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We officially opened the doors to the Ta’anga Kindergarten in June.
We won a Library of Congress Literacy Award (pg. 5)!
We were profiled in many publications and newspapers detailing our achievements (pg. 6)

Dear Friends of Tonga Community,

Can you believe that we are almost at the end of 2021 and the holidays are just around the corner??  As
many of you already know, it has been quite a year for the Friends of Tonga Community: 

All of which has allowed us to expand our reach, increase our impact, and continue to cultivate an
engaged and motivated community! This engagement has reached an all-time high, this past year: we
hosted a virtual event with Returned Peace Corps Volunteer Tina Martin, who read from her memoir
Everything I Should Have Learned I Could Have Learned In Tonga, which drew 60+ participants, from
across the world, to tune-in and hear Tina speak.  

We are also pleased to share that this newsletter contains two contributions from our community: Tina
Martin penned a thoughtful tribute to a fellow RPCV (Pg. 15) and RPCV Bob Forbes (Group 17) wrote a
riveting piece showcasing how his group, through grit and resilience, overcame a tragedy that
threatened to shut down Peace Corps Tonga (Pg. 11) Bob’s piece delves into where many individuals
from his cohort are now and how their time in Tonga inspired their later career and life choices. I
found this story both inspiring and necessary; often stories surrounding tragedy focus on the tragedy
itself and not the people who immediately follow and who are often the ones who have to pick up the
pieces. I encourage you to read both submissions and hope that this encourages more members of our
community to contribute! 

In other exciting news, we have been fortunate to onboard three amazing additions to our board; I want
to welcome our new Financial Officer Reed Rising, our Outreach and Event Coordinator (USA) Aleda
Winget, our Outreach Coordinator (New Zealand) Maka Pailate, and our Fundraising Coordinator
Shanda Hastings-Varghese.  Each of these talented individuals come to FoT with an incredibly
impressive background and with a zeal that I know will allow us to continue to maximize our impact in
Tonga. 

Lastly, our impact and ability to provide educational opportunities to the children and teachers of
Tonga is a direct result of your generosity donating to our programming and projects. 

Want to build another cyclone-resistant early-childhood center?  We are raising money this Giving
Season to do just that!  The entirety of your donation will be used to build a state-of-the art
kindergarten to support early-childhood development in Tonga.  How cool is that??  

Thank you for continuing to invest in Friends of Tonga and subsequently Tonga. Without you, we
would not be able to serve this community.

‘Ofa atu,
Michael Hassett

Letter from the President
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                   Support Friends of Tonga
 

                                                    
Giving Tuesday!

 

    Giving Tuesday is your chance to DOUBLE OR EVEN TRIPLE your financial

contributions to Friends of Tonga!  

 

This year’s Giving Tuesday begins at exactly 8 am Eastern Time on Tuesday, November 30,

2021. Facebook (Meta) will match qualifying donations to Friends of Tonga and other

nonprofits until their allotted $8M runs out. In addition, we have a very generous private

donor willing to match up to $5000 of the donations we receive.  

 

As you can imagine, the $8 million from Facebook gets allocated very quickly; in previous

years it was matched within the first 30 seconds. Thus, please make a donation through our

Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/friendsoftonga) at exactly 8 am ET.  In previous

years, Friends of Tonga had multiple donations matched by Facebook! 

 

And, even if you miss the 8 am ET Facebook matching campaign, your donations may still

contribute to the private donor match.

 

So, let’s make the 2021 Giving Tuesday our most successful year yet! 

If you have any questions, please contact us at friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com.  
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Early Childhood Education Programming and Construction Projects
We are raising money to support education opportunities for early-childhood education, which includes

building Kindergartens, providing resources targeting early-childhood education, and building safe

environments where students can play.

Scholarship Program
Although it is free for students to attend public schools in Tonga, parents still need to provide school fees

for materials and exams, which often they cannot afford. To help needy families overcome this financial

burden, Friends of Tonga awards scholarships to the neediest students with their annual school fees.

Become a Member

Become an official Friends of Tonga member!  It’s quick, easy, and FREE! 
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Financial Status 

The table and chart below illustrate the FoT project balances through October 2021.

Bonfire T-Shirt Campaign
Now until the end of December, you can buy high quality Friends of Tonga T-shirts in five different

colors and various sizes through our partner, Bonfire.

 

These shirts, custom designed by [insert name], make excellent gifts for your friends and family!

For every shirt we sell, $11 is donated to Friends of Tonga! Cost per shirt is $25 USD. 

https://www.bonfire.com/2021-friends-of-tonga-t-shirt/
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Program Updates

 

Pen Pal Program

After a bit of a lull in the Pen Pal program due to the pandemic and virtual learning, the Pen Pal program

is back up and running! This year we have seven participating schools, including a 5th grade class in

California, a 4th grade class in Colorado, a 3rd Grade Class in Maryland, a class 6 in Kolonga, Tongatapu,

a class 6 in Tufu Vai, ‘Eua and a school-wide exchange between Fahefa, Tongatapu and the Tongan

Language School in Brisbane, Australia! Friends of Tonga’s program manager has loved seeing the

program grow and to read the students' letters! Hope you enjoy some of the sample letters below!

 

Kolonga, Tongatapu Class 6                   Colorado, 4th Grade

Library of Congress Literacy Award
It is with great joy that we can announce that Friends of Tonga has been

 selected as a 2021 Library of Congress Literacy Awards Program Best 

Practice Honoree!!! The Library of Congress Literacy Awards Program 

honors nonprofit organizations in three major prize categories for 

outstanding contributions to increasing literacy.  It also recognizes up to 

15 organizations for their successful implementation of a specific literacy 

practice. We have been recognized for the FoT video read aloud program! 

This award comes with a $5,000 prize and the organization has been 

invited to a virtual best practices conference!  

This recognition is incredibly prestigious and we are both honored and humbled to be included with

such a fantastic group of honorees for 2021. Friends of Tonga will also be participating in the Library of

Congress Webinar series to share our projects and best practices on Culturally Relevant Literacy

Approaches.  You can check out our profile, along with the other winners for this year here:

https://www.loc.gov/programs/library-of-congress-literacy-awards/winners-and-honorees/winners/
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Our Virtual Read-Aloud Program  has developed a resource library of videos in which English speakers

record themselves reading stories. All books have been authorized by the authors and publishers for use.  

Also, the video library is housed on the FoT website and can be accessed free-of-charge.  Currently the

library consists of 81 videos; however, FOT is working to have over 100 read alouds available by the end

of 2021 and ultimately have enough books recorded so that there is one for each day of the Tongan

school year. 

With these videos, in an area where resources are limited, Tongan teachers or parents can have at their

fingertips a variety of read alouds to provide to their students or children. It is our goal that these videos

will promote a stronger love of reading in Tonga and improve students’ English reading and

comprehension skills.

Thank you to all of the authors who have generously donated the rights to read their stories, the

countless readers who donated their time to record themselves reading stories, our generous donors who

financially invest in our programming. We are so thankful for the engagement and support of our

community!  

 

Help us reach our goal of increasing literacy rates in Tonga and having enough books for each day of

school by reading stories for the video read aloud program (contact friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com for

more information) and donating to our programs: https://www.friendsoftonga.org/campaigns

Friends of Tonga and Community Members in the News

http://hawaiibusiness.com/my-job-im-underwater-with-sharks-polar-bears-walruses/

http://www.post-gazette.com/life/goodness/2021/07/25/Pittsburgh-couple-construction-Tongan-

kindergarten-school-Friends-of-Tonga-goodness-Michael-Hassett-Chiara-Collette/stories/202107090163
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http://ncnewsonline.com/news/local_news/former-peace-corps-volunteers-become-friends-of-

tonga/article_800ef348-2d07-5379-b05a-096d37ae32d9.html

http://matangitonga.to/2021/07/08/ta-anga-kindergarten-rebuilt-volunteers?

fbclid=IwAR1LFskgoLKrmrZou8DhXAcAC79kZzlnlWHS9pM-Pw0n9m1n9eOtLhf1yz4

http://facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=522723792215206
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Welcome To The Friends Of Tonga Board

 

Maka Pailate: 

Maka is a Business Advisor in his own business advisory firm, MPBAA Ltd 

in Auckland, New Zealand.   

Previously, he was a High School teacher in Tonga, a Bank Officer for 

ANZ Banking Group, a CEO for a motor vehicle dealership in Auckland, 

and a Service Delivery Manager for Transdev Auckland Ltd, who manages 

the Auckland Metro trains.

He wears many hats: Operations Management, Financial Accountant, 

and an entrepreneur.  He is involved with the Pacific Island community, 

in New Zealand, giving his spare time to charitable work with various 

community groups.

He lives in Auckland, New Zealand with his family: two sons, three 

daughters, and two beautiful granddaughters. 

Aleda Winget: 

Aleda has over 20 years of experience in Early Childhood Development, 

Primary School-Aged Educational Leadership, as well as Youth 

Advocacy.  She served in Tonga as a US Peace Corps Volunteer from 

2013-2015. While in Tonga she focused on English literacy and leading 

Camp GLOW (Girls Leading Our World). After serving in Tonga, Aleda 

moved to The Netherlands and worked for Women Win, an 

organization that promotes girls' leadership through sport.  

Aleda served in the Peace Corps a second time with her husband, Kevin, 

in the Tigray region of Ethiopia, from 2018-2020. In Ethiopia, Aleda 

worked with her village's Health Center to promote maternal health. 

She also developed and directed a Tigray region-specific Camp GLOW. 

She and Kevin now live in Prescott, Arizona. Aleda works as a remote reading specialist with the Santa Fe

Unified School District. She is also attending graduate school full-time, studying to become a Licensed

Clinical Family Marriage Counselor (LFMT & LCPC).  Kevin is a Surveyor for the US Forest Service and

works in the Prescott National Forest.

Reed Rising: 

Reed Rising grew up in Southeast Asia, primarily in Indonesia. He attended 

the University of Rochester where he obtained his Bachelor of Arts in 

Economics and was Philanthropy Chair at his social organization. Reed later 

obtained his Master of Science in Cybersecurity Technology and currently 

works as a Cybersecurity Consultant in the public sector.

Due to his multicultural background, Reed is extremely adaptable. Whether

it be leading projects at his workplace, being captain, coach, and 

commissioner of sports teams and leagues, leading his local D&D group as 

dungeon master, participating in piano competitions, or traveling with an 

anthropologist through the remote villages of West Papua, Reed has proven 

himself to be versatile and a reliable leader that supports the FoT mission 

with his passion and his diverse skills and experience.
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Shanda Hastings-Varghese: 

Shanda is a lawyer specializing in the representation of financial 

institutions in litigation matters and investigations.  

She is currently Senior Vice President & Senior Company Counsel for a 

large financial institution. Previously, she was a partner at the law firm 

K&L Gates LLP. Shanda graduated from the University of Pittsburgh 

School of Law, where she was the Editor-in-Chief of the University of 

Pittsburgh Law Review. Before heading to law school, Shanda graduated 

from West Virginia University with a Bachelor of Arts in Political Science 

and Sociology. 

Throughout her legal career, Shanda has led or served on various 

committees and organizations focused on the development of women 

lawyers. 

Shanda lives in Highland, Maryland with her husband (board member, Roy Varghese) and their children,

Kristen and Joshua. 

Monthly Spotlights

June: Tomu Valeti                                                              July: Anau Mesui Henry

August: Betty Crowder                                                  September: Chuck Weikert
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Published and Proud!  

 
We are incredibly pleased to share that FoT member and RPCV Tonga, Chuck Weikert, has published

his book "Coral Reef Curiosities: Intrigue, Deception and Wonder on the Reef and Beyond"!!!

 

Chuck served in Tonga from 1977-1979.  For this publication, he also enlisted the help of 2 other RPCVs

who served in Tonga: There’s an illustration of a maka feke , a lure used to catch octopuses, that was

provided by Roger Bowen and a generous write-up on the back cover by RPCV Alan Friedlander!  

 

We are so pleased to feature Chuck's wonderful success and to have him a part of the FoT community! 

 Click the link below to get your copy!

 

https://www.amazon.com/Coral-Reef.../dp/1732526532

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overcoming Tragedy: The Story of the Peace Corps Volunteers of Tonga Group 17 (1976-78)

          By: Robert (Bob) Forbes

Tonga Peace Corps Group 17 was an eclectic group of twenty new Peace Corps Volunteers (PCVs),

referred to by the Peace Corps as “Special Services Omnibus.” It consisted of specialists selected to fulfill

specific requests for technical assistance made by various ministries of the Tongan Government. Among

the group’s members were agriculture and business experts, educators, entomologists, medical

professionals, radio technicians, a journalist, a filmmaker, a public relations expert, and a civil engineer.

We hailed from all parts of the USA, ranged in age from 22 to 60, and arrived in Tonga on September

23, 1976.

Tonga 17 PCV trainees upon arrival in Tonga, from left to right: Joe Bullard, Jan Worth, Tim Brockman, Joe

Perrone, Joe Salvo, Bob Forbes, Jack Fones, Bill Brandewie, Carolyn Fones, Caroline Bly, Cheryl Brandewie, Virginia

Goulding, Ann Broadbent, David Goddard, Lorraine Leiser, Burt Vincent, Bob Peterson, and Mike Delauder.
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The Peace Corps Country Director, in Tonga, Mary George, met us that day at the Fua’amotu Airport on

Tongatapu.  She was accompanied by several Tonga PCVs, one of whom took this photo. At the airport,

we boarded a bus to Nuku’alofa, where we lived in temporary housing for the next two months, while

undergoing language and cultural training. During training, we were also introduced to our jobs and our

individual housing assignments.

Three weeks into Tonga 17’s training period, a tragedy occurred that would shake the Peace Corps

Tonga program and implicate the US Peace Corps worldwide. Dennis Priven (Tonga 14) stabbed another

PCV, Deborah Gardner (Tonga 16), 22 times with a diving knife on the night of October 14, 1976. Tongan

neighbors heard Miss Gardner’s screams and called for help as Mr. Priven fled the scene. She was

rushed to a nearby hospital where she died moments later. Mary George broke the news to the Tonga 17

trainees, early the next morning, while meeting for breakfast. We all sat stunned and speechless, and

some of us wept for the slain PCV whom a few of us had briefly met. We feared the tragedy might soon

bring an end to the Peace Corps in Tonga, sending us back home before we’d even had a chance to

begin. 

The story of the murder and the events surrounding it are documented in the book American Taboo –

A Murder in the Peace Corps, by Philip Weiss (2004), so they are not discussed here. The Tonga 17

group continued with training in hopes we’d be allowed to stay, even though we sensed that many

Tongans now regarded us with suspicion and even fear because of the brutal crime that one PCV had

committed on another. After some deliberation, King Taufa’ahau Tupou IV determined that the murder

was a tragic aberration of Peace Corps’ beneficial presence in Tonga, so he allowed the Peace Corps to

continue.

We did our best to restore normalcy to the Peace Corps’ presence during the aftermath of that horrific

incident. In mid-November 1976, we completed our training, reported to our jobs, and began living in

homes that our workplaces provided for us. We worked with our Tongan counterparts on a variety of

needs in each of our areas of expertise, learning from our failures and celebrating our successes along

the way.

Almost half of the Tonga 17 PCVs left before their service period was over and most had valid reasons

for doing so: Necessary equipment did not show up, the PCV’s skill set did not fit the need, the

workplace was not prepared for the PCV’s services, and so on. However, more than half of the Tonga 17

group served their two-year terms, three stayed to help train the Tonga Peace Corps Group 22, and two

accepted paid assignments to complete projects they started as PCVs. By the time the remaining

members of Tonga 17 had completed our service in late 1978, the Peace Corps in Tonga had overcome

the tragedy that threatened the program and had begun to thrive again, with over 50 PCVs actively

serving throughout the Kingdom.

So, where are the Tonga 17 PCVs today and how do they look back on their service in Tonga some 45

years ago?  Here are brief updates on nine of them who completed their Peace Corps service and

provided input to this article:

Jan Worth-Nelson had previously been impacted by a national tragedy while in college in 1970 at Kent

State University, where four students were killed by National Guardsmen in a Vietnam War protest.

After college, she became a reporter in Southern California. Having grown restless after a few years in

that role, Jan signed up for the Peace Corps, which took her to Tonga to work in public relations for the

Ministry of Labor, Commerce, and Industry. After Peace Corps service, Jan went to graduate school at

the University of Michigan to earn a Master of Social Work, followed by a social-work position in Flint,

Michigan, in the 1980s-- a very tough time for the city. 
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Burnout after seven years in social work and a strong pull toward her first love of writing took her to

grad school at Warren Wilson College, where she earned a Master of Fine Arts. On the strength of that

degree and her publishing history, she taught writing at the University of Michigan (UM)-Flint for 23

years. Her last three years at UM-Flint (before retiring in 2014) were spent as its Director of Learning

and Teaching, where she trained the UM-Flint faculty in best teaching practices. After retirement, she

became the editor of East Village Magazine in Flint. After five years of keeping the nonprofit magazine

going, she passed her major responsibilities on to a new editor and a younger generation. 

Jan is a published author and poet whose novel, Night Blind, is a slightly fictionalized account of her

time in Tonga. She is married to Ted Nelson who was on Peace Corps staff in Tonga during her time

there. In Jan’s words, “I don't think there's any way I could have imagined how Tonga would change my

life in so many ways.  It's startling... almost everything about my present life is linked to those two years,

including the novel I sweated over and the man I'm married to.”

Jan is especially proud of two projects she and her husband Ted Nelson have collaborated on with

others since retirement-- an anthology called JFK:  The Last Speech: https://www.jfkthelastspeech.org ,

and their 2020 Get Out the Vote video, FACES OF FLINT: a message from the anvil of America's

democracy: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FdeJP2DDLxQ .

Robert (Bob) Peterson began his first career in 1971 with Kennecott Copper, which granted him several

years’ leave of absence to join the Peace Corps, where he worked as a business analyst for the Ministry

of Labor, Commerce, and Industry. After Tonga, he went to Alaska as an AmeriCorps VISTA volunteer

assisting Native Alaskans with their settlement rights. In 1980, he moved to Seattle as the Director of the

Puget Sound Association of Cooperating Tribes, and he served as the General Manager for the

Suquamish Indian Tribe, testifying to Congressional subcommittees on Tribal government and

contracting issues. In 1988 he became a project manager with King County (Seattle) Metro, where he

established and directed a Tribal Initiatives Program.

Of his Peace Corps service, Bob says, “My time in Tonga provided me with tools to work cross

culturally with local communities in natural resource management, gave me a more balanced world

view, and set a positive direction for the rest of my life.” Bob recently retired from King County/Metro

Department of Natural Resources as a Tribal Government Relations Officer. Upon his retirement, June

1, 2018, was declared Bob Peterson Day by the King County Executive.

Richard (Rick) Nathanson was one of the Tonga 17 PCVs who had been investigated by the FBI prior to

being accepted by the Peace Corps. He had dabbled in politics at the University of Illinois and showed

up at meetings of the Young Workers Liberation League “out of curiosity, to partake of free brunches,

and to meet girls who were edgy and liberated,” he said. He worked in multiple capacities at the

Kingdom's official newspaper, the Tonga Chronicle, where he was a reporter, editor, and oversaw

production at the government printing press. As the only reporter to regularly cover the Dennis Priven

murder trial, Rick figures heavily into American Taboo. Rick later got crosswise with the King of Tonga

and other government officials by reporting on a Tonga airport project involving a questionable

American investor, John H. Meier, who years later was indicted for various crimes in the USA and now

lives in exile in Canada.

After Tonga, Rick briefly worked for newspapers in his native city of Chicago. He eventually accepted a

position at the Albuquerque Journal, aided by a recommendation from Tonga Peace Corps Director,

Preston McCrossen, whose brother was an editor of the newspaper and was intrigued by Rick’s work

back in the Kingdom of Tonga. Rick remains at the Albuquerque Journal, having worked nearly every

beat at one time or another, in addition to writing features. He is the recipient of numerous journalism

awards and is currently the chief reporter on the city desk.
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A lifelong martial artist, Rick began studying karate in high school and started a karate club in Tonga.

He continues to study and teach karate and currently holds the rank of 8th degree black belt in Shorin

Ryu. Rick is single, has two adult daughters, and claims he is inching toward retirement. He credits his

time in the Peace Corps for expanding his worldview, heightening his compassion, empathy, and

patience, and enabling him to leave Chicago for the “Wild West.” 

Lorraine Leiser was fresh out of Purdue, with a BS degree in Entomology, when she signed up for the

Peace Corps, because the job description in Tonga coincided with her interest in mosquito-borne

parasites. She worked on the Kingdom-wide Filariasis Survey in coordination with the Tongan

government and the World Health Organization (WHO). That experience propelled her into graduate

school at Notre Dame, which had an international program focused on medical entomology, where she

earned a PhD and met her husband. They ended up in Nebraska where she has taught biology at

Southeast Community College in Lincoln for 20 years.

Lorraine says her Peace Corps experience made her a better teacher, especially to her foreign students.

She says the best things about being a PCV were making Tongan friends and gaining exposure to

viewpoints completely different from her past.  She summarizes her lessons learned as, “Consider

another way to do something. Listen carefully. Enjoy meeting new people and appreciate new

environments. Laugh.” Her favorite Peace Corps’ memory: “Sitting on the deck of the Tongan ship,

Tavaki, on a clear night in the middle of the Pacific watching our phosphorescent wake go on forever,

with an impossible number of stars above.”

Joseph (Joe) Perrone was another young PCV right out of college, having earned a BS in Entomology

from the University of Delaware. In Tonga, he worked with Lorraine Leiser on the Filariasis Survey. He

was relentless in his research, sometimes working in the “Mosquito Lab” for days and nights on end.

Before his Peace Corps service was over, he was accepted by Johns Hopkins, where he earned a Sc.D. in

Immunology and Infectious Diseases. Joe spent most of the 1980’s as a Post-Doctoral Fellow at

Harvard’s School of Public Health. After that, he was recruited by Becton Dickinson to develop

diagnostic tests for tropical diseases. This position took him around the world for 13 years, working

throughout Asia, Africa, South America, and Europe.

Joe’s work culminated in developing the first rapid diagnostic test for malaria, and today these tests are

used around the world. Joe has been a board member of various companies and heads his own

consulting firm, Perrone Partners. He credits Tonga as the place where he met his wife of over 40 years

and kick-started his long and successful career in public health consulting. Joe and Debbie are now

mostly retired and living in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley.

Caroline Bly Wulzen graduated with a BS in Medical Record Administration from the University of

South Carolina, then joined the Peace Corps in Tonga to work for the Ministry of Health as a

statistician. After Tonga, she became a United Nations volunteer in Botswana (southern Africa), where

she helped to reorganize the country’s medical records system. Upon returning from Botswana, she

earned an MS in Public Health Administration at Harvard. She has spent most of her career in health

administration at private corporations.

She and her husband Alan once took two years off with their kids in tow to cruise around Mexico in a

sailboat. The couple also recently bike-camped in France for a few months, logging some 2,000

kilometers. Caroline and her husband are now retired and living in Bend, Oregon, where they partake

in the area’s recreational opportunities.
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About her time in Tonga, Caroline reflects, “The Peace Corps was my first, hands-on opportunity in

international development. It provided me with a wider worldview, insight, and perspective into human

societies as they change and evolve. I learned that taking the long view is essential! My Peace Corps

experience reiterated that all people are fundamentally alike in that they both desire and deserve basic

human rights.”

David B. Goddard had graduated from Duke University as a Physician Assistant when he and his wife,

Ann Broadbent, opted for the Peace Corps over settling down in middle-America. David had been a

missionary in Hawaii and wanted to spend more time in the islands in a medical capacity. His

experience in Tonga was life changing, working on medical cases that he never would have seen in the

States. He served in Tonga’s main hospital and its outlying villages, and he stepped in as the Peace Corps

Medical Officer (PCMO) when the assigned PCMO was out of the country. He also developed a training

program for Tongan medical assistants.

He obtained his Amateur Radio license while in Tonga: WB7NLU, on which he talked with people all

over the world. After a terrifying magnitude 8.0 earthquake struck Tongatapu on June 23, 1977, his ham

radio services were in demand while other radio links across the Kingdom were still down.

Ann Broadbent joined the Peace Corps as David Goddard’s “non-matrix spouse,” who was encouraged to

identify a specific need she could address while in Tonga. She learned that office machines had to be

sent overseas for repairs, so she helped to open and supervise an office repair and supply store in

Nuku’alofa. Recognizing the opportunity to be more self-sufficient, the Tongan government brought in

a Fijian repair technician who trained three Tongans, providing them with long-term careers serving

local businesses.

When Ann and David were almost midway through their Peace Corps service, Ann gave birth to the first

child born to a Peace Corps couple in Tonga. They named their baby girl Cecilee and in Tongan

tradition, had a big one-year birthday party for her there. Ann and David loved their time in Tonga,

which left them changed with a deep appreciation for Tonga’s culture, a simpler lifestyle, and freedoms

previously taken for granted.

In 2008, David Goddard and his daughter Cecilee were both killed in a plane crash that took ten lives

while on a medical mission in rural Utah. Ann and Dave had divorced about two years prior to that

tragic incident, but remained friends. Ann recently recalled, “The last summer they (her ex-husband

Dave and daughter Cecilee) were with us, we all got together for the 4th of July. David laughed and said,

‘Who would ever have guessed we’d all be together now and single at the same time!’” At the time of her

death, Cecilee was a single mom of her two-year old daughter, Zoe. Of her granddaughter Zoe, Ann

recently wrote, “Zoe was adopted by my niece and her husband who have a daughter about her age. Zoe

is 15 now, beautiful (like her mother), super smart, well adjusted, talented, and sweet. They live nearby

and include me in family events.” 

Robert (Bob) Forbes, writer of this article, was a 1976 graduate of North Carolina State University with a

BS in Civil Engineering that included interning at a local engineering firm. I felt confined by the office

environment and sought more meaningful work, so I interviewed with the Peace Corps during my

senior year and applied before graduating, then I spent the summer of 1976 as an adventure camp

counselor. By August, I had accepted the assignment of water supply engineer in Tonga and was on my

way there in late September. As an engineer for the Tonga Water Board, I worked on a variety of

projects on Tongatapu and several other islands. After my Peace Corps service, I helped train the Tonga

22 Peace Corps group, followed by contract work for the Tonga Water Board to finish some projects. 
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In early 1979, I wound my way back to North Carolina, island-hopping across the Pacific and crossing

the USA via Trailways bus.

My Peace Corps experience left me wanting to learn more about water resources, so I applied to

graduate schools while in Tonga and entered the University of North Carolina’s School of Public

Health, where I earned an MS in Environmental Engineering in 1981. I spent the rest of my career

working for CH2M HILL (now Jacobs) on water resources projects around North America, Australia,

Brazil, and Saudi Arabia. Along the way I’ve written two textbook chapters and over 70 technical papers.

I’m retired from engineering now and live beside North Carolina’s Albemarle Sound. I thank the Peace

Corps and Tonga for setting me on a career path and teaching me that inner peace can still be achieved

under the direst of external circumstances.

---------------

Such are the brief stories of nine RPCVs from Tonga Group 17 who served our full terms in 1976-78 and

are glad to have had that unique opportunity. We commend and thank the Peace Corps training staff in

Tonga in 1976 for preparing us for two years of service even while our futures there were in doubt.

They were led by Michael Basile, then the Assistant Peace Corps Country Director in Tonga, and

assisted by PCV trainers David Wyler and Bill Stults. We also fondly recall our Tongan language

instructors Loloa Tonga, Pulu Tohi, and Sela Na’a Latu (all three of whom have passed away), driver Pila

Mateialona, and office workers Moala Funaki and Makileta Lovo, who basically ran the Tonga Peace

Corps office during our time there.

In the late 1970’s, the Peace Corps was languishing under a governmental organization called ACTION,

and its very existence was in jeopardy. The late Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina (my home state)

once said, “Money spent for the Peace Corps is just rat food for the third world. I've been telling people

for years that the Peace Corps was a refuge for drugged-out losers and leftists.” Add to those political

opinions the murder of one PCV by another in 1976, while Tonga 17 was in training, and it would have

been easy for us to throw in the towel and demand our return tickets back home.

Despite their challenges, these Tonga 17 PCVs didn’t want to give up, and neither did the other PCVs in

Tonga at the time. We stayed to help make Tonga a better place and enrich our own lives for having

served. Many of us maintain connections and friendships in Tonga. We believe in the Peace Corps ideal

that if Americans can make enough friends from other countries, then the USA will more likely remain

friendly with those countries and their allies.

We still believe it is possible to make the world a better place, one friendship at a time.

A Personal Tribute to “Mike” Marshall Norman Wimberly, Jr.,

September 30, 1947-March 23, 2006

By Tina Martin

This summer, hoping to get back in touch with Mike Wimberly, 

someone I remember fondly from Tonga V, 1970 & 1971, I found 

instead his namesake, who gave me the sad news that his father had 

died of cancer in 2006. 

Since then I’ve been in touch with Mike’s handsome son Marshall 

and Mike’s charming widow Virginia (Ginny), who have been very 

kind in filling in gaps for me.  I even got to read Mike’s thesis for his 

MA in Anthropology-- on the topic of Tongan humor.  I’m glad the 

thesis, with conversations mined from the recordings Mike made in 
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Tonga at faikava ceremonies and other places, mentioned Mike’s 

singing because when I think of Mike, I always think of his 

exceptional talent in music—as a singer, pianist, guitar player. 

  Even with an MA in Anthropology from Catholic University in 

2000, Mike stayed in the music business, performing in DC until 

places closed after the attacks on September 11, 2001.  He then 

focused on music therapy and performed at retirement homes 

and assisted living centers in the same area.  He was the minister 

of music at Clinton Presbyterian Church in Clinton, Maryland 

from 1995 until his death in 2006.

Mike met Virginia Jonason, a nurse who had been a Vista 

volunteer, when he was singing at Mr. Henry’s on Capitol Hill in Washington DC—replacing Roberta

Flack, who got her start there!  He immediately fell in love with her, and they were married in 1977. 

 They had a son, Marshall Norman Wimberly III, and a daughter, Meredith Arlene Wimberly.  They

soon moved to Vienna, Virginia, quite close to Washington, D.C.

In my memoir Everything I Should Have Learned I Could Have Learned in Tonga, I describe the allure

of a recording I had on my cassette player of Mike’s singing with the choir he directed—a recording

made on the same cassette as Funny Girl with Barbra Streisand.  Mike’s voice drew even the village

noble to my hut in Ha’ateiho.  Others were willing to wait for Barbra Streisand to finish singing so we

could get to the good part—Mike’s singing with the choir!

In training on Molokai, 1969, we would sometimes sing together from different shower rooms near

enough to carry voices.  I knew only Broadway showtunes, but his repertoire was greater.  So was his

talent!

Everyone loved Mike.  How could they not?  Back in training, 1969, we rated our peers, putting a plus +

beside the name of anyone we thought was outstanding as a volunteer or someone we particularly

wanted to live near during our two years in Tonga.  As I relate in my memoir, for Mike I wrote + and +

and commented “Warm, thoughtful, conscientious, hard-working, good teacher.” 

Mike was assigned to the outer island Ha’apai, so since I was on the main island of Tongatapu, I didn’t

see him often.  But he sometimes visited when he was recording a song for Family Planning, and we

Tongatapu volunteers celebrated his being with us. 

My Best Friend in Peace Corps Tonga Andrea and I had the pleasure of Mike’s company at Christmas

time in 1970, when we went to Fiji together.  I think Mike might have stayed on in Fiji longer when we

went on to New Zealand, and I think he traveled around at the end of 1971 before returning to the USA,

where I saw him on the East Coast a couple of times after that.

His son and namesake Marshall Norman Wimberly III says that Mike’s Christian faith was very

important to him in his final years.  He also describes his father as  “an exceptional musician, a deep

thinker, and a loving husband and father.”

When I let Peace Corps friends know about Mike’s death, they were very sad but, as one of them said,

his is “a voice I still hear.”
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Culture Corner - Kava Tonga
Many of you who spent time in Tonga probably sampled kava in one way or another, but did you know

that there are over 100 kava varieties or 'cultivars' in existence?  The majority of them are from Vanuatu,

but Tonga is home to eight excellent varieties:

Ata

Hina

Valu

Hina 'akau

Kula 'akau

Lau fulufulu

Leka kula

Leka hina

Each kava cultivar was planted purposefully by humans over the last 3000 years as various mutations

were discovered, and each has its own special properties.  In Vanuatu it is still very common for kava

drinkers to consume only one variety of cultivar at a time, but for various reasons the practice of

cultivar separation (and the practice of drinking fresh green kava) has been mostly abandoned.

 

The kava industry could potentially bring a lot of wealth and prosperity to the Kingdom of Tonga as

kava grows in popularity around the world.  There are currently some growers, particularly on 'Eua and

Vava'u that are concentrating on growing high quality kava that takes into account cultivar selection and

quality of processing in order to make a world-class export quality kava Tonga for the world to enjoy.

FoT Volunteer Positions Available:

Secretary

Position Expectations: Attend all board meetings, participate in one committee,

respond to internal emails within 48 hours. 

 

The secretary is responsible for:

Scheduling board meetings taking into account a variety of time zones.

Attending board meetings four times a year and taking notes.

Draft the minutes from the meeting and send these to the board.

Assists in managing the friends of Tonga email. 

Assist with other items as they arise (fundraising, coordinating with others etc.)
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