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D: My name is Diana Dombrowski, I’m an intern at the Samuel Proctor Oral History 

Program and today is April 12, 2011. I’m here with Mary Kilgour, a Returned 

Peace Corps Volunteer, and we’re going to be talking about her service. So, 

could you please tell us again, your full name?  

K: Yes. Mary Cameron Kilgour. 

D:  And when and where were you born? 

K:  In Hartford, Connecticut, 1940. 

D:  What were your years of service in the Peace Corps, and where did you serve? 

K:  I was in the Peace Corps 1962-64 and served in the Philippines. 

D:  I’d like to ask you a couple questions, first, about your preparation for Peace 

Corps service. Where did you go to school? 

K:  The University of Connecticut. 

D:  What were you doing before you applied for Peace Corps, or during that time, in 

terms of your career and education? 

K:  I was what they called a “21-year-old B.A. Generalist.” I was in college when I 

applied. Peace Corps was founded in 1961, when I was a junior, and I 

immediately applied and joined right after I graduated in 1962.   

D:  When did you first hear about the Peace Corps?  
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K:  I heard about it right at the beginning, I guess through the March speech at the 

University of Michigan announcing its formation. It was a topic of conversation 

among people like myself, political science majors, liberal arts majors, as we 

debated world events in the dorm, and I knew immediately that I was going to 

apply. 

D:  That’s awesome. How did your family or your friends respond to your interest in 

joining? 

K:  Well, my parents were dead. My brother was in the Merchant Marines and he 

didn’t really express a reaction because he wasn’t around. With my friends, I 

think it was a mixture of envy and encouragement with a little bit of, “Well, not 

me, but good for you if you can do it.” And actually, from some of my professors, 

there was almost disapproval in that they didn’t think it made a whole lot of sense 

when I could go out and get a job that paid. But underneath that they were 

encouraging. 

D:  How did your application decision fit into your plans for the future? Did you want 

to work in Foreign Service in the future? 

K:  No, I really didn’t know. I was one of these people who planned very well short-

term, but I didn’t have a long-term perspective. I just needed to find something to 

do right after I graduated, and I really didn’t think beyond that. The Peace Corps 

sounded like something that was worth doing, and I had all the same reasons – 

you know the Peace Corps always talks about the three goals, and I wanted to 

go out and show that the Americans were nice people, and be helpful to Third 
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World countries. So I put my sights on joining the Peace Corps for a couple of 

years and didn’t think about where it would lead. 

D:  Where did you end up going for Peace Corps training? 

K:  I went to San Jose State College. This was a time when they were training large 

numbers of volunteers in lots of different places, and Puerto Rico was the place 

where they had an Outward Bound camp, and traditionally, that was where 

Peace Corps training groups completed their training. But it was full by the time I 

went. So they started using college campuses around the country and tried to 

replicate that Outward Bound experience there. So while we had a lot of 

classroom work, we also got up every Saturday morning at six o’clock and went 

out on field trips and we had physical training every afternoon. It was very 

rigorous physical training to challenge us physically and mentally. The San Jose 

training lasted twelve weeks. After a week back at home, we went to the 

Philippines for another two weeks of training at a local normal school. 

D:  What job were you assigned to do in the Philippines? 

K:  I was what they called a co-teacher. Let me explain. They wanted to find a 

country where the Peace Corps would be successful immediately. So they 

started sending a lot of volunteers to the Philippines. The Philippines was pro-

American, it was a former colony. Education was one of the areas that they 

intended to send us to at all levels, from college to high school down to 

elementary. I was in an elementary school program. They realized there might be 

a problem with the teachers’ unions or teachers’ groups in the Philippines 
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thinking we would be taking jobs that young Filipinos would otherwise get. And 

so the idea was to not ever take a job that a Filipino would be qualified for. So 

our job was to go in and help improve the quality of education in the schools 

alongside the teachers. And we were going to concentrate on English as a 

second or foreign language, and science. Some of the others taught math, but I 

didn’t touch math.  What that meant basically was that we didn’t have a job. We 

had to go into each school setting and find a way to fit ourselves into an existing 

environment and find ways to be helpful, not threatening. I think they do a better 

job nowadays at defining jobs than they did back then. 

D:  Did you have much training for education when you left? 

K:  I think so. They did a pretty good job at teaching us techniques for teaching 

English as a second language. Some of those field trips I mentioned had us 

learning to do science at an elementary school level. We all had enough science 

just from our own education, but they taught us curriculum techniques. In the 

Philippines, all of the instruction was very much rote. The teacher might have a 

textbook, but none of the kids had one. What we were focusing on was 

experiments, simple little experiments, and it was all pretty new. I think that when 

I did teach science, although I didn’t do too much of it, it was pretty effective. 

With English, a lot of that depended on what teacher I was working with. Some of 

them were more receptive than others. The younger ones tended to be receptive, 

I sometimes taught my own classes, but frequently I would go in and observe in 

the class how the teacher was teaching, and give her pointers on pronunciation 

and how to present a lesson to get across a grammatical point.  
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 We ended up, after getting some experience, and feeling we weren’t 

accomplishing very much at the beginning, offering district-wide seminars for 

teachers on Saturdays. We designed our own training modules for that. They 

were very successful. We then shared those modules with other volunteers in the 

country. That way, we weren’t threatening in a class, but we were giving tools to 

the first generation of Filipino teachers who had not themselves been taught by 

teachers who were taught by Americans. Those early Americans were the 

Thomasites, colonial era American teachers who taught generations of teachers. 

So those early teachers had very good accents and knowledge of English. Those 

people had then taught some of the older teachers who were still teaching when I 

was there. But the younger ones were at least two generations away from 

someone who had been taught by an American, so they had more problems with 

English pronunciation and fluency. They were just too far removed from a native 

speaker. So the quality of the English training was getting reduced in the 

Philippines. The Peace Corps came in with the idea of improving it again. 

D:  To backtrack just a little bit, how much did you know about your host country 

when you left? 

K:  I did a little reading. I knew it was a former colony. I knew a little bit of basic 

history, but not much more than that. 

D:  What were your first days in country like? 

K:  Well, after a few days in Manila, we took a boat down to Zamboanga, which is on 

the other side of Mindanao from where I was to be assigned. Mindanao is a very 
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big island in the southern Philippines, the frontier of the country. That was a 

pleasant three-day interlude. Then we stayed in Zamboanga for two weeks 

attending classes at a local college and living with host families. That was 

supposed to be a gentle introduction to the country. I and three other volunteers 

stayed with a wonderful man who was a self-made businessman. He was an 

orphan who grew up in Tondo, which is the worst slum in Manila, and he had 

gone to Zamboanga to make his fortune as an entrepreneur, and he succeeded. 

He ran an insurance agency, but he also owned The Pumpkin in Pasananca 

Park, which was a little kiosk to sell snacks to kids playing in the park. He also 

had a ham-curing barn on his property and made pickles out of papaya. He was 

a member of The Lions Club, and The Lions had hosted all of the volunteers. 

That’s how I got to stay with him and I remained friendly with his family for the 

entire time I was in the country. So that was, indeed, a gentle introduction. We 

got used to some of the staring and seeing dogs without fur, and lots of 

cockroaches, you know, a lot of cockroaches, huge, big water bug cockroaches, 

and the heat and the smell of copra. We got used to all that stuff, still living in a 

city. So that when we went out to our village, it was a whole different set of 

challenges. But the two weeks in Zamboanga held us in good stead. 

D:  What were conditions like in the Philippines at this time, politically, socially and 

economically? 

K:  The Philippines had stopped being a colony of the United States back in 1946. It 

had a stable government, a democracy, more stable than it is now, frankly. The 

president, Diosdado Macapagal, had a good presidency. Interestingly, his 
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granddaughter was my student at Georgetown University when I taught there 

years later. There was a low level communist, insurrection going on by the New 

People’s Army. It flared up later. But when I was there it didn’t cause us any 

problems. There was also the Moro Liberation attempt on my island, but my part 

of the island was Christian, and the Moros were over on the other side. We just 

had to be careful when we went to visit that part of the island, which we did once. 

So I would stay the Philippines was a poor capitalistic country, basically stable, 

compared to how it later became. 

D:  Did your job as an educator relate at all to humanitarian assistance or 

development, or did you work on any projects related to that in the Philippines? 

K:  Not really. We did education, and then in the summer, we designed those lesson 

plans I mentioned for the workshops that we offered. We also studied the local 

language. We went for a six-week intensive course in Cebu. Then we went on to 

the regional capital to mimeograph the study materials. We tried to raise some 

money for the schools. We did it by having raffles, and getting some movies from 

one of the lumber camps and showing them in town and charging for tickets, and 

then we used the money to buy science equipment for the three or four schools 

that we were involved with. But I can’t really say it was development. You know, 

we got sucked into things like the Rural Improvement Club, and we’d go to local 

things, but no, as I later came to know development as a USAID employee, it 

wasn’t development, except, of course, to the extent education is an essential 

ingredient of development. 
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D:  When you arrived, how receptive were the people in your community to your job 

or assignment? 

K:  They were very receptive. That was one of the reasons the Peace Corps sent in 

so many groups at once. I was Group 7 in the Philippines. I arrived in country in 

September of 1962, and the first Peace Corps group arrived, I think, in June of 

1961. So within fifteen months, we were already to Group 7. And Groups 5, 6, 7, 

8 and 9 all arrived about the same time. But it was pretty easy for the Philippines, 

being made up of so many islands, to absorb groups of Peace Corps volunteers 

and we would not see each other again for two years. It’s not like we were 

running into each other.  

 The Filipinos were very friendly, very inquisitive. We were the first Americans to 

actually live in the rural areas for years and years and years. There was an 

American man in our poblacion, Cantilan, a Thomasite, who lived there as a 

teacher and school administrator and died during World War II. And then during 

World War II, some American soldiers came through and hid out from the 

Japanese in the villages, or barrios, until a submarine picked them up. At least, 

that’s the story we heard. So we were the first Americans there since World War 

II. There was an American woman who married a Filipino, and she lived down 

near the provincial capital, which was a four- or five-hour bus ride from us, and 

we only met her once or twice the whole time were there.  

 Our place was pretty remote. People were very friendly. We had our share of 

people like the older man teacher who teased us about being with the CIA. He 
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said that so repeatedly and so annoyingly that I finally asked him, “Do you really 

think the American government would pay me to live here for two years just to 

draw a map of your one road?” He stopped after that. People were very friendly 

and remained so during the whole time. 

D:  You already explained that you were sent there as an educator. How did you 

work to teach the kids? 

K:  Let me elaborate that. I mentioned that the job was not well defined. It took us a 

while to figure out how to create a job around ourselves. We ended up doing 

these teaching teachers seminars, which I think were successful. But we had a 

feeling, like many young people, that we were spinning our wheels. We weren’t 

operating at as fast a clip as we would like to, given our energy level. In the rural 

areas, everything was slow, and everything took a long time. There was very little 

efficiency in the way anything worked. Just to go into town, if we had to ride the 

bus before we got bikes, we’d have to walk twenty minutes down the feeder road 

to the main road, and it could be two hours, three hours before the bus would 

come. Then we’d have to make sure we got the last bus home, before it got dark, 

because nobody got benighted there, particularly two young women. “Benighted” 

is a term they use for getting caught out after dark. So everything was slow. We 

were in a beautiful, flower-filled barrio, but it was six kilometers from the nearest 

town on one side, and five and a half kilometers on the other side. There was 

nothing at all in our village, no shop or any thing, just a school, a little multi-

purpose pavement and a water pump, and about eight houses clustered along 

the road near the school, and those beautiful bougainvillea flowers. But it was not 
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very practical to live there, especially because there was very little social life, 

except what we made ourselves with the neighbors as we got to know them. We 

lived on the school grounds in a house we built. 

D:  You built the house? 

K:  Well, we paid some village men to build it. It was six hundred square feet with a 

thatched roof, a nice little house. Eventually I got a bike and rode it, round-trip 

eight miles a day, to the nearest larger barrio called Parang, and I taught there. 

My roommate Elosia taught at the school next to our house. It was smaller, so 

she ended up dividing her time between that school and the one in the población, 

the market center. She would work three days a week in Palasao and two days in 

the town, Cantilan, just to feel fully occupied. I went every day to my school in 

Parang. For part of the rainy season, I stayed with the family of the principal of 

my school. Then I’d go home on weekends, because it was too hard to ride eight 

miles in the pouring rain and thunder and everything.  

 It took us a long time to feel productive. I think that’s a common problem with 

volunteers. Maybe as Peace Corps has gotten more experienced, they’ve gotten 

better at defining the job. From what I know now about the Peace Corps, and I 

had a lot to do with the Peace Corps over the years of my USAID career, they 

now recruit against a specific job. They’ll tell you, okay, here’s a job in 

Environmental Education and we’ve got four possibilities, one in Belarus, one in 

India, one in Kenya and one somewhere else. So the volunteer goes into a very 

specific setting. That doesn’t mean the setting turns out to be all ready to take the 
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volunteer and run. There’s still a lot of defining the job for a volunteer. That’s part 

of the challenge of being a volunteer. Some people are better at it than others. 

But if you’re a fast-moving young American, adjusting to the slower kind of 

lifestyle takes some doing. In our case, we had no electricity, no water; we had to 

be out in the elements all the time. We slowed down also. We ended up liking 

that nap in the afternoon. So that’s part of the job. Adjusting to the job is 

adjusting to cultural differences, geographic and climate differences, and lack of 

ability to get anything done quickly. Lacking electricity, we had no refrigeration. 

We had a helper our age, Antonita, who we paid to do the marketing, cooking 

and cleaning. We couldn’t have been full-time teachers and done those things 

ourselves. For instance, how did she do the laundry? She did it by carrying water 

in a five-gallon can to a basin in our yard and she used a scrub board. She hung 

the clothes out to dry on fences until we hung up a clothesline. And then she had 

to iron with a charcoal iron. She put hot charcoal in it. I never was able to master 

that, although I did take sponge baths in the same basin. 

 Obviously if we had had to do all those chores, we would not have had time to 

teach. Antonita, had to go into the market in Cantilan twice a week, the only days 

it was open. Maybe it was three days a week, I don’t remember. And she would 

go in, and buy for only a couple of days at a time, because we had no way to 

preserve the food. When people got to know us, fishermen with a catch would 

come around to out door and see if we wanted to buy it. If someone had 

slaughtered a pig we might be able to buy a meal’s worth. But anyway, we 

needed a helper to help us do those kinds of things. 
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D:  Where did you live? Did you ever stay with a host family? 

K:  As I mentioned, we had this little house built. It took about five months for them to 

finish this little house, using a Peace Corps blueprint. Until it was finished, we 

lived in the Home Economics classroom, which was roughing it. When we got our 

little house, it was right next-door, and it was a comfortable little house with a 

bedroom that was so small we had to have bunk beds made, in a place that had 

never seen a bunkbed. We had a little cupboard built and the door was just a 

curtain. In fact, the bedroom was just partitioned off from the rest of the house. 

The house was rustic. We had no glass in the windows; we just had jalousies - 

slats that we closed at night. No screens. No electricity, so we had a kerosene 

lantern, which attracted every mosquito in the village. So we frequently went to 

bed fairly early, like at 8:00 or 7:00 and got up at six in the morning or whatever. 

One big improvement was that our bathroom was attached to the kitchen, in 

contrast to the Home Economics classroom, where we had to use one of the 

schooI outhouses. I mentioned that I lived with the principal of my school for part 

of the rainy season and I think he wanted me to just have a bed space so he 

could rent the other half of the room to another teacher. But I insisted on having a 

private room. It was really not a room; it was just a partitioned section, like in our 

own house. But he had six or so kids. That was fine, but it was an experience.  

D:  You had a roommate, what was her name? 

K:  Her name is Elosia. I’m still in touch with her. She called me a week ago. She 

must have had the fiftieth anniversary in her mind. She lives in Maine now, after 
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many years in San Antonio. But she has visited me in Gainesville and I’ve visited 

her in Maine. We e-mail frequently, although I hadn’t talked with her by phone for 

seven or eight years. We’re bonded tightly because of that two-year experience. 

She goes by Ann now, but her husband and I don’t call her Ann, we still call her 

Elosia. I refuse to call her anything but Elosia.  

D:  What was a typical day like for you? 

K:  Well, I mentioned the slow pace of everything. So I think that was part of it. But 

we got involved. There was a certain amount of work we had to do around the 

house. We also learned how to make-do. Elosia, more than I, learned how to 

bake. We became rather famous because of how she was able to jury-rig things. 

We had just a two-burner kerosene stove to cook on. She figured out how to 

make an oven out of a five-gallon kerosene can. Somebody had made a top for 

us out of wood to be a wastepaper basket. And we used it as an oven. Inside, we 

would put a can, like a pineapple Del-Monte can, with the top and the bottom out. 

We didn’t have a pie tin, but we had a little one-layer cake tin. She learned how 

to make squash pies. We actually published this recipe that she came up with in 

the Peace Corps newsletter. In the Philippines, like in any Third World country, 

you eat whatever vegetable’s being harvested. So we were just eating so much 

squash. We told ourselves we could not eat another dish of unadulterated 

squash. Elosia had cat scratch fever and had to go to Manila periodically to get it 

checked. She found some place to get cinnamon, and nutmeg, and spices like 

that. So she came back with all the ingredients for squash pie. We didn’t even 

have a rolling pin. She used an old rum bottle to roll it out. We didn’t have a sifter, 
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so she used a piece of clean plastic screen that we had to put on our rain tank. 

She used that to sift the squash. We didn’t have Crisco, either, but oil worked 

okay. She became famous for the squash pies. All this took a lot of time, figuring 

out how to do it. We also would get care packages from home. She had a big 

family, and they sent more care packages than my brother sent me, but we got 

lots popcorn. And we introduced it to the villagers. People loved our popcorn. 

They even tried to pop their own corn kernels, without success. So we socialized 

with people in Palasao, and we made some special friends, and they would invite 

us over for meals. We didn’t usually invite people for meals because we didn’t 

have the skills or the space for it, but we went to other peoples’ homes around 

the countryside. However, most of our social life was in the town, Cantilan. When 

we went there, we mostly stayed with the District Supervisor of Schools. But it 

was, like I said, a major challenge to get in there. And once we had our bikes, 

we’d ride our bikes in, and then we might go to a dance at night so we’d have to 

bring clothes for the dance. So we had a fairly active social life. We’d go to the 

beach sometimes. It was called Baybay Uno, meaning Beach Number One. 

There was a Baybay Dos, but there was no road to it and it was on the open 

Pacific with high waves. The Filipinos thought we were crazy to be out in the sun 

like that, but we loved the beach, even though the water was too warm to be 

refreshing, at least for a New Englander.  

 You know, just living took a lot of time. During the school days, when I was at our 

house, I would leave in the morning at 7:00, and arrive just before classes started 

at 7:30. The teachers would insist on feeding me something called ginataan. 
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Because they thought, if you were heated like I was - I would get off my bike and 

be bright red, sweating like crazy - that you should drink something hot. They 

would give me this big glass of boiled root vegetables. At first I thought it was 

horrible, and I only ate it to be polite. But by the end of two years, I found that I 

liked the stuff. Then I’d teach or observe classes. I’d be there all day. I’d have 

lunch at my principal’s house. I usually paid him something for this, and finish out 

the day. By 4:00 or so, I was on my way home from school. I loved the solitude 

and scenery of those rides, with the breeze in my face. I’d get home after half an 

hour bike ride. It gets dark at 6:00, so I wanted to be home well before then. We 

socialized while it was still light out. For instance, some of the kids from the 

Palasao school would come over or some of the teachers or neighbors. A couple 

of times some of my Parang students even came. Or we’d read or play Scrabble 

or Rummy. Our helper would make supper, and she’d go home after cleaning up. 

We’d play Rummy and Scrabble again or just talk. We couldn’t read much at 

night because the light from the lantern wasn’t bright enough. Then we’d each 

take a full body sponge bath in our little attached bathroom and go to bed, getting 

up very early the next day.  

 A lot of times the schools had teacher training days, or national exams, which we 

disapproved of, because it encouraged teaching to the test and rote memory on 

the part of the children. Of course now, through the FCAT, that’s what all the 

Americans are doing. Seems a little ironic. But we would sort of boycott those 

and stay home on those days. We didn’t have a roll, anyway. The national tests 

contradicted the kind of teaching we were trying to introduce. We had quite a bit 
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of free time. But we had our Peace Corps footlocker, which they used to give 

every household back them, filled with good-quality books. It was a slower pace 

of life. We were sufficiently remote that we didn’t have casual visitors, except for 

some people in the village that we hung out with—but during the day, they were 

busy working in their fields or homes. I think the time was well spent, although I 

think generally it was not really a highly efficient two years. It might have been 

effective, but not efficient, as economists would tell you. Of course, in economics, 

it’s impossible to be effective if you’re not efficient. That’s not the case with 

PCVs.  

D:  What kind of relationships did you build in your host country? Did you make any 

close friendships with people there, or romantic relationships? 

K:  We had very good, close relationships with people. The book I gave you with 

short stories, there’s one about a woman named Mana Boning. She was 

probably our closest village friend. We had friendships with teachers. I personally 

stayed in touch with the District Supervisor of Schools and his wife, until he died 

in the late 1990s and she died in the early 2000s. I’ve since lost touch with their 

family. They had twelve kids; we were like the thirteenth and fourteenth. Toward 

the end, twice a year, we would exchange greetings at Easter and Christmas. 

When I was back in the Philippines with USAID, I saw them a couple times in 

Cagayan de Oro. As to romantic relationships, this was sort of funny. One time, 

Elosia was proposed to through me. There was a young man who worked in one 

of the lumber camps. We were riding in his truck back to our village, and he 

asked me whether I thought he had a chance of marrying Elosia. She was sitting 
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right next to me. But he was doing the proper thing by Philippine culture, to 

approach a family member. I did say to him, “Why are you asking me this?” He 

said, “You’re her family here.” I said, “Well, I don’t know. I’ll tell you what, I’ll ask 

her, but I’m not sure she’s going to say yes.” She’s sitting right next to me. And 

she’s poking me and I’m stifling a giggle. They wanted me to marry some local 

judge. And I just wasn’t interested either. I guess the short answer is, no, we did 

not have any romantic relationships there.   

 After Peace Corps my roommate had a more domestic U.S. life. She went back 

to school, and then worked as a medical librarian, married, her husband was a 

college professor, then a banker. Later he did CPA-kind of work, which I think he 

still does part-time. They moved to Maine because one of their children was 

living up there. Both she and her husband had some international experience. I 

think they inflicted that on their children because their older daughter studied to 

be a Merchant Marine and then married a man who is a Merchant Marine. 

They’re in Guam or Okinawa. Her younger daughter married an Irishman and 

lives in Barbados.  

 So Elosia travels to see her children, but otherwise, she’s in Maine now. I joined 

USAID and had a lifetime of Foreign Service. Elosia didn’t stay in as close touch 

with Peace Corps things or Peace Corps contacts as I did. There are still a 

couple of students that I have, or children of teachers we knew who e-mail me 

using Facebook and I can get online and check out the CarConMadLan Group, 

which is Carascal Cantilan, Madrid and Lanusa. It’s a four-municipality section on 

Mindanao, Surigao Del Sur, which somehow has gotten on the Internet. But I 
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really don’t know any of them anymore. Some of the names are familiar. They’re 

the grandkids of people I knew, so I’ve lost touch with them. You know, after 

forty-nine years, I’m beginning to understand that. 

D:  When you were in the Philippines, how did you stay in contact with your friends 

and family back home? 

K:  You have to remember, this was pre-computer. I’ll give you an example. We got 

to our barrio, Palasao, in October, maybe two weeks before the Cuban Missile 

Crisis. We didn’t know about the Cuban Missile Crisis for a month, until the next 

Time magazine reached us. That Time magazine came by ship, I think. We 

started hearing about it through Time magazine, and my brother had sent me a 

care package wrapped in the campus newspaper, which also had several articles 

about the Cuban Missile Crisis. I never could wrap my head around this Cuban 

Missile Crisis until I went back to the States and learned more about it. I 

remember asking our District Supervisor of Schools why he didn’t tell us about it. 

He heard about it on the radio. We had a radio, but we were so new, we hadn’t 

hooked it up to a coconut tree yet, to get an antenna. We had to get somebody to 

climb up the coconut tree with a wire. We didn’t have a wire, so we didn’t know 

about it. Our District Supervisor said he thought if it was serious enough, the 

Peace Corps would cable us to flee to the hills, apparently like they did in World 

War II. If they were Americans, they fled to the hills. It wasn’t until I went to 

graduate school at Harvard and read Graham Allison’s book, Essence of 

Decision, about the Cuban Missile Crisis, that I really realized how serious it was 

in the States. That’s an example of how isolated we were.  
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 Communication with family was very slow. The letters were basically, to save 

money, those airgrams or aerograms, whatever they were called - the little folded 

letters, they probably don’t even have anymore. You write on this tissue-thin 

paper, then fold up the edges. That was the cheapest, fastest way. It never 

dawned on me to try to make a telephone call. I doubt we had telephone service 

even in the town. There was a telegram, like a Western Union kind of telegram, 

and Peace Corps would occasionally send us telegrams. But everything was 

slow. We once got a care package from one of Elosia’s sisters’, and it had 

homemade fudge wrapped in tin foil. It was totally covered with mold. So what 

did we do? We cut off the mold and ate it. That’s how long it was in the mail. Let 

me tell you, one small little pinprick of a piece of mold has a very powerful taste! 

D:  But you didn’t want to let it go to waste. 

K:  It’s hard to imagine Peace Corps now. And even with my career in USAID, when 

I retired in 1995, we had just gotten our first computer link to Washington, where 

we could send thick documents as attachments to Washington. Before that, 

everything was airmailed. We could send short messages fairly quickly by cable, 

but it didn’t take attachments, and so we would have to mail the attachments. 

Just before I left Bangladesh, we had one computer room in our office that would 

send these attachments to another computer room in Washington, and 

somebody from our Desk would go down and get the attachments and print them 

out. The impact on the hierarchy that computer access has is enormous. It used 

to be that the Foreign Service was very hierarchical. You were Mission Director, 

and everybody was subordinated to you. We did have phone contact, but there 
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was an eleven-hour difference in time. So if you wanted to talk to the Desk, which 

we did have to do in emergencies, I’d have to take a call at maybe 11:00 PM. But 

it wasn’t uncommon for Washington to forget about the time difference and call at 

3:00 in the afternoon their time and wake one of us up in the middle of the night. 

Because it was expensive, only two or three people on the Mission had the 

authority to authorize international phone calls. Somebody couldn’t just do it on 

their own, which meant that there was a control of communications that 

reinforced the hierarchy. Now, it’s totally flat. Everybody can e-mail all their 

contacts back in Washington, and get around the authority of the Mission 

Director. I’m sure it’s healthier this way. So communications are totally different. I 

think every Peace Corps Volunteer now has a laptop, and I don’t know what that 

does to the experience. Certainly the sense of isolation is nowhere near what it 

was. You were really out in the middle of nowhere when I was a PCV. 

D:  When I talk to someone in the Peace Corps now, all I have to do is just sign into 

an instant messenger and say hi and he’s right there.  

K:  There’s probably an Internet café in his town, and probably young people in his 

town are doing the same thing. They’re on Facebook and they’re in touch, and 

it’s totally changed the way the world works. 

D:  Yes, it’s amazing. What contribution are you proudest of during your service in 

the Philippines? 

K:  Surviving it. Thriving under it. Learning that I could interact with another culture 

from a level of depth where you’re really part of the other culture. It’s very hard to 
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have that kind of experience in normal travel, or even in normal working overseas 

where you’re part of an international community. The Peace Corps gave me a 

chance almost to become a Filipino, if you will. To me, that’s an accomplishment.  

 I think our teachers’ seminars were worth doing, and they were probably 

valuable, and I think we had an impact on some individual children, helping them 

maybe have different lives. I had two or three of them approach me when I went 

back with USAID to tell me how important I was to their life. For one thing, we 

sold all our furniture, and established three scholarships for high school kids. 

Those kids all appreciated it. Two of them were brothers, and one of them was 

the most brilliant student in my school; and then we supported a local boy from 

Palasao. The brilliant boy from Parang and the Palasao boy both contacted me 

over the years. The brilliant one I also helped finish college when I was in Manila 

with USAID. He had moved to his wife’s village in a different part of the country, 

and the New People’s Army was very active there. They had just had a massacre 

in that town that he had observed and he also couldn’t find work. To make a long 

story short, I did pay some very tiny amount of money, like $90 a year, to help 

him get his bachelor’s degree. He went on to work for the government. I think if I 

hadn’t, if my roommate and I hadn’t stepped in and helped him go to high school, 

he wouldn’t have had the life that he later had. The same thing can be said for 

the other boy, who was from a poor farming family in our barrio. His family 

worked as tenant farmers. We got him a high school diploma. He went on, I think 

had a year or two of college and had to drop out. When I met him again in the 

early 1980s, he was working in Iraq in construction. He was an overseas worker 
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and very proud of himself for bringing money home and having a family. He 

hated working in Iraq, but he did it as a sacrifice for his family.  

 So I think on an individual basis, we had an impact, and maybe a secondary, 

minor impact through teaching. But being able to thrive in a foreign culture, in my 

case, because I did do Foreign Service work later, the Peace Corps experience 

was always the touchstone for me. Through all of my sophisticated experiences 

later in my career, the Peace Corps, being in touch with real people in a real 

place, informed my thinking, always in a positive way. Now, my Peace Corps 

generation in the Philippines won the Magsaysay Award for something or other. I 

can claim $1.72 of the prize money that the Peace Corps received. The Peace 

Corps, as a group, was awarded the Magsaysay Award, and that’s second only 

to the Nobel Peace Prize in prestige. Ramon Magsaysay was President of the 

Philippines back in the 1950s when he was killed in a plane crash. He was a 

great national hero. So somebody created the Magsaysay Award. We used to 

joke that $1.72 would buy us a steak dinner at the Celebrity Steakhouse in Cebu. 

We divided up the number of volunteers in the country at that time by the prize 

money. So, anyway, I think simply succeeding as a Peace Corps volunteer was 

probably what I’m proudest of. 

D:  Could you take me through the high and low points of your service? 

K:  Well, the high points I think I’ve touched on: That we made a life for ourselves in 

that place. We had some interesting vacations. We went on this marvelous boat 

trip through the Sulu Archipelago, though my roommate ended up with 
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appendicitis. She had to go to the hospital and get her appendix taken out the 

day we got off the boat. Fortunately it was not twenty-four hours earlier. We took 

some interesting local trips. One was up into a tribal area in the mountains above 

Parang. Elosia was sick, so didn’t go. I had a cold, but I made the trip anyway. 

With the District Supervisor, Parang principal and an aborigine student we 

climbed up a mountain to a village called Cabangahan way up in the mountains. 

We did some interesting things like that.  

 Low points? I would say, when we had this plane crash and the people in my 

village thought I was on the plane and therefore was dead. I was delayed in 

getting back because I had changed my reservations. I knew the two Peace 

Corps volunteers who were killed in the plane crash and would have been on the 

plane myself if weather hadn’t forced me to change my reservations. I really 

identified with the two who died and I felt sort of horrible for a long time after that, 

just sort of down on that, particularly because the Filipinos have the custom of 

chuckling or smiling when embarrassed or when they see they’re causing 

discomfort. That was hard to get used to. The other thing, which I think was a low 

point although it was recurrent, when you’re white, as tall as I am, with a long 

nose and blue eyes, which are identified with witches, and cats, in the 

Philippines, your self-image takes a hit. That’s why I said one of my proudest 

efforts was just being able to successfully live in that culture. There were times 

when men would be staring at us all the time or making snide remarks. We were 

made to feel sort of freakish. Every volunteer goes through that. If you’re in a 

culture that doesn’t look like you, which is most of the world, you will have to go 
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through that. I got more of it than my roommate did because she was a little 5’2’’ 

person with brown hair. Her eyes were more green, almost brown, whereas mine 

were blue. Here I was, 5’8’’ and a half. Her nose was long too, but mine was 

longer. They used to call me ang ilong mataas, which means long nose. So you 

have this self-image. You don’t think about your nose being long, or your height 

being abnormal in the States. Even when I was young, I was just on the tall side. 

Now many American women are taller than that. But to a Filipino, I was 

abnormally tall. There were only three men in the whole province who were taller 

than I was. One was Spanish in background, and two were half-American. The 

other men were all five feet tall, they would want to dance with me, and 

my…would hang over their shoulder. I’d have to use my elbow to make them 

keep their distance when we danced. If I were in my normal extroverted mood, I 

would just brush off all that stuff. But if I was in a more depressed mood, and I’m 

not prone to depression, but if somehow something happened, I’d get very 

annoyed with that kind of thing. So that was a recurrent low point: Being 

reminded that you didn’t look like everybody else, and that you were a foreigner. I 

would forget. That has happened with me all through my career in the Foreign 

Service. I would forget that I was not black when I was in Liberia, or I wasn’t 

Asian. I’d see this arm, like there’d be a bunch of women teachers leaning on a 

railing, and I’d see this arm, and I’d see these other arms, and I’d have this small 

amount of blonde hair on my arms. Filipinos don’t have any hair on their arms. 

Mine is not really noticeable, but it is noticeable when the other arms don’t have 

any hair, and plus they’re brown and mine was sort of white. I’d wonder whose 
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ugly arm that was. I’d go from Liberia up to Europe and think the people were 

ugly, pasty. I’d realize it was because they weren’t black. I did become a part of 

whatever culture I was living in, and when someone reminded me that I wasn’t 

really part of that culture, that I really was a foreigner, that was a low point. If 

you’re ever going to join the Peace Corps, trust me, you’ll have the same 

experience. 

D:  I certainly have the hair color, to start with.  

K:  And the eyes. I always thought blue eyes were nice. And to find out that they’re 

witch’s eyes was creepy. 

D:  How did you use your vacation and travel time? 

K:  We had this marvelous trip to Sitankai in the Sulu archipelago that I mentioned. 

That was the biggest trip we took. It might have been two weeks, one week, I 

don’t remember. Just going around these small islands down near Borneo. We 

would go into convents where there were American priests, and use their 

showers, and maybe be invited to lunch. Then there were Peace Corps 

volunteers along the way. We would stop in and see them. It was so idyllic. I 

remember seeing the Southern Cross in the sky. It was pitch black. There was no 

electricity. Here’s this sky just loaded with stars. And the water is loaded with 

phosphorescence. I remember we were coming from our larger boat, in a dingy 

into the island. We were looking into the water and a fish jumped out and hit me 

right in the face. That took away the romanticism! But that was a wonderful trip. 
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Like I said, my roommate ended up with appendicitis, so we were very fortunate 

that didn’t happen 24 hours before.  

 We did take a short trip up to Baguio. My brother came on a Merchant Marine 

ship after a year. I went up to Manila to meet him and spent three or four days 

with him. I think it was maybe that time that my roommate came up and we went 

to Baguio. But we were on a school year, so we had a summer off. The first 

summer, we went to language school. So we didn’t have a whole lot of vacation 

time. We didn’t have a lot of money either, so we didn’t travel too far. Some of 

the volunteers had more money than we did and went to Japan and Hong Kong 

and we didn’t do that until we left. Then we took three months to go home, 

slowly, across Hong Kong and Thailand and India, Karachi and Middle East and 

Europe. 

D:  How did your initial understanding of your mission and your job as an educator 

match with what ended up happening? You know, like you said you had to create 

your own job. Was it very different from what you’d expected by the time you left? 

K:  Well, we got used to that being what we had to do, so that was a task that 

confronted us the whole two years. I think, by the end, we felt pretty comfortable 

with what we had accomplished and done. I’d say I was ready to leave by the 

time we did. Two years doing that kind of work was enough. So it was something 

that I did. I was ready to go back to grad school. At the time, I didn’t know that I 

would want to make a career of international work. Again, I was pretty good at 

planning my life in short spurts, but I didn’t have a life plan. Women didn’t, in 
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those days. We didn’t have the idea of a career. We all thought we’d get married 

and have kids. I thought I’d go back to grad school and then be open to what 

happened after that. So that’s where I was. But I felt like I had given the Peace 

Corps its money’s worth, such as it was, $54 a month. And I had succeeded at it. 

But it was not easy. It wasn’t as 100% successful as I might have wished. They 

say Peace Corps is the hardest job you’ll ever love, I think there’s a lot of truth in 

that because it is so unstructured, or at least in my day it was so unstructured 

that you had to make it up as you went along. It was fairly easy to fail. On the 

other hand, it was fairly easy to succeed because the people were very tolerant. 

Peace Corps was there to help us. I think their staff is there more now to help 

than back then, when staff was stretched very thin. We didn’t have a single staff 

member visit us for the first year we were there. They were so stretched putting 

in new volunteers. Then the second year, we had more visits than we wanted. 

Anyway, I was ready to go after two years. 

D:  What were your last days in country like? 

K:  One party after another. I guess the most memorable was this woman, Mana 

Boning, a marvelous lady. I’ve published a story about her. She had breast 

cancer while we were there, I didn’t even know that at the time. She died when I 

was in grad school, I would say in the first six months after we left. But she was 

having us to her house for wonderful farewell dinners practically every day. We 

asked why she was doing this because she couldn’t afford all these chicken 

dinners. She told us they were our chickens. It turned out one of the first things 

we did was try to raise chickens, in part because we wanted a supply of eggs 
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and meat because we were having a hard time finding food, and partly because 

of the remoteness of our village. So we had gotten the industrial arts class to 

build us a chicken coop outside our house. We bought some hens and a rooster, 

had little nests made for them to lay their eggs and rest at night. The first thing 

that went wrong was that the teenagers started stealing the hens. We asked how 

we could solve this? The villagers told us we’d have to bring them in to our house 

at night. They said, of course they’re going to be stolen if you leave them in a 

coop. They need to roost in the rafters. We had a thatched roof with no ceiling. 

The thought of all their droppings coming down on us made us rethink our 

interest in raising chickens. The second thing that happened that took us out of 

the chicken business altogether was that the slope of the roof was not steep 

enough, so rain got in and wet the eggs. We learned that hens wouldn’t sit on 

wet eggs. So we had twenty-three semi-fertilized eggs that had a different taste. 

So we ended up baking lots of cakes and eating them and giving them away in 

disguise. One of the teenagers stealing our hens went to Mana Boning and 

offered to sell them to her. She asked if they were stolen from the Americans. 

They admitted it. She went ahead and bought them. She decided, without telling 

us, that she was going to buy our chickens and raise them on our behalf, 

knowing that a year and a half later, she was going to be feeding us. She 

admitted this during our farewell parties. That shows the hospitality of the 

Filipinos. Mana Boning was a wonderful lady.  

 We had parties and dances in our honor in the población, Cantilan. The lumber 

camps had parties for us. We had up to two or three parties a night. Every school 
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that we had ever done anything with us had parties and speeches. One of the 

things that the Third World especially, and probably this country in the past, when 

you don’t have entertainment that comes to you through the TV or whatever, you 

make your own entertainment, from the dances with a local band or record player 

to declamation contests in the schools to little plays and skits to picnics. We were 

just exhausted by the time we left with all these parties.  

D:  Wow. It looks like they were very receptive to you.  

K:  The Filipinos are famous in the world for their hospitality. I experienced the same 

thing when I served there with USAID. I had an enormous number of parties 

when I left the country after a four-year assignment. At that point, I had a 

hypothyroid condition and I was exhausted anyway. On top of it, and working 

every day, I had all these parties every night. But that’s the Filipinos. They’re 

really famous worldwide for their hospitality and their joy of living, if you will. 

D:  I didn’t know that. The last couple questions are about your life after the Peace 

Corps. What were your first days in the United States like? 

K:  That’s sort of interesting. I said it took us three months to get home. My 

roommate left from Switzerland. She had to be back in grad school before I did, 

and I went on by myself to France and England and Scotland. I got back to grad 

school and moved into a room at the graduate student dorm at the University of 

Connecticut. I remember writing to somebody that this room was just fantastic. It 

had glass in the windows and the bathroom had running water and toilets and 

everything, hot water, it was just down the hall. Talking about it like it was the 
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height of luxury. Looking back, it was probably one of the smallest rooms in the 

whole dorm. It had linoleum floor and a narrow metal bed. But it seemed very 

luxurious to me. The fact that I had been on the road, living in three handmade 

Philippine dresses for three months, one of which had a cigarette hole in the lap, 

I was finally able to unpack and settle into my own little space was probably a big 

part of it. On the negative side, I found that Americans were nowhere near as 

friendly as the Filipinos. Life was faster and people didn’t say hello. In the 

Philippines, you’d never pass somebody by without greeting them. It took me a 

while to get used to that. That has taken years, and has continued. Every time I 

go overseas, when I come back, I have that same adjustment. Even if it might be 

to a country that’s not as friendly as the Filipinos, life in other parts of the world, 

especially the Third World, is more personal than it is in a bustling, thriving 

industrialized country. People do take time. It’s considered extremely impolite to 

walk by somebody without greeting him or her. In the Philippines they use a lot of 

the gestures; if some farmer would be walking by on the road, you’d go [making a 

gesture] meaning hello, you raise your eyebrows and you use your mouth to say 

hello, even if no words passed. There’s some recognition. To this day, so many 

years later, I almost always smile at somebody when I walk by. They probably 

sometimes misinterpret that gesture, but it’s part of the Peace Corps heritage, if 

you will, and Foreign Service heritage. I did like the supermarkets, though, and 

the food in the U.S. 

D:  I think you’ve answered the next two questions that are on the list pretty 

generally, but how has the Peace Corps influenced your life and future career? 
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K:  Well, I will tell you this. Back in the 1970s, over 50% of all Foreign Service 

officers in USAID were Returned Peace Corps Volunteers. I think the number 

was probably close to that in the State Department and in other foreign affairs 

agencies. So there were many volunteers who sought out international work. The 

nongovernmental organizations like CARE had even higher percentages. So 

people who go into the Peace Corps do tend to be, if not interested in 

international events before, they are afterwards. In my case, of course, it totally 

influenced my career. I didn’t know that was going to happen. Like I said, I went 

to grad school sort of open. Back in the day, before Women’s Lib got hold, 

women generally thought in terms of teaching, government, or nursing. They 

didn’t think in terms of the private sector, or becoming a doctor, or lawyer. They 

looked for those three, which were open to women: government, teaching, and 

nursing. I thought the same thing. I didn’t think expansively about what I could do 

in the world or even think about a career. If you talk to other women of my age 

range or older, they’ll have the same reaction. So I went with the flow, and I did 

want to do international work, and applied, and fortunately I was getting out of 

grad school at a time when they were hiring. It was just when the Vietnam War 

was starting up and government was expanding. USAID’s Foreign Service, back 

in 1966, had 12,000 Foreign Service officers. Now, it has about 1,000. So you 

can see the difference in size. They use more contractors now, but the basic core 

Foreign Service is much, much smaller than it ever was.  

 My roommate’s case was different, as I said. She passed on the love of 

international things to her children, but except for tourist travel, she has not done 
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anything international. But she’s maintained an interest. She reads 

internationally. I think Peace Corps generically is definitely a life-changer, 

probably the single most influential two years you can spend in your life. Even 

though it might be slow-paced, it’s a very intense experience.  

 For me, Peace Corps was the touchstone that I always went back to. I remember 

my first tour overseas with USAID was in Pakistan, and I had already been in 

grad school for two years, and then in Washington for a year, and I remember 

when I first got to Pakistan, I wondered where the people were, the ones I could 

interact with. I lived in a city and at first in a large townhouse in a row of other 

townhouses inhabited by other USAID people. Then I moved to a small 

apartment building with four flats in a little compound. I didn’t know the Pakistani 

neighbors beyond the three other USAID women in our building. I worked with 

some Pakistanis in the office, but basically, I was working with paper and working 

at a distance from people. Eventually, I got to know Pakistanis, but it was at a 

more professional level. It wasn’t your neighbors and friends. I actually dated a 

Pakistani, and I knew some of his friends, but it was not like being in-depth 

thrown into a village. And again, thrown in as a 22-year-old where the adults 

watched out for you because you were not much older than their kids. So you 

were almost in a position of dependence, where I never was in that position 

again in any country I lived in. Partly by growing up myself, but also just the 

circumstances. So yes, the Peace Corps was profoundly influencing. 



 
UF RPCV-002; Kilgour; Page 33 

D:  What do you think the influence of the Peace Corps has been in international 

relations? Not just for you specifically, but international policy and even domestic 

policy in the United States? 

K:  That’s a hard question to wrap my head around.  I wish I could say it’s been 

profoundly influential. I think maybe the influence has been on the individual, not 

only on the individual PCV, but also on individuals they’ve interacted with: 

people they’ve befriended, students they’ve taught, and friendships that they’ve 

maintained over the years. I don’t know how many Peace Corps volunteers there 

have been over the years, is it 150,000? 300,000? Not a large enough number to 

have a worldwide impact on anything. So I can’t say Peace Corps has had an 

impact on the world internationally or domestically. I think somebody who was a 

Peace Corps volunteer and becomes, say, a teacher in this country, is going to 

sensitize the students to a different perspective on the world.  

 I can’t tell you what extent this is Peace Corps, or what extent this is my 29 years 

with AID, but I am very much an international citizen. I think like an international 

citizen. I don’t think like a parochial American. I have a feeling that the real kernel 

of that thinking came from Peace Corps, where I was in a different culture where 

I survived and thrived, but I understood it, warts and all. There are lots of things 

about the Filipinos that I don’t like. But there are also things about the Americans 

that I don’t like. I saw Americans from the perspective of another culture. All the 

people in the world are looking for the same things in life. We’re human beings, 

warts and all. The fact that we happen to be born as citizens of a particular 

country, we were lucky in the States. Most of us are Christian, but we could have 
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easily been Hindus or Muslims, or whatever, and we’re basically all the same 

underneath. That’s my outlook on life. I’m very happy to be an American, and I’m 

happy to be appreciative. My parents were born in Scotland, so maybe I started 

early on understanding national differences, and I very much identify with the 

Scots. I was quite amazed as a Peace Corps volunteer to go there with my pure 

Scottish Gaelic name, and my presumably Scottish looks, and they immediately 

knew I was an American. They didn’t mistake me for a Scot at all. Of course, as 

soon as I opened my mouth, but even though I had Filipino-made clothes on, 

somehow I walked like an American. I had the loose gait of an American.  

 So I’m an international citizen, and to the extent that the Peace Corps contributed 

to that, I appreciate it, because I think we all have to be international citizens if 

we’re going to get on in the globalized world. 

D:  Well, thank you. Those are all my questions. Is there anything else that you’d like 

to cover? Something we haven’t covered already, or a special memory you’d like 

to conclude with? 

K:  I think I’ve covered everything. I’m tempted to show you all my pictures of Peace 

Corps and my little vase that the kid that I sent to high school brought me, with 

silk flowers. I have a lot of memories around this house, from my whole Foreign 

Service career, but the Peace Corps most of all. And I’ve given you a copy of my 

book, so you can read those stories. You will see some of the love that the 

experiences gave me that I was able to articulate better in the form of stories, for 

instance, in the story about Mona Boning. My Peace Corps diary captures the 
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logistics of being a volunteer, rather than the spiritual, emotional dimension of it. 

It’s interesting that I didn’t realize that at the time. There’s a lot about food, about 

the hardships of riding a bike in the rain, and petty annoyances with the heat, and 

neighbors, and the difficulty of getting anything done. In reading it over, I was 

really surprised at how mundane it was. But that might have been everyday life in 

the Peace Corps. The more emotional dimensions come out in the stories about 

individual people and events. So I hope you read it. 

D:  Oh, I will. 

[End of interview] 
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