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foreword

This is a story about people, generally young people, motivated 
to leave their homes, to venture to distant lands, to do good.  
They lived within cultures radically different from their own, 
observing, learning, sharing and helping others undertake the 
business of life. They interacted; they dug and built and sowed 
and reaped and taught.  Some perished.

Theirs was the legacy of a group of individuals who had 
grown up early in the 20th century, before the WWII era, and who 
believed there was a role to play for young, idealistic volunteers 
living and working within traditional societies. This concept took 
form and grew and ultimately became known as the International 
Voluntary Services, IVS, to all who helped found and serve the 
organization.

Finances came from various sources, but predominantly 
from the U.S. Operations Mission within the U.S. Department 
of State.

This, then, was the post-WWII period when many countries 
were rebuilding from devastating conflicts, where the rule of  
colonial powers was already ebbing amidst a global awakening of 
nationalism. The U.S., victorious both economically and politi-
cally, could not overlook the glaring gaps of opportunity around 
the world, and this concern motivated IVS founders to initiate 
change and make a difference. Thus, in 1953, IVS was created. 
Under the guidance of a board of visionaries and led by Dr. John 
Noffsinger, whose original volunteer experiences as a Thomasite 
in 1910 heralded back to the Philippines.

This book is a collection of first-person voices, the voices of 
the volunteers, the ones who were eager to better lives on unfa-
miliar grounds.

Beyond the introduction, the book is divided into five decades 
of activities involving more than thirty countries. The first two 
decades were the most active and included initial projects in the 
Middle East, Iraq and Egypt, Nepal, and South Asia.
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In 1956, three years after IVS opened its doors, Southeast 
Asian projects began to take form amidst the flow of refugees 
from North to South Vietnam that followed the Geneva Accords 
of 1954. Development projects in Laos began at about the same 
time.  

Volunteers’ stories from Southeast Asia inevitably include 
the experiences of men and women whose assignments became 
perilous as major conflicts began to emerge. With greater risk, 
lives often developed newer and greater meaning; close personal 
relationships were a necessity when situations heated up. Not 
unexpectedly, areas of conflict often determined where volunteers 
would be working.

In other areas such as Bangladesh or Algeria, newly acquired 
nationhood spawned equally daunting issues caused by new 
bureaucracies, unprepared personnel, and purposes often ill-
defined. Each area produced its own circumstances. Here were 
opportunities to meet challenging problems, to accomplish, 
to develop new and lasting relationships, to fail, and to learn. 
Volunteers gained understanding and delivered solutions, even 
as the responsibilities faced in-country were often much greater 
than those a person of similar age might encounter in his or her 
own society.

IVS bridged a period when volunteerism within international 
development was very limited, if recognized at all, to a time when 
it became institutionalized with the 1961 establishment of the 
Peace Corps under the Kennedy administration. The years of 
experience IVS had already accumulated served the launching 
of the Peace Corps well. When retiring IVS Director Dr. John 
Noffsinger became a senior consultant in the establishment of the 
Peace Corps, he relied heavily on the IVS operational procedures 
that had already proven workable both within host countries and 
the U.S. government. 

There are hundreds of IVS alums around the world today, 
many in positions of consequence. Those of us who experienced 
IVS first-hand feel the opportunities given by service have contrib-
uted monumentally to better understanding of a greater world.
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This book offers in the volunteers’ own words insights gath-
ered during their activities in faraway lands. 

And subsequently, one could speculate: How might their 
earlier undertakings and unique experiences have reshaped the 
world? That’s a story yet to be told. 

Mike Chilton
Vietnam 1960-65

President of IVS Alumni Association
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PrefaCe

Anne Shirk, the last Executive Director of IVS, approached me 
in 2012 and asked whether I’d be interested in putting together 
a collection of brief articles written by former IVS volunteers. At 
the time, I did not know what IVS was and had never heard of 
the organization. I wish I had. Some forty years ago, like many 
IVSers, I was a conscientious objector (CO) during the Vietnam 
War, and many COs became IVS volunteers. 

I thought the project might take a few weeks at most.  
 It took almost three years from start to finish. What began as a 
book for former volunteers became a history of their voices, their 
ambitions, their fears, and their accomplishments. As the work 
progressed, so did the sense of being involved in the creation of 
something both special and necessary. 

I had to do some judicious editing. It should be noted here that 
what is in print does not come from a necessarily representative 
group of volunteers. Less than five percent of those who served 
with IVS contributed to this volume, and their opinions and 
experiences varied widely. While there simply was not enough 
space in this book to include everyone’s every word, I made it a 
point not to alter opinions or criticisms, and I trust that after a 
dozen drafts and months of reviews, re-reads, and rewrites, this 
work remains true to the memories of the volunteers who were 
kind enough to send in their stories. 

It’s been three years well spent.  

Thierry J. Sagnier
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�  
“I claim without exaggeration that of all my experiences, the 
time I spent in Laos with IVS has had the greatest impact on my 
life.  I became who I am because of it.”  

 —Alex McIntosh 

     IVS/Laos, 1967-70

�  
“IVS has been the model for countless non-government  
organizations (NGOs) doing education and development work 
in host countries.  The impact of IVS is everywhere.” 

—June Pulcini

   IVS/Cambodia, 1963; IVS/Vietnam, 1964-65; 

    IVS/Laos, 1965-70

�  
“How much did my time in Vietnam with IVS change my life?  
I continued to be a teacher all my life.  Surely the many hard-
ships, adventures, successes, and friendships with the Vietnamese 
taught me self-reliance.”   

—Forest Gerdes

   IVS/Vietnam, 1962-64
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InTroduCTIon

Organizations come, organizations go. Many leave little behind 
save acronym-laden reports and sheaves of papers in dusty 
archives. Their accomplishments are forgotten, and the men 
and women who devoted years of their lives to achieving the 
organizations’ missions are forgotten as well.

Other groups, such as the International Voluntary Services, 
make history. They quietly change lives for the better. Their 
achievements and successes are worth recording, remembering, 
and emulating not only for work well accomplished, but for les-
sons learned and passed on.

The strength of IVS, its triumphs and its accomplishments 
great and small, from 1953 in Egypt to 2002 in Bolivia, have 
everything to do with its volunteers. Without them much good 
would have been left undone. 

This, then, is not the story of an organization; it is the story 
of the people who made the organization effective, the often 
unheralded workers, the fortunate few who went abroad not to 
sway opinions or conquer but to spread knowledge and better 
lives—theirs and those of others—in less privileged societies.

ChrIsTIan PaCIfIsm

IVS was created in 1953, its roots firmly embedded in the Chris-
tian pacifism of Mennonites, Quakers, and Brethren organiza-
tions, the latter descendants of the Anabaptists who flourished 
during the Protestant Reformation. From its inception, IVS was 
the work of a community of organizers whose primary advocates 
were Dr. Dale Clark and Dr. John Noffsinger. 

Clark was a State Department employee and a seasoned 
Washington hand. After a stint aiding the Arab Development 
Society to set up a dairy program in Jordan, Clark approached 
Mennonite and Brethren representatives with a proposal: Would 
they be interested in setting up a voluntary organization employ-
ing Marshall Plan funds to help other Middle-Eastern nations?  
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A series of meetings to discuss staffing, personnel, financial and 
administrative matters followed, and IVS was born and named. 

In The New Partnership in International Development, a 
paper written in July 1954, Clark cited IVS’s background. He 
wrote: “International Voluntary Services, Inc., grew out of a de-
sire on the part of private persons and organizations to support 
the technical assistance program, an effort in which they sincerely 
believed. Also, it met a need in our foreign technical assistance 
operations–the need for a technique to align the government ef-
fort more closely and systematically with the energy, experience 
and altruistic motivations of private voluntary agencies.

“The pattern is basically this: Several private organizations, 
some of them church connected, which possess spirit for foreign 
technical assistance work, have united to support a non-profit, 
non-denominational corporation under direction of a board of 
experienced and public-spirited Americans. Volunteer workers 
are recruited, trained and assigned to foreign village projects.  
Volunteers receive a nominal payment of $60 per month plus 
costs for tools, transportation and living expenses.”  

Clark’s $60 a month probably came from his belief that vol-
unteers should be paid the same stipend as Americans recruited 
in the U.S. armed forces. 

Clark was soon introduced to Dr. John S. Noffsinger, a Breth-
ren who as a young college graduate had already worked under 
the aegis of the U.S. government as a teacher with a volunteer 
organization in the Philippines. A former college president, 
Noffsinger was highly respected for his work with various aca-
demic and educational councils. Clark and Noffsinger met and 
the search for an IVS executive director ended there and then.  
Times were simpler then; no hearings, no committees, no lengthy 
interviews. No other candidates were considered; Noffsinger, 
according to Clark, “was perfect, and that’s all there was to it.”

aPolITICal

IVS, from the very start, was non-denominational, completely 
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apolitical, and free of government influence. The aim of this up-
start organization was to promote people-to-people cooperation 
in poorer countries, to raise living standards and productivity.  
According to its original mission statement, IVS saw itself as “a 
mechanism for uniting the energies of individuals and private 
organizations.” 

Unlike other groups already in the field, IVS never sought to 
proselytize. It remained adamantly independent throughout its 
almost fifty years of existence, sending “young people without 
guns,” in the words of one volunteer, to remote parts of the planet 
with the sole aim of improving the lot of fellow humans.

The first IVSers were two young American men, one Brethren 
and one Mennonite, who arrived in southern Egypt to help farmers 
in a village called Asyut increase their dairy and poultry produc-
tions.  Shortly after this an IVS office opened in Iraq, where teams 
improved village sanitation, agriculture, home construction, and 
nursing. Within a few years, there was a school in Nepal to train 
local community workers, while in Liberia, teams of instructors 
began teaching elementary grades. Projects were also set up in 
Ghana, Cambodia, Laos, and Jordan. In Vietnam the concern 
was resettlement and agriculture. 

VolunTeers In Cold war ConflICT

Vietnam, a nation that had endured decades of colonization and 
war, became one of the main focuses of IVS’ second decade of 
operations. By 1972, 800 volunteers had served there, working 
both in rural and urban settings. It was a time of controversy and 
of great progress tempered by equally great loss. Eleven volun-
teers died in Vietnam and Laos, and three were captured and held 
prisoner by North Vietnamese armed forces. The IVS Vietnam 
country director and three senior volunteers resigned in protest 
of the United States’ actions there. By 1975, IVS had ended its 
operations and left mainland Southeast Asia altogether.

The end of the organization’s “Indochina” efforts led to 
an expansion of IVS energies in other regions, and Bangladesh 
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became a focal point.  Initiatives there ran the gamut: agriculture, 
health and family planning, forestry and horticulture. IVS for the 
first time found itself involved in disaster relief to assist a recently 
formed nation plagued by typhoons, earthquakes and floods. 
Madagascar, meanwhile, benefited from a clean water project. 
Offices opened in Latin America and Africa, and work began in 
Papua New Guinea and Indonesia.

loCal VolunTeers

From 1983 to 1992, the fourth decade of IVS’s existence, the 
organization shifted its focus from sending young North Ameri-
cans to host countries and began employing a smaller number of 
seasoned professionals. In some regions, local volunteers were 
recruited and trained to work in projects. In others, IVS sought 
and found skilled and educated volunteers and staff both from 
the host countries and internationally. IVS also for the first time 
began HIV/AIDS education programs in Thailand and Cambo-
dia.

The International Voluntary Services’ last ten years witnessed 
a winding down both of funds and programs as IVS allied itself 
with other private voluntary and non-governmental organiza-
tions. Inevitably, financial concerns forced IVS to shut its doors, 
and the remaining programs in Bangladesh, Bolivia and Ecuador 
were granted national NGO (Non-government Organization) 
status.

By the end of IVS’s existence, approximately 3,000 American 
and international IVS volunteers had served to improve the lives 
of poorer nations worldwide, changing their own lives in the 
process. 

From its inception, IVS was mostly young people, often right 
out of college, adventuresome, idealistic, and eager. They wanted 
to see parts of the world tourists rarely visited and to immerse 
themselves in cultures radically different from what they knew.  
Their work so impressed the powers back home that it helped 
prompt President John F. Kennedy to mandate the creation of the 
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Peace Corps. In a 1961 speech on the House floor, Rep. Henry 
Reuss of Wisconsin, supporting President Kennedy’s aspirations, 
said, “In carrying out the Peace Corps program, we are fortu-
nately able to draw on the experience of … the International 
Voluntary Services [that] has done a superlative job in its limited 
but thoroughgoing overseas ventures.” 

IVS is no longer sending young men and women to help oth-
ers, but its successes still echo brightly, and its achievements will 
always be seen as models of the generosity and courage needed 
to change a world for the better of all concerned.
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The fIrsT deCade 

1953–1962

Egypt • Jordan • Iraq • nEpal • laos  
VIEtnam • ghana • lIbErIa 

IVS’S fIrSt ten yearS would set the tone for the following four  
decades. A small and essentially modest project in Egypt was 
established to assist farmers with dairy and poultry production.  
The first two official volunteers became the vanguard of what 
would, over the years, be more than 2,000 young men and 
women—the few and the fortunate, in the words of one—sent to 
carry the IVS banner and philosophy. 

This philosophy, though, took time to evolve. Volunteerism 
did not spring fully formed—its evolution from concept to reality 
took time to develop and, in the United States, involved a cast of 
diverse and colorful players.

Among the first were the Thomasites, named not after a 
person but after a ship. 

In answer to President McKinley’s desire to create educat-
ional programs for the newly-colonized Philippines, 509 Ameri-
can teachers, many of whom were women, arrived in Manila 
aboard the U.S. Army Transport ship, the Thomas on August 
23, 1901, to work in schools previously built by the Ameri-
can military. They had three responsibilities: to teach citizens  
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democracy; to ensure schools were open to all classes of society; 
and for these schools to create an English-speaking culture of 
people who could read and write. 

Among these teachers was John S. Noffsinger, who would 
years later become the first director of the International Volun-
tary Services, bringing to the post the Thomasite experience. But 
much was needed to happen behind the scene before Noffsinger’s 
stewardship could begin. 

Volunteerism funded by the U.S. government flourished 
during the 20th Century. A classic example was the Civilian 
Public Service Program (CPS). CPS was founded at the onset of 
World War II by conscientious objectors who chose to volunteer 
for projects of national importance as an alternative to military 
service.  The CPSers dug irrigation ditches, planted ground cover, 
and built dams and watering systems. In time, some found their 
way to working in mental hospitals and their involvement helped 
spark major changes in the care of the mentally ill in the United 
States. Though service in CPS was mostly male, a number of 
women served as well. No women were drafted during World 
War II and as such, those who served in CPS did so voluntarily. 
At first, they served as nurses, dieticians, and matrons, but when 
work in mental hospitals began, women also served as attendants 
there.

marshall Plan

The Marshall Plan, established in April, 1948, gave economic 
support for the rebuilding of European economies after World 
War II. A few months later, on January 20, 1949, President Harry 
S. Truman called for a “bold new program for making the ben-
efits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available 
for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped nations.” 
Though not openly presented as such, what came to be known as 
the Point Four Program (PFP) was part and parcel of the coun-
try’s decision to limit the influence of the Soviet Union overseas. 
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The program offered scores of U.S. experts and millions of dol-
lars in technical and scientific expertise to nations in Asia, the 
Middle East, Latin America, and Africa. Such assistance, Truman  
believed, would foster economic development, which in turn 
would benefit trade with the United States. 

In October 1950, the Technical Cooperation Administra-
tion (now USAID—the United States Agency for International 
Development) was established within the Department of State to 
administer the Point Four Program. 

Following President Truman’s lead and wanting to further 
his predecessor’s basic foreign affairs policies, President Dwight 
D. Eisenhower abolished what was then called the Office of 
Foreign Agricultural Relations in March, 1953, and saw to the 
creation of the Foreign Agricultural Services (FAS) as a natural 
follow-through to the Marshall Plan, which by then had con-
tributed $13 billion to the reconstruction of war-torn European  
nations. The FAS was charged with, among other assignments, 
helping other countries become better customers through techni-
cal assistance and foreign investment.

A short time later, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles 
said in a speech that U.S. foreign policy could benefit from the  
experience of American institutions that already had decades 
of familiarity with working for development overseas. He cited 
the American Friends Service Committee, the Mennonites and 
Amish, as well as other missionary-backed groups. 

Enter Dale Clark, a Mormon and consummate Washington 
civil servant who had worked for the Department of Agriculture 
and served with the Military Government in post-war Germany. 
Shuttling between Washington and Berlin, Clark came to believe 
“that German citizens should form a voluntary corps to repair 
some of the havoc they had visited on other nations.” When 
that particular plan proved impractical, he embraced the PFP and  
became one of its first hundred supporters. Clark, in a 1988 inter-
view, said he “had always taken a liking to the private voluntary 
agency side of it and that was virtually nonexistent.”
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grass-rooT InITIaTIVes

Clark had witnessed the 1951 Iran crisis when that country’s 
revolutionary leader, Mohammed Mossadegh had moved to  
nationalize his nation’s oil reserves. Working for the Point Four 
Program, Clark soon became head of its Iran Office. With Stan-
ley Andrews, a former chief of the Office of Foreign Agricultural 
Relations, he formulated a plan that would allow private groups 
to mount voluntary, grass-root initiatives in Iran under the aegis 
of the Point Four Program. At the time, the Point Four Program 
in Iran was staffed largely by Mormon personnel from Brigham 
Young University, Utah State and the University of Utah.

The initial effort would assist Musa Bey Alami, a charis-
matic figure and former civil servant in Jerusalem, to establish an  
orphanage, which he was having a difficult time launching. 

Clark and Andrews both believed that “the beginnings of a 
movement could be built around him.” Brethren and Mennonite 
organizations seconded workers to this Point Four Program, 
and in time, more than 6,000 orphans would benefit from the 
orphanage.

fIrsT offICIal VenTure

From these roots sprang the idea for the International Voluntary 
Services. It was endorsed by the Point Four Program, Menno-
nites, Quakers, Brethren, and other groups experienced in plac-
ing young volunteers in overseas projects. They met to discuss 
staffing, financing and fund-raising, organization and workforce, 
and launched the newly named IVS’s first official venture, the 
Musa Alami Project in Jericho, which included a poultry farm 
and a dairy. 

Concurrently, an opportunity arose to cosponsor a project 
with World Neighbors, a non-profit international development 
organization founded in 1951. Two young Americans arrived 
in Asyut, Egypt, seconded from the Brethren Volunteer Services, 
to work with farmers and cattlemen.  They were the first official 
IVS volunteers, to be followed by two more and the new wife of 
a member of the first team.
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Clark, in the 1998 interview, recalled that, “One Mennonite 
young man and another from the Church of the Brethren, Otis 
Rowe, were recruited for the project. They were the first to actu-
ally arrive. The reason it took a little longer to get the Jericho, 
Jordan, thing off the ground was the fact that Musa Alami came 
to America. He wanted to start with a poultry project. We  
arranged a trip for him down to Broadway, Virginia, where the 
Mennonites are strong in the poultry business.”

mennonITe leaders

“He came back the most delighted person I think I’ve ever seen. 
He said he sat there with those Mennonite leaders and one of 
them picked up the phone and made a rapid fire series of tele-
phone calls. He oversubscribed the 5,000 chicks that he was after 
in just a matter of minutes. Then Musa quoted the Mennonite 
organizer as saying, ‘Well, you see, we’re oversubscribed. Now I 
won’t have to contribute any of my own chicks.’ 

“So the chicks were sent and that was the first project under-
taken by IVS.”

Originally a six-month project, it was carried out by a team 
of two, and later three, volunteers for two years. Riots in the 
area eventually destroyed most of the buildings and equipment, 
which were later replaced.

IVS phased out the project in 1956 for lack of funding, and 
control of the project passed to Alami’s Arab Development  
Society.

In Iraq, a team of demonstration workers in agriculture, vil-
lage sanitation, nursing, home construction and home economics 
arrived early in 1954 and an office was opened in Baghdad.  
These volunteers worked with the Kurds in the northern part of 
Iraq and were the largest IVS group in country during the early 
years.

ConsCIenTIous objeCTor

Among this group was Carl Jantzen, a young conscientious  
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objector to the Korean War. Jantzen joined IVS as a member of 
one of the first groups to combine volunteers of the Church of 
the Brethren, Quakers, and Mennonites to work in the Middle 
East. In December 1953, he joined Martha Rupel, a nurse, and 
Everett Jenne, an agriculturalist, in Iraq to work with the Point 
Four Program. 

This project was located in and near Shaqlawa, a town 
of about 3,000 people comprising roughly two-thirds Sunni  
Muslims and one-third Chaldean Catholic Christians. All were 
Kurdish speakers; some also spoke Iraqi Arabic and a few spoke 
English. The three IVSers quickly engaged in local projects, 
working with Kurds in visitation and clinic development in local 
villages and fixing local houses for IVS use. Jantzen visited Kurd-
ish villages and showed villagers movies, which they’d never seen 
before.

One of the first major projects was the introduction of 
American New Hampshire Red chickens into the local chicken 
populations. Jenne and Jantzen worked with villagers to build a 
chicken house in Shaqlawa with a combination of Kurdish and 
American ideas. Soon they could distribute eggs and roosters 
to regional villages. Two American trailer houses meant to be 
used for housing instead served as a demonstration and working 
area for villages in the region. In November 1954, two new IVS 
team members brought twenty head of Jersey and Brown Swiss 
cattle—mainly bulls for use in introducing an artificial insemina-
tion project for villages in the region. 

Cherie (Woodcock) Mitchell, a home economist, became the 
second woman IVSer and began a cooking/sewing school for girls 
in a small town further into Kurdistan in northeastern Iraq. 

She remembers her time in Shaqlawa. “We women home 
economists and nurses ran the well-baby clinics and taught in 
the girls’ schools. When I first arrived, I knew no Kurdish. The 
Kurds were a little more liberal about having men interpreters 
but it was obvious that we had to learn Kurdish very quickly.   
We were soon running the clinics, distributing UNICEF-funded 
milk and vitamins. I haven’t had much chance to practice my 
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Kurdish lately but I will never forget the phrases for ‘my baby has 
a fever or headache,’ or ‘my baby has diarrhea’.”

defICIenCy dIseases

“I had never seen deficiency diseases except in textbooks and 
here we were seeing scurvy and mild forms of other deficiencies.  
One case I encountered that still haunts me was a young mother 
who was nursing two babies. When we arrived in the village she 
was brought to me as she had an ulcerated breast and she wanted 
me to treat her. The women there assumed all Western women 
must be doctors. Oh, how I wished I was. I tried to talk her into 
going with me into Erbil to the nearest doctor but because they 
were all men doctors she wouldn’t go.”

Mitchell met her soon-to-be-husband, Don, and they were 
married in Baghdad in 1957. Don was originally assigned as the 
poultry husbandry specialist in Shaqlawa. 

He recalls that, “It immediately became evident that poultry 
production was only a small part of my duties. Prior to my ar-
rival, the team leader had ordered about twenty kerosene incuba-
tors from Germany that were to be sent to villages for hatching 
chicks. These dome-shaped monsters were poorly designed and 
it took great persistence to hatch even a few chicks; needless to 
say none were ever sent to a village. One of my early assignments 
was to go to Baghdad to receive an air shipment of 1,000 chicks 
and share a compartment with them on the overnight train ride 
to Erbil. 

“We built a chicken house to raise chicks to four to six weeks 
of age, when they would no longer need a brooder. They were 
vaccinated and distributed to the villages where workers would 
see they were well fed and cared for with the expectation that the 
White Rock and New Hampshire Reds would mate with local 
chickens to produce a larger more productive flock. This was 
great in theory, but the mortality rate was very high not only 
from endemic diseases, because these well-fed American chickens 
had to compete with the local flock. And then the sheik happened 
to have visitors and needed a nice plump rooster for dinner…”
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The IVS program in Iraq also purchased several European 
seed cleaners, tractors, and threshers. Carl Jantzen taught Kurds 
how to run a seed cleaner to help clean over 250 metric tons of 
seed wheat and barley in a business near Sulaymania. Several 
IVS workers also led groups in various areas to drill water wells.  
These projects made clear that what worked best were interac-
tions with people who valued what was being done for them. 

In 1954, Peter Barwick was given the opportunity to do his 
alternative service when IVS Director Noffsinger approached 
him to go to northern Iraq. 

long hIsTory of VolunTeerIsm

Barwick’s family had a long history of volunteerism.  His father 
worked with the International YMCA, running programs in a 
camp for German POWs. By the time Barwick joined IVS, he 
had already worked in Beirut with Palestinian refugees and was 
packing clothing for refugees in New Windsor, MD. “Of course, 
I jumped at the chance, especially as my parents were then living 
in Jerusalem.”

The program involved taking cattle, chickens and rabbits 
on a freighter from New York to Beirut.  Heavy seas washed 
through the pens, which were built on the stern, only six feet 
above the waterline. The rabbits got loose. “We lost count as 
they multiplied, but we had a great time coping.

“From Beirut we were loaded with the animals in cattle 
cars onto a train going up through Syria and Turkey. When we  
arrived in Mosul, we were put onto trucks to Shaqlawa.

“This was a lovely village in northern Kurdistan near the Ira-
nian border north of Erbil. It had many trees and gardens fed by 
five springs flowing into the valley. We initially stayed in a small, 
stone hotel, built by the British who were the administrators of post-
Ottoman Iraq. Incredibly, there was an ancient Chaldean church 
high above the village and half of the population was a community 
of Christians, founded in the first century by St. Thomas on his 
way to India! Moslems and Christians lived happily together in 
those days and we hired both equally to run the farm.”
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The staff included Mennonites, Brethren and Quakers, as 
well as two ex-military men and four civilian women, drawn to 
such foreign aid programs as a career. The men had agricultural 
training; the women were nurses and home economics majors.  
“The work was run by a Christian school teacher, the most valu-
able of our assets, along with a Moslem master stone mason who 
built the most beautiful barn I ever saw using labor much the 
same way as those in the Middle Ages. Our housing was two 
comfortable thirty-foot trailers.”

Although most of the program involved the introduction 
of improved agricultural techniques and crops, the team had a 
very successful artificial insemination program using Jersey bulls.   
It was run by a young Quaker from Ohio and was unfortunately 
terminated when the man came down with polio and barely 
survived his return to the States. “Gamma globulin flown in to 
protect the rest of us was intercepted by the embassy staff in 
Baghdad, who panicked and used all of it, even though none of 
them were exposed, since they were 160 miles away.”

oTToman rule

“Our chicken program was equally successful in upgrading the 
local stock,” says Barwick. “As it grew, however, more and more 
of the new birds were to be found in the local sheikh’s care. His 
brother had been placed on our payroll doing nothing and skim-
ming off whatever he felt his family deserved. When we tried to 
change this arrangement, our farm manager was told to report 
for duty in the Iraqi army the same day. We gave in. 

“My job, apart from teaching English and math to the farm 
workers, was the village well program. This was much needed 
to improve their filthy open wells and was quite successful.  
 I imagine it would have continued after our departure, since we 
used only hand-operated equipment.

“Our nurses made weekly rounds of the nearby villages, 
dispensing shots and health education via cartoon films imported 
from Egypt. The Home Ec team was probably the most enduring 
of all our projects and Shaqlawa still has a thriving honey and 
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jam industry. Nothing else survived destruction of the village by 
Saddam Hussein.” 

In Nepalgunj, Nepal, a four-man team became advisors in a 
training school for community development workers. At the end 
of two years, this program was transferred to local administrators 
when the original contract with the U.S. government ran out.

IVS’ initial program in what was then Indochina began in 
1954 when the first of several hundred volunteers sent to Laos 
arrived to assist with community development, agricultural and 
education projects. These men and women often worked in con-
junction with U.S. government rural development programs and 
among the people displaced by the growing conflicts. 

Frank Huffman, who arrived in Laos in 1956, remembers.  
“In 1955, when IVS Director Dr. John Noffsinger sought to 
recruit a ‘down-to-earth dirt farmer who could speak French’ 
to serve as an interpreter for a project in Laos, I jumped at the 
chance to have an adventure and to fulfill the requirements of the 
draft. So I went to the IVS office in Washington to be tested in 
French by Noffsinger’s daughter, who was a professor of French 
at the University of Toronto. I passed the test and was promised 
the job, pending finalization of the contract between IVS, the U.S. 
Aid Mission in Vientiane, and the Royal Government of Laos.”

breThren VolunTeer serVICe

“In the meantime, it was agreed that I would join the Brethren 
Volunteer Service for work and training at their relief clothing 
processing center in Maryland. There I met Carl Coppock,  
another prospective member of the IVS/Laos team. Carl had just 
finished an MS in Animal Husbandry at Texas A&M. 

“Finally word came that the IVS contract had been signed, 
and we were to leave for Laos on February 19, 1956. The Chief-
of-Party, Wendell Ralston, was a retired Iowa farmer, and was 
already in Laos making advance preparations for the arrival 
of the team. His wife Frances was to meet Carl and me in San 
Francisco and accompany us to post.” 
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Ralston met Coppock and Huffman in Bangkok, and after 
the two spent several days of acclimatization, accompanied 
them to Vientiane, the sleepy little administrative capital. Laos, 
a mountainous, land-locked country about the size of New York 
and Pennsylvania combined, was at the time involved in a com-
munist insurgency similar to the on-going war in Vietnam, with 
the Royal Lao Army (RLA) fighting the Pathet Lao (PL), who 
had occupied two provinces in the North. 

“That was why the USOM (the U.S. Operations Mission) 
to Laos was financing our relatively small-scale IVS community 
development project. It was part of their overall objective of 
‘winning hearts and minds’ and preventing Laos from falling into 
the hands of the communists,” recalled Huffman.

muddy sTreeTs

Headquarters was the little town of Phon Savanh (Heavenly 
Hill) in Xieng Khouang Province on the Plain of Jars, named for 
thousands of stone jars reputedly used as burial urns by an earlier 
civilization. Phon Savanh consisted of a muddy street lined on 
both sides with one-story shops and houses. The most impressive 
building in town was the new post office, built of woven bamboo 
and mud stucco; since there seemed to be very little mail arriving 
in Phon Savanh, it was agreed to let the volunteers use it as a 
base and dormitory. They built a mess hall and garage in the 
compound, using lumber purchased from local sawyers. 

In May of 1956 the team was expanded by the arrival of 
Clyde Searl, an entomologist from California, and Martha Rupel, 
a public health nurse who had previously served on an IVS 
team in Iraq. Wallace Brown, an industrial arts specialist from  
Warrensburg, Missouri, arrived five months later.

Huffman and Coppok began to offer English classes several 
evenings a week in response to popular demand, and to show 
movies. “It was one of the most popular things we did.   
We projected the films through the window of the mess hall 
onto a sheet tacked up on two four-by-four poles. We usually 
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showed the films on Saturday evenings, and crowds of children 
and adults would show up in the compound waiting for the show 
to start. Sometimes we simply showed the previous week’s films 
over again; it didn’t seem to make much difference to the crowd.  
They were starved for entertainment. 

“I started a library and reading room, with materials in six 
languages—English, French, Lao, Thai, Chinese, and Vietnam-
ese—provided by the U.S. Information Service in Vientiane.   
I hired and trained a young girl as librarian; she was not terribly 
diligent, and a significant number of books and magazines tended 
to disappear while she flirted with various male admirers.”

ChIld Care ClInICs

With the arrival of Nurse Martha Rupel, the volunteers began 
to offer child care clinics in surrounding villages. “As word 
of our clinics spread, King Touby of the Hmong, asked us to 
expand our clinics to various Hmong villages in the surround-
ing mountains, so that eventually we were holding clinics in 
ten to twelve villages within twenty or thirty miles of the base.  
I became the Jeep driver, interpreter and general assistant for the 
program. A crowd of some forty to sixty mothers and children 
would be lined up outside the house used for the clinic. Since 
most of the Hmong women didn’t speak Lao, I had to learn a 
certain amount of Hmong medical vocabulary to determine the 
baby’s problem, whether fever, cough, diarrhea, etc. The villag-
ers inevitably assumed that I was the doctor, since I would pass 
the information on to the nurse, who would then administer the 
required treatment.”

Huffman recalled that, “Our flagship livestock improvement 
project was to be the importation of Brahma bulls from Texas, 
as it was thought that the Plain of Jars had great potential for the 
production of beef cattle. Carl Coppock and I had built miles of 
three-strand barbed wire fence to contain the bulls. 

“When the bulls arrived in Bangkok, they must have real-
ized they were coming to the land of their origin, as they jumped  
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overboard and swam ashore. The entire project had to be aban-
doned in the 1960s when the Plain of Jars again became a battle-
ground between the communists and the royal government. 

“There was very little demand for my official role as a French 
interpreter, since most of the villagers we worked with spoke no 
French, so to be at all effective I had to learn as much Lao as pos-
sible. I did have the opportunity to interpret when we were vis-
ited by the provincial governor and by Prime Minister Souvanna 
Phouma, who showed a genuine interest in our activities.” 

After IVS, Huffman obtained a PhD from Cornell in 1967, 
taught Southeast Asian linguistics at Yale and Cornell, and served 
as a diplomat in London, Burma, Morocco, Paris, Cambodia, 
and New Zealand. “The influence of IVS on my life has been 
total: a fascination with Asian languages and cultures that deter-
mined the course of my academic and diplomatic careers over the 
next half-century.”

Dayton L. Maxwell, who graduated with an engineering  
degree from Iowa State College (now University) in 1958, wanted 
to work overseas. He says, “My mother was a French, Greek and 
Latin teacher very much interested in world affairs. I’m a strong, 
believing Christian who feels it is our duty to provide assistance 
to those not born with our privileges and opportunities. Finally, 
President Hoover was born ten miles from my birthplace in 
Tipton, Iowa. He became an engineer and spent his early career 
overseas. I applied to IVS, and they contacted me several months 
later to offer me a job in Laos. I was still single, just paid off my 
student loans, and it didn’t take long to decide to go, even though 
I’d never heard of Laos before.” 

TeaChers’ TraInIng sChool

Maxwell’s Education Team was the first one to begin work estab-
lishing a new Teachers’ Training School in the jungle outside Vien-
tiane, Laos. “We had a sixty-something retired farmer and his wife 
as a team leader, two agriculturists, a nurse, a generalist and two 
home economics team members. My job as electrician (not really 
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as an engineer) was to install the school generators and electrical 
system and train locals to maintain them  The pythons had to be 
moved away and a tiger badly frightened the night staff one eve-
ning. We learned all about the phis (spirits–the Lao have quite a 
range and number of spirits they believe in) during this construction  
period.”

The Teachers’ Training School, run by the French, was mov-
ing from a facility in town to this new location. The IVS Team 
and a University of Michigan team created an English language 
section, and the students there went on to get scholarships to the 
U.S. and return to start the first comprehensive High School in 
Laos years later. 

The school hired some electrician graduates to supervise the 
electrical installations at the time of the king of Laos’ death.  
“One of my most memorable Lao cultural events was to attend 
and take photographs at this funeral, where I saw the Cambodian 
King Norodom Sihanouk. 

“Our most striking experience was a coup d’état by a para-
trooper captain. Kong Le overthrew the rightist government and 
installed a neutralist government. Then in early 1961 a full civil 
war broke out in Vientiane. I happened to be in town when the 
first shots fell. I couldn’t go back home for a few days. During 
a break in the fighting, I was asked to drive out to instruct our 
team to prepare to evacuate and come right back to town. I was 
recruited to be part of USAID’s evacuation staff.”  

eVaCuaTIon

Following the evacuation, Maxwell was in Thailand preparing 
to return to Vientiane as part of the U.S. mission’s residual staff.  
He was standing by the Mekong, watching the waning air bursts 
in the evening light after the rightist military had driven Kong Le 
out of town. “A voice behind me asked if I were going back to 
Vientiane. It was a beautiful, young Vietnamese girl, a reception-
ist at USAID. We took her and her sister back to Vientiane the 
next morning, and that was the beginning of a lasting friendship.  
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We were married at the end of my tour and have two children 
and three grandchildren.” 

After returning to the U.S., Maxwell was immediately  
recruited to work as a field representative by the Peace Corps to 
assist in recruiting efforts. “Those studying the requirements for 
launching the Peace Corps ransacked the IVS headquarters office 
for information. One official performing the study wrote a book 
which contained fragments of my letters home as examples of the 
life of a volunteer.” 

Meanwhile, the aftermath of the Kong Le coup led to 
a much more prevalent presence of Pathet Lao in Laos.  
“It became a priority for U.S. national interest to mitigate that 
presence. The VARDA program–I think it stood for Voluntary 
Assistance for Rural Development Activities–was established 
to assign IVS rural development teams to rural areas of Laos.   
It gradually evolved into a ‘village cluster’ (mu ban samaki)  
program, stationing IVSers in the forward areas bordering the 
Pathet Lao areas, with the intention of winning rural populations 
over to support the Lao government,” Maxwell continued. 

Team leader

IVS offered Maxwell another job as Team Leader under the 
VARDA program in early 1962. He opened the IVS office in 
Sayaboury, Laos. The team there consisted of two agriculturists, 
a nurse and a generalist. “My wife had our first child in Vien-
tiane and joined me in Sayaboury.  USAID asked me to serve as 
its representative until they assigned an officer there; we helped 
resettle a Hmong village away from the Pathet Lao threat, and 
a visit by the Crown Prince became a major elephant ceremony 
and festival.”  

The VARDA program was growing rapidly, placing teams 
in Pakse, Savannakhet and Luang Prabang. Maxwell became a 
deputy to the VARDA Chief of Party in Vientiane in 1963. “As 
the Village Cluster program was initiated, we placed small teams 
and individuals in several locations. These were risky locations, 
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and the two-person team in Phone Hong experienced what we 
would call today an IED explosion on the road in front of their 
house.” 

At the end of this assignment, Maxwell was awarded a  
Fellowship at the East-West Center at the University of Hawaii 
to get a Master’s Degree focusing on development assistance. 
His career path was set. “My technical orientation and my IVS 
experience resulted in USAID offering me a job as a technical 
training advisor in Laos in early 1967. That USAID career lasted 
until 2008.” 

He now believes that, “One simple conclusion about our 
contribution to Laos is that we achieved virtually nothing given 
the turn of events there, when the Pathet Lao ejected us from the 
country in 1975. All the institution-building activities achieved 
during our time were not supported after our departure. Most 
of the Laos officials associated with the assistance activities went 
into exile or were imprisoned. That’s a conclusion that isn’t  
encouraging to spend time thinking about. 

“I’d like to think our presence did leave a lasting impression 
on the lives of the people we met and worked with. Perhaps their 
lives were improved; we can offer no evidence but anecdotes 
abound. In 1992, I led an OFDA (Office of U.S. Foreign Disaster 
Assistance) team in response to a humanitarian emergency in 
southern Laos. Win McKeithen, a former IVSer working for 
USAID Public Health, was a member of our team.” There was 
an end-of-visit party during which McKeithen was asked by 
a middle-age woman whether he had lived two doors from a 
merchant’s house when he was serving as an IVS volunteer in a 
remote Pakse region. “The woman was the merchant’s daughter 
and retained vivid memories of Win’s presence there.” 

branCh ouT

Maxwell believes, “All IVSers can be proud that we were the 
vanguard of international volunteer work that was popularized 
by the Peace Corps. But we can wonder why IVS did not adjust 
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to the international needs as they evolved over time.  In 1991, 
when I was the OFDA Deputy Director, I remember talking to 
Don Luce, the IVS Director, about possibilities for IVS to branch 
out and provide general humanitarian assistance, which was the 
growth industry among NGOs at the time.  He was not respon-
sive to my question about IVS branching out but thought IVS 
should maintain its ‘niche’ as an NGO.” 

� 
arzella anD Duong (Dooley) Bui, VieTnam 1956

Dooley Bui worked as an English translator and Assistant 
Editor for the National Radio Broadcasting Service in North 
Vietnam prior to joining IVS in late 1956.  His first work with 
IVS was in Cai San, the largest Refugee Resettlement Center 
in the Mekong Delta, as an interpreter/language teacher 
to newly arriving volunteers. He married Arzella, an IVS 
volunteer, and later they and their daughter Kim settled in 
Southern California.  He says, “IVS gave me a stepping stone 
to many opportunities I have had in my adopted country.  
IVS turned me into a considerate and caring person.  Lastly, 
the most precious gift was knowing the many volunteers I 
worked with in Vietnam.”

Arzella Bui joined IVS as a volunteer in 1956 after 
graduating from the University of Iowa with a public 
health registered nurse degree. She chose Vietnam as her 
first assignment. She was stationed with other IVS volun-
teers in Ban Me Thuot in the Highlands of South Vietnam. 
She remembered that, “A few months later, the station 
was closed and most of the other volunteers went back 
to the U.S. I volunteered to work in Cai San, the largest 
refugee resettlement center in the Mekong Delta. I provided 
health care to refugees and their children. When the com-
munist insurgents began operating in the region, I was sent 
to Saigon for m y  safety. In Saigon, I helped out at An Lac 
orphanage.”

A year later, Dooley and Arzella moved to Monterey, CA, 
where Dooley taught at the Defense Language Institute, a 
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abouT The auThor

Thierry J. Sagnier is a writer and Pushcart Prize Nominee whose 
works have been published in major newspapers and reviews 
in the United States and abroad.  He is the author of The IFO 
Report (Avon Books), Bike! Motorcycles and the People who 
Ride Them (Harper & Row) and Washington by Night (Wash-
ingtonian Books).  His short story, Lunch with the General, pub-
lished in Chrysalis Reader, was nominated for a 2013 Pushcart 
Prize, an American literary prize that honors the best “poetry, 
short fiction, essays or literary whatnot published in the small 
presses.”  He is also the author of two online works published 
by Pigasus Books: Thirst, a thriller based in Washington, D.C.’s 
mean streets, and Writing about People, Places and Things, a 
collection of essays chronicling his thoughts on writing, family 
and friendships, and his bout with cancer.
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widely and written magazine, newspaper articles, documentary 
films and radio scripts about development issues. He lives in 
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NCNM Press, a division of National College of Natural Medi-
cine, publishes distinctive titles that enrich the history, clinical 
practice, and contemporary significance of natural medicine 
traditions.  As well, the Press strives with its titles to recognize 
historical and contemporary best practices in environmental, 
global health, and sustainability research and history.   

 

NCNM (National College of Natural Medicine, Portland, 
Oregon) was founded in 1956.  It is the longest serving, accredited 
naturopathic college in North America and home to one of the 
two U.S. accredited graduate research programs in Integrative 
Medicine.  NCNM is also home to one of North America's most 
unique classical Chinese medicine programs, embracing lineage 
and a powerful mentoring model for future practitioners.  Its 
rare book collection on natural medicine is the largest and most 
complete of its kind in North America.
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