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Marhabtain!

Peace Corps Jordan Spotlight

Tom Gerhardt in Jordan

By: Bill Thomas
PC Jordan Admin Officer (2005-2008), PCV Niger (1983-1986)
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| write this article with no attempt at being unbiased, neutral or impartial. | worked closely with Tom as the Peace
Corps (PC) Jordan Administrative Officer, and Tom has stayed one of my best friends during my 65 years. | am
happy to celebrate what | consider a life well lived and reflect back specifically on his days in Jordan.

| will focus on Jordan, but some background on Tom is required to put his work in perspective. Tom is a bear of a
man with no fear. Tom has worked at so many jobs and had so many adventures it would require more time than |
have to recount! Just listing his Peace Corps and Vista work gives you an idea of the kind of life Tom has led: Peace
Corps Volunteer (PCV) in Micronesia, Tanzania, and Guatemala; Program and Training Officer in the Philippines
and Jordan; Vista volunteer in Kentucky and Oklahoma. One thing connected these jobs (and many others), and
that was his commitment to serve - and serve he did.

As the long list above indicates, Tom came to PC Jordan as the Programming and Training Officer (PTO) in 2005
with a great deal of experience and perspective on service and development. In Jordan he found a well functioning
and professional local staff (Tom noted that it is always the local staff that really made a program work.) What he did
not find was the petty squabbles and infighting that he noted was common elsewhere. He felt that the staff worked
long hours and worked together. The programs were well considered, and he was particularly impressed with the
quality of the Special Education group and the skills and professionalism brought by this team.

Tom believed in empowering PCVs to serve, so when they came to him with an idea that was a bit out of the
ordinary, he would always try to make it work. For example, when a group of PCVs thought it would be a good idea
to run the Dead to Red road race (where each runner might go 20 miles,) Tom helped them figure out transportation
and actually drove their trailing minibus all night long! Tom knew how to drive and he was really the only non-driver
staff member who could get the big Land Cruiser (a manual beast of a truck) up the steep ramp from the parking lot
and onto a busy street out in front of the PC office.

When considering highlights of his stint in Jordan, he was pleased with the work his team did when on short notice
they had to move the PCV training facility from Irbid to Mafraq. It was a “whole of office” effort that, with Tom’s
leadership, went smoothly. Tom managed up well and could write as professional a memo as | have ever seen.
These skills came in handy in “surviving” three visits from Peace Corps Director Gaddi Vasquez. Each visit had to
be carefully choreographed and Tom took the lead in making all the visits smooth and successful - no mean feat.

But Tom was a volunteer’s volunteer, so when he would go out to do home visits to PCVs, he would generally
camp out near the volunteer so he could spend more time on the visit and really give the PCV a chance to share
any concerns. He knew that women in particular would often face challenges in the conservative, male dominated
culture. Tom always did what he could to provide these volunteers with the extra resources they might need to
adapt and be successful.



Finally, it is important for the PTO to work well with their Admin Officer. | will say Tom did this perfectly. He knew my
weakness for a McDonald’s breakfast sandwich, so at least once a week he would show up in my office at 8:00 AM
with coffee and muffins which we would immediately devour. Tom and | would then review what needed to be done
that week, and we would finish with clear work priorities outlined to guide us. There were no power struggles, we
just talked things over, figured out problems and got the work done - a real pleasure.

In August 2025, | visited Tom and his family, and | left inspired. In his 70s, he is still going on adventures that would
scare most 20 year-olds and, most importantly, still serving his community in meaningful ways.

Photos: Top (PC Jordan, Tom is in the front row); Bottom Left (Okanagan Valley, BC 2025 Tom is
on right with Bill); Bottom Right (Wadi Rum)

FOJ Member Publications
The Mongolian Memory Hat

By Allison Freedman (J1 and FOJ Officer)

Dedicated in part to her Peace Corps family

The Mongolian Memorg Hat

In this story, Riley and his Mama are off on the adventure of a lifetime! Together, they travel to
Mongolia, where they learn about its culture and history and explore its beautiful landscape. But
how on earth will Riley remember everything that happened on their trip? Maybe a special gift from
a stranger will do the trick!


https://www.beginagainbooksandgifts.com/product-page/the-mongolian-memory-hat
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Traveling with a family can be challenging, but in this story, you'll see that even someplace as far
away and unfamiliar as Mongolia can feel like home. And once you've experienced the wonder of
world travel, you will never see things the same again.

This early reader book is designed for children ages 5 through 8. But we encourage you to enjoy it
with kids of all ages!
About the Author:

Allison Freedman is an RPCV (Jordan 1) who lives in Boulder, Colorado where she raised her twin boys to be curious and
competent travelers and explorers. She has since worked in the education, technology, and translation industries, and has served
as an FOJ Officer on and off since 2006. This is her first publication.

FOJ Member Publications
From the Lowest Place on Earth to the Roof of the
World (and back): A Peace Corps Jordan Love Story

By Jeff Ogren (J2)

When I arrived in Jordan in 1998 as a Peace Corps volunteer, I thought I was there to teach English
or maybe work with coral reefs in Aqaba. I had no idea I was actually there to meet my wife.

My Peace Corps journey began like many others—three months of intensive language and cultural
training in Madaba with a cohort of idealistic twenty-somethings (err, or older) trying to master
Arabic and navigate a culture that would challenge everything we thought we knew about the world.
But something unexpected happened during those training weeks. I met Leila, a Palestinian-
American volunteer whose father was from Bethlehem and whose family had deep roots and ties to
Amman. She had a master's in social work and, like me, came from a working-class background and
possessed an insatiable hunger for adventure. But she also brought something I didn't have—a
cultural bridge between the American and Arab worlds that would make every experience richer and
more layered.

We bonded over late-night conversations on the Black Iris Hotel rooftop, discovering we were both
first-generation college students who'd chosen the uncertain path of international service over more
conventional careers. Her female language instructors were collectively insightful, picking up on the
chemistry between us before we did. When they gave Leila mood rings as gifts, we slipped them on
and looked down to see the same color staring back at us. "Science doesn't lie," she quipped, though
we both knew mood rings had nothing to do with science.

Then came assignment day. We gathered on a basketball court where someone had painted a
massive map of Jordan on the ground. My heart sank when Leila was assigned to an Amman
hospice while I was posted to a village on the shores of the Dead Sea—"the lowest serving
volunteer on Earth," as the Peace Corps Director announced with theatrical flair.
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My assignment to Ghor EI' Mazra'a, a village on the shores of the Dead Sea, turned out to be more
transformative than any coral reef work could have been. At 1,500 feet below sea level, I was
literally the lowest serving Peace Corps volunteer on Earth. I spent 730 days teaching English to
students who were curious about America but deeply rooted in their own rich culture, learning to
navigate the complexities of Middle Eastern hospitality, the art of drinking endless cups of tea while
having the same conversation in broken Arabic, and the humility that comes from being perpetually
foreign.

On Fridays, I'd hitchhike up the Dead Sea highway to play basketball at the American Community
School in Amman—a journey that took me from the lowest point on Earth back up to the capital,
thumbing rides with generous Jordanians who couldn't understand why an American would choose
to live in a village when he could live in the city. Life has a funny way of coming full circle. Last
year, my oldest daughter graduated from that same American Community School. My youngest is
currently a junior there. And I now serve as President of the Board of Trustees—the same school
where I used to show up sweaty and grateful for a basketball game and a hot shower.

But what I remember most from those two years wasn't the cultural immersion or the language
acquisition—it was the weekends when Leila and I found excuses to meet in Amman, the letters we
wrote, the slow realization that what had started on a hotel rooftop in Madaba was evolving into
something that would define the rest of my life.

When our Peace Corps service ended in 2000, neither of us was ready to return to conventional
American life. So we did what any two jobless volunteers drunk on adventure and possibility would
do: we decided to keep traveling. Three months backpacking through Turkey and trekking the
Annapurna circuit in Nepal, testing whether what worked in the structured confines of Peace Corps
could survive in the unstructured chaos of budget travel.

Those three months—freezing in off-season pensions on the Black Sea coast, hiking to heights over
17,000 feet, navigating the inevitable conflicts that arise when two strong-willed people share
cramped spaces and limited resources—became the crucible that forged our partnership. We learned
that love isn't just about those perfect rooftop conversations; it's about compromise, patience, and
choosing each other even when you're exhausted, broke, and unsure of what comes next.

That journey became "The Trail that Changed Everything: From Living Below Sea Level to Life
Above the Clouds," a travel memoir I've recently completed that traces our evolution from solo
wanderers to committed partners against the backdrop of Jordan, Turkey, and the Himalayas.

Twenty-six years later, Leila and I have come full circle. After a career that took us to eight
countries across multiple continents, we're back in Jordan—this time at the U.S. Embassy where I
serve as the Senior Human Resources Officer. Fortunate to be able to share many of our favorite
restaurants from years ago — like Haret Jdoudna in Madaba — with our kids or hiking the many
wadi’s with them that held our memories for all these years.

Jordan has changed in some ways—there's a McDonald's in Madaba now, and the infrastructure is
vastly improved—but the things that matter most have remained constant. The legendary hospitality
of Jordanians, the warmth and kindness you encounter throughout the country, the way strangers
still invite you for tea and ask about your family—these endure. It's what made me fall in love with
Jordan in 1998, and it's what makes being back here feel like coming home.

Peace Corps Jordan didn't just teach me Arabic and cross-cultural competence. It gave me the
greatest adventure of my life—the one I'm still living every day with the woman I met on that
rooftop in Madaba.

About the Book:

"The Trail that Changed Everything" is a travel memoir that captures the transformation from
idealistic Peace Corps volunteer to seasoned international professional, but more importantly, it's a
love story about two people learning to build a life together while navigating foreign countries,



cultural misunderstandings, and their own stubborn independence. Part Bill Bryson, part cultural
memoir, it's a testament to how the places we go and the people we meet change us in ways we
never anticipate.

The book weaves together humor, cultural insight, and honest reflection on what it means to commit
to both a person and a life of perpetual adventure. From the lowest point on Earth (the Dead Sea) to
one of the highest (Thorung La Pass), it's ultimately about the geography of the heart.

For Jordan RPCVs and anyone who remembers the unique intensity of Peace Corps service, the
book offers a nostalgic return to the challenges and joys of cultural immersion in the late 1990s/
early 2000s Middle East, when email was rare, phone calls were expensive, and adventure meant
truly disconnecting from everything familiar.

Leading from Day

ne
Jeff Ogren

About the Author:

Jeff Ogren is the author of Leading From Day One: The Essential Guide for New Supervisors and is currently seeking
representation for his travel memoir The Trail that Changed Everything. He serves as the Senior Human Resources Officer at
the U.S. Embassy in Jordan and as President of the Board of Trustees for the American Community School of Amman. For

updates on publication, contact Jeff at leadingfromdayone@gmail.com.

Save the Date!

FOJ Annual Meeting
to be scheduled virtually in February / March 2026

Zoom link will be provided
Contact us to RSVP or with any questions: president@friendsofjordan.org

Check out the new and evolving
Museum of the Peace Corps Experience

Share and document your experiences!

You can also reach out to us if you have any questions or would like more
information
communications@friendsofjordan.org
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Peace Corps Connect+

(online community platform)

Click here to learn more and join!

Peace Corps Connect 2026
(in-person)
American University, Washington, DC
July 18-19, 2026
Register or Learn more here: https://community.peacecorpsconnect.org/

networks/events/153050

2026 Officer Nominations

It is time for our annual call for Officers for Friends of Jordan. Terms begin in
March for one year.

Officer positions include President, Vice President, Treasurer, Program
Coordinator, Secretary, Membership Coordinator, Communications
Officer, and Fundraising Coordinator. Officer position descriptions can be
found here https://www.friendsofjordan.org/cpages/who-we-are .

Our current officers are returning for another term, and we look forward to
welcoming and training new officers into positions we’ve held. Each requires
only a few hours a month at most. We have a great group, but we could do
even more with more people involved. Please consider joining us and enabling
Friends of Jordan to reach further!

To express interest or learn more, please email secretary@friendsofjordan.org

-Rose Kyprianou, Karina O'Meara, Ken Finley, Bill Thomas, and Allison
Freedman

News from Jordan

Cyclists pedal across region, praising Jordanian hospitality
January 5, 2026
https://jordantimes.com/news/local/cyclists-pedal-across-region-praising-
jordanian-hospitality

Scientist wins 'Environment Nobel' for shedding light on hidden fungal
networks
January 25, 2026
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https://jordantimes.com/news/features/scientist-wins-environment-nobel-for-
shedding-light-on-hidden-fungal-networks
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Coming Soon

Member Stories! Looking for all of your ideas and stories!
Email us at communications@friendsofjordan.org
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