job of the next generation and every one of us is to appreciate what we
have, but also to improve, enhance, streamline, and toss out what doesn’t work. I've often wondered if
we’d have the wherewithal to start the Agency from scratch now. It wouldn't be so easy. We should all
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concentrate on what PC could be instead of how it should be... which must have been the approach 62
years ago. One more thing about PC’s future, | think maintaining our status as an independent
agency, and not as a division of another USG agency (which shall remain nameless), is vitally
important. Being independent better suits our purpose and personality anyway...

What advice would you give someone interested in taking on a new leadership role?
Whether as Country Director, or really any leadership position. And where do you go
from here?

First, congratulations- assuming you really want the job. Second, there’s a management theory that
says when you get to a new place you should just listen and observe for six months before taking
action. There's another management theory that, artfully implemented, makes more sense to me. That
is: you will never see as clearly as you do in the first six months. You're not attached to how it is, who
it is, or the way things have always been done around here. Balance is key. Here's what I've learned.
Here are the skills I have. Acknowledge those. But wait before you start plugging them in. I know I'm
good at this but let me be sure that's what’'s needed as opposed to here's what I'm good at and let me
show them.

I will say something about being a Country Director, which I think is the best job in the Agency. I'm
not a headquarters person; I'm a field person. Both are crucial, but with some distinctions. If
anybody's thinking about being a CD, like Peace Corps, it really is the ‘toughest job you'll ever love’,
because you balance a Volunteer’s level of independence with added structure, and it can get a little
administrative. But there’s also a lot of opportunity for initiative. When I think about whether | was a
good Country Director, there seems to have been a combination of circumstances which matched my
interests, my commitment, and my skills, which is likely true for most positions. Peace Corps has
usually (but not always) been a good place for women. But I think when someone truly succeeds, like
with anything else, it's often a fluke (or harmonic convergence). | didn't set out to go to Jordan, but I
heard about it and I DID fall in love with it, which is why | stayed so long and intend to go back as
often as I can.

PCVs completing their service are often guided by one of two things: that we have work we want to do,
and that we’ll go anywhere to do it. Or, there's a place we want to be, and we’ll do anything to be
there, whatever the reason. But | believe a balance of the idealistic and the pragmatic, for staff or
Volunteers, is the key to being effective...wherever we end up.

As for where | go next, most calls are about leadership transition, which I've experienced with PC and
USFS. This requires you to know how to stabilize the ship, maintain spirit, acknowledge what went
before, be an effective learner, and set the new person up for success. Those are things I love doing,
but the next challenge will have to be in a country that | know and love or, at the very least, is
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intriguing.

What role do you see Friends of Jordan playing in the future? What should we focus
on, and how can we grow as an organization?

Before answering, | have a question of my own. How has the purpose of Friends of Jordan changed? |
work with other ‘Friends of’ programs. | was the Country Director when Friends of Jordan started. We
were at a COS conference, and a few RPCVs, including Rose, announced to the group that FOJ was
launching. We were so excited. But focus is much easier to identify when a program is active. (Have
you tracked all that the RPCV Alliance for Ukraine has accomplished?) So, what is our purpose now?
Some affiliate groups tend to be more social, while others fund projects when there’s a program in-
country. For me, a relationship with Jordan is critical. By maintaining this relationship, we also
reserve the right, as they say on Law and Order, to “recall the witness.” Though we might not be as
active now as we have been, or might be again, or we'd like to be, it's important to preserve our
mutual bonds. We're still under oath. We should stay involved, stay open to ideas and suggestions,
and stay connected. This is our network. Value it. You never know who or what's around the corner.
We could take a look at Friends of Afghanistan as an example...there hasn’'t been a program there in
decades...yet they rallied together during the Afghanistan evacuation to astounding effect.

One thing we might investigate is a stronger alliance with former staff, e.g. those working with
refugees. They're involved; we can trust their honor and judgment and they’d have a way to tell us a
story that had meaning. We could invite some of those who worked with us a long time to an FOJ
meeting and ask what they think we could do. Does anyone have a project that is so aligned with
Peace Corps that s/he thinks, “I wish | had a couple of Volunteers!” Could we support that? Without a
physical presence, it’s difficult. But it could give us some longevity. All we’d have to say to folks (even
Peace Corps) is, we're not asking you to commit right now. But keep in mind there's a network here
‘on pause’ that could be reactivated.

So, in redefining or revisiting our purpose, while right now we might not seem that active, stay in
touch, because the time may come with something really exciting and engaging where we need all of
you.

Friends of Jordan Officers 2023-2024

Consider joining! It is time for our annual call for Officers for Friends of Jordan. Terms begin March 1,
2023 and are for one year.

Officer positions include President, Vice President, Treasurer, Program Coordinator,
Secretary, Membership Coordinator, Communications Officer, and Fundraising
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Coordinator.

Duties of each officer are described at https://www.friendsofjordan.org/cpages/who-we-are, and if

you have additional questions or to express interest, don’t hesitate to contact Rose Kyprianou

at treasurer@friendsofjordan.org or any of the current officers directly.

These current officers plan to return for another term, and it’s a fun group to be part of: Rose
Kyprianou, Ken Finley, Karina O'Meara and Allison Freedman. Please consider joining us!

**The term of service runs until the end of February 2024 and requires only a few hours a
month. Now is not too late to become more involved in serving this worthwhile community! Reach
out to any of us to learn more about the roles or commitment**

Happy 62nd Birthday to the Peace Corps!

(by Dan Baker, NPCA President and CEO https://mailchi.mp/peacecorpsconnect.org
/1march2023?e=a8c30578b8)
Director Spahn defined Peace Corps, not as a service opportunity for Americans in currently

participating countries, but as “a global network of individuals from over 140 countries who work
together at the grassroots level and who are committed to being agents of progress.” The agency is
clearly taking massive steps in its language to focus on inclusion of local counterparts and partners,
past and present, as members of its network. Indeed, including the voices of counterparts from
Nepal, Senegal, and the Dominican Republic in this "Connect with the World" event was a great step
in putting local voices front and center in the Peace Corps experience.

National Peace Corps Association serves as the connecting force for this global network that
Director Spahn spoke about. NPCA welcomes RPCVs, local counterparts, host families, Peace Corps
staff, and friends of the Peace Corps to engage with this global network by renewing your NPCA
membership and seeking out ways to get involved in any of the 178 RPCV groups found on

NPCA's Affiliate Group Directory.

Finally, if you are not an NPCA mission partner, we still invite you to read the free online version of

our newest edition of Worldview magazine or explore feature stories from the recent magazine on

our website's news feed.

I leave you this week with one of the agency’s key messages of Peace Corps Week: “Service with
others is critical to deepening the bonds of our global community, both abroad and at home.”
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