FRIENDS OF FIJI
2019 SPRING NEWSLETTER
LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT
Bula Vinaka and Namaste to all Friends of Fiji,

My name is Luigi Zeccardo, and I am happy to be writing this as the newly elected President of
Friends of Fiji. Before introducing myself, I would like to take this opportunity to give a huge
thank you to our previous President, Jay Sztuk. For the past couple years, Jay has been such an
incredible, dedicated, and hardworking President. He truly went above and beyond as President,
especially setting up and coordinating the 2018 Peace Corps Fiji 50th anniversary celebration for
Friends of Fiji. This was no easy task, but Jay made it look flawless. This was a huge high for the
Peace Corps and Friends of Fiji. I have some big shoes to fill. Thank you again for everything you
have done for Friends of Fiji.
I was a Peace Corps Fiji group 91 volunteer from 2014-2016 and was placed in the village of Nasau
on the Island of Koro. Group 91’s mission was the Community Health Empowerment Project
(CHEP). I finished off the remainder of my service in Suva City, due to Cyclone Winston. I
currently reside in Arlington, Virginia and work at Peace Corps HQ, in the Office of Safety and
Security.
2019 is a big year for Friends of Fiji. We are hosting our bi-annual Gala that will be taking place on
June 29th, 2019. Please come and join us for a lovo dinner, open bar, dancing to Fijian music, a
silent auction, and drawing for a trip to Fiji. All information regarding the Gala can be found
here: https://www.friendsoffiji.org/cpages/2019gala.
I am truly honored to be the new President of Friends of Fiji. I hope in the next year, we can all
work together to make Friends of Fiji as strong as it has ever been. I am excited for the year ahead.
Vinaka Vaka Levu,
Luigi

OUTGOING PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE – Jay Sztuk
My second term as President of Friends of Fiji has come to an end. I officially handed over the
reins to Luigi Zeccardo at February’s board of directors meeting.
It’s been a pleasure and an honor to serve as President, especially during the time that Peace Corps
Fiji was celebrating its 50th anniversary. I’m fortunate to have been a part of it, and to have the
opportunity to work with the rest of the board members and PC Fiji staff. I owe a great deal of
thanks to the board members for their advice and support.
Over the past couple years, we’ve recruited several new people to serve on the board of directors.
I’m excited to see this happen and to have them take on leadership roles in the organization. As
we transition leadership to the newer members, I want to recognize some folks who have steered
the group for many years, some since its founding. David Downes, Beth Shearer, Cynthia Grant,
and Anne Baker will continue to engage with and advise the board as non-voting members. I’m
sure the new board will appreciate their help as much as I have.
Thanks to all of you for supporting Friends of Fiji. See you at the Gala in June!

FRIENDS OF FIJI ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
January 26, 2019: President’s 2018 Recap
Election of officers
•

Officers were elected at the February 11, 2018 board of directors meeting.
o President: Jay Sztuk
o VP: Luigi Zeccardo
o Secretary: Seokmin Kim
o Treasurer: Barbara Mutz
Chairperson positions:
o Membership: Maddie Pennock
o Newsletter: Seokmin Kim
o Projects: Lalesh Nagy

2018 Accomplishments
•

Communications
o The 2018 Spring Newsletter was sent out on March 11, 2018. The newsletter
contained a recap of 2017 activities, an intro to our new website, and promotion for
the 50th Anniversary celebration.
o The 2018 Fall Newsletter was sent out on September 14, 2018. It included some
articles about the 50th celebrations, which were submitted by David Downes & Dan
Dworkin. It also had a report on NPCA’s Peace Corps Connect Conference by John
Cortright, and a “Then & Now” feature about Dale Hermanson, who is a mid-1980’s
RPCV who currently lives in Fiji.
o Other communications were mass emails to disseminate news or announcements
without a full newsletter.

Events

The big event of 2018 was Peace Corps Fiji’s 50th Anniversary. Several RPCVs and family
members, almost 30 in all, returned to Fiji to commemorate the occasion. Friends of Fiji’s Board of
Directors worked closely with the Peace Corps Fiji Country Director, staff, and volunteer
coordinators to put on events.
 While there, we engaged in two FoF funded service projects, one at Naceva village on Beqa,
and another at Ba Methodist School.
 The U.S. Embassy threw an Independence Day / PC Fiji Anniversary party.
 Peace Corps Fiji organized an exhibit at the Fiji Museum and an opening night reception.
Guest speakers at the reception were Ratu Epeli Nailatikau, former President of Fiji, and
David Downes, Fiji I RPCV and a founding member of FoF.
 Paul Milo and the Adi Cakabau School Old Girls organized a pre-museum event cocktail
reception.
 Exhibits at the museum include display boards with pictures of PCVs past and present. A
big focal point of the exhibit was the Fiji Remembrances Quilt. The quilt project was
headed up by Christine (Laws) Anderson, Fiji XXI RPCV.
 David Downes led a fundraising drive targeting Fiji I RPCVs to support the 50th
celebrations. Thanks to those donations FoF was able to cover the cost of printing and
catering for the Fiji Museum reception.
 The anniversary week’s activities ended with a dinner sponsored by the Fiji Association of
Washington DC, at the home of the Honorable Filimone & Caroline Waqabaca.

Projects


2018 was one of the most active years we’ve had for project contributions. We contributed
to 15 projects, including the two that some of us had hands on participation in during the
anniversary trip. Most of the support for these projects came from the $8,650 we raised by
raffling off a pair of round trip tickets donated by Fiji Airways.

Membership


FoF members total 464 nationwide. Membership has remained steady in the mid-400s. An
increase can be expected as we reach out to groups in 2019 for updated contact info.

NPCA Engagement



Three board members attended NPCA’s Annual Conference in Pennsylvania.
Participation in the Peace Corps Oral History Project was given a huge boost as a result of
the conference. Prior to the conference only one Fiji RPCV, Anne Baker, had been
interviewed. John Cortright & I eagerly signed up after hearing about the project at the
conference. Since then we have interviewed nine other Fiji RPCVs.

2019 Plans


New officers were elected at the February board meeting. Those officers will set the agenda
for 2019 & 2020. Some of the plans and ideas already in the works are:
o The 2019 Gala Fundraiser: Gala will be held on June 29, 2019, in Arlington, VA. Fiji
Airways has donated a pair to round trip tickets from LAX or SFO to Nadi. Dale
Hermanson has donated 3 nights at Aquarius On The Beach.
o Promotion of group reunions: 2018 was the first of many 50 year anniversaries for PC
Fiji groups. We want to encourage groups to hold reunions in conjunction with our
Gala. That will require engaging RPCVs from those groups to fill in the blanks in our
contact information so that we can reach as many RPCVs as possible.
o Strategic Plan: Strategic Planning effort, headed up by Beth Shearer, John Cortright,
Anne Baker, and Seokmin Kim will continue into 2019.

2019 FRIENDS OF FIJI GALA
SAVE THE DATE – Plan Your Reunion
The 2019 Friends of Fiji Gala will be held on June 29, 2019, in Arlington, VA. The evening will include a
lovo dinner, open bar, dancing to Fijian music, a silent auction, and drawing for a trip to Fiji. Watch your
email and our webpage for information on raffle ticket availability.
2018 was the year that Peace Corps Fiji training groups started celebrating their 50th anniversaries. Both Fiji
I and Fiji II held reunions earlier this year. Fiji III, IV, & V will celebrate theirs in 2019. We think it would be
great for those groups, and any others, to consider making the Gala a reunion event. Friends of Fiji would
be happy to help by sending notices and invitations to our contacts list. Please let us know if you’re
interested in organizing a reunion for your group in the capital area or elsewhere, and we will help in any
way we can. Whether it’s your 50th anniversary or the first, let’s get together and celebrate.

Click HERE to purchase your Gala tickets
Click HERE for a chance to win a trip to Fiji

Check out the 2017 Gala video to see what 2019 will bring

Friends of Fiji
An Affiliate of the National Peace Corps Association

Invites you to

Win a trip to Fiji

The winner will receive 2 round trip tickets from L.A. or San Francisco to Nadi, Fiji, courtesy of
Fiji Airways, plus 3 nights’ accommodation at Aquarius On The Beach.
(Travel must be complete by June 30, 2020. Non-transferable)
Raffle tickets are $20 each, or three for $50. Odds of winning are 1:1000.
Drawing will be held on June 29th, 2019, at the Friends of Fiji Gala.
All proceeds support community based development & education projects in Fiji.

Buy Raffle tickets here - https://www.friendsoffiji.org/cpages/merchandise
Buy Gala tickets here - https://www.friendsoffiji.org/events/2019-fof-gala
If you prefer, you can send a check, payable to
Friends of Fiji, to our treasurer Barbara Mutz,
7111 Woodley Ln, Falls Church, VA 22042

https://www.aquariusfiji.com/

BOOK NOW

Phone: +679 672 6000
Mobile: +679 992 2672
Fax: +679 672 6001
Email: reservations@aquariusfiji.com

FILLING HOLES IN THE FoF CONTACTS DATABASE
Over 2,500 volunteers have served in Fiji. We have email addresses for about 1/3 of them, and
many of the mailing addresses we have for older volunteers are out of date. We need your help in
updating our info. This goes hand-in-hand with NPCA’s larger “Find the 250,000 “effort.
This job is far too big for one person. We’d like to break it down by training group, and find one or
two people from each group that will help to locate their fellow RPCVs. How can you be one of
those people for your group? Easy – You don’t need to be elected, just volunteer. Send us an email
at info@fofiji.org, and tell us your training group number. We’ll work together to make sure we
have a full list of names, then fill in the blanks in our contact info.
Those of you who are already receiving our emails can help by logging onto our website and
updating your profile. Go to www.fofiji.org and log in with the same email address that you
received this newsletter at.
This will be of great help in keeping our RPCVs in the loop on FoF activities, and to any groups
trying to plan reunions in the future.

BIRTH AND GROWTH OF A HIGH SCHOOL LIBRARY IN FIJI
By Gary Mitchell, RPCV, Fiji I
I arrived at my appointed Peace Corps assignment on January 26, 1968, to serve as a high-school
teacher of English and literature at Penang Sangam High School. The school was located a mile or
so from the unincorporated village of Vaileka, a line of Indian shops on one side of the paved street
that continued past my house to the school compound a few blocks away and on to the PWD
compound, the hospital and the police barracks.
I was not expected. My original assignment had been to Tiluk High School in Lautoka, but when we
learned that I was expected to teach chemistry there and that my wife would be teaching at a
primary school nearby, we realized the mistake. I was not a chemistry major, and I was not married.
So, I was quickly whisked off to the rural and scenic splendors of Penang Valley, Vaileka and an
area we all loosely call “Rakiraki.”
The Principal of Penang Sangam High School, Manoharan Pillai, was a young, recently married
man. He was the first principal of the recently organized school and the man responsible for getting
a government grant the year before that had resulted in a two-story building with the name
“LIBRARY” emblazoned on the front.
In my first letter home from Rakiraki, I wrote, “I am interested in … developing their embryonic
library.” In fact, there was no library. The Principal had placed his small, glassed-in book case in the
large room that made up the entire second story of the building, but the books were his and not to
be shared with students or staff.

Today that “LIBRARY” building is the only remnant of the PSHS where I taught, but it was the
focal point of what became my library project. The project involved requesting grant money from
Fiji and New Zealand to purchase books; asking for book contributions from friends back in
Kansas; developing a student staff to help create and organize the library (convincing the Principal
was an early challenge!); and finding someone to continue the library after my Peace Corps service
ended.
I had a small portable typewriter, non-electric, of course. I used it to type all the library cards for
the hundreds of books that were purchased or donated. A carpenter in Vaileka designed not only
free-standing book shelves but also card bins for the index cards.
When the large room began to fill up with these items, the Principal faced the reality that he would
have to allow students to actually use the facility. Initially, he was against students checking out
books to take home. I asked him to let us try this on an experimental basis. The first day students
were able to check out books, one student stole a number of them, so eager was he to have reading
material. We quickly learned what had happened. The Principal was irate and called the police to
go to this student’s home and bring the books back. The police found the books under the student’s
bed. He was expelled from school and news of this quickly spread through the area. Our students
learned at once the dangers of stealing books. The Principal, however, was furious that this scandal
had happened at his school and threatened to close down the library. Only upon reflection did he
relent and allow the library to continue to function — which it has done for the past fifty years with,
I hope, a minimum of book theft.
The library project for me was always in addition to my teaching 32 hours a week, but it was a
central part of my Peace Corps experience. When the PCVs in Fiji I were readying to go home at the
end of 1969, I was applying for a one-year extension since none of the books in a one-ton crate from
Kansas had yet arrived. Towards the end of 1970 the books finally made it to Suva where I had to
find a way to transport them several hundred miles to Rakiraki. That was accomplished because of
an Indian driver who a year earlier had volunteered to move an upright piano from a boarding
house in Suva to my quarters in Rakiraki.
And it was he who volunteered to deliver the crate to the school in early December of 1970. School
was over but I extended another three weeks to finish cataloguing those new books.
A hand-picked group of students helped me during 1969 and 1970. They were proud to be on the
team, even though the faculty member in charge of school sports would not let them work during
sports time after school. So these students showed up before school started, on the weekends, and
during school breaks.
In 1970 a young man named Satish Chand was hired by PSHS to teach English. He was extremely
enthusiastic about the library and wanted to know how it was set up. I became his mentor and
when I left, he eagerly stepped into the role I had played. In the years that followed, he became
principal of Rakiraki High School where he developed that school’s library from the ground up. I
visited Principal Satish Chand and that facility in 1996 and found that library exceptionally well
organized.

One more library story needs to be told. While I was teaching at PSHS, I became friends with some
of the teachers at the neighboring Penang Sangam Primary School. One of these men was Manikam
Goundar who expressed interest in PSHS library as it developed. When he became head master of
Penang Primary, he set the goal to establish a library for his primary students and enlisted the help
of his teachers and the school board to raise money to build such a room. In 1995 I was given a tour
of the new facility. There were shelves and tables and chairs but very few books. When I got back
home, I enlisted my sister-in-law, a school librarian in St Louis, to help collect books for the primary
school. Friends in my home town also chipped in and within a year I was back in Rakiraki for the
opening of the library for the children. The shelves were now crowded with books. Sadly,
Hurricane Winston struck in February of 2016 and blew the roof off of all the classrooms at PSP. As
of this date, all I have heard is that many of the books in the library were damaged. The school
continues to rebuild.
The school management, teaching staffs and leaders of both Penang Sangam Primary and Penang
Sangam have their stories to tell about the efforts they have made, and other Peace Corps
volunteers have also been involved over the years in maintaining and improving the Gary Mitchell
Library in particular. I hope they will relate their own accounts of these successes.
[Footnotes: I learned to appreciate the decimal system! At the end of 1968 I had to tally up what I’d
spent on new books purchased in Fiji from the really fine book stores in Suva, Lautoka and Ba. That
meant I had to add up columns of pounds, shillings, and pence. It was torture. When Fiji went
with the decimal system in 1969, this was one librarian who thanked the Lord.
Since I extended my time in Fiji through 1970 I was also lucky enough to be there for Independence
Day.]

2019 New Board Members
Meaghan Connor

My name is Meaghan Connor, and I am a recently
Returned Peace Corps Volunteer, who served in Fiji
from 2015-2017. I graduated from LSU with a B.S. in
Mathematics in 2014 and moved to Sierra Leone shortly
after, with the Peace Corps to serve as a math educator.
After two months in country, the program was put on
hold and all staff/volunteers were evacuated back to the
United States due to the strengthening Ebola outbreak.
Upon returning to the United States and learning that
the program was closed, I re-applied and was accepted
to be a Health Educator in Fiji, 2015-2017. I was sent to
Raviravi Village on Beqa Island, a small rural island off
the southern coast of Viti Levu. There, I spent my days
teaching a Healthy Living course to secondary school
students, collaborating with the island’s nurse on peer
education programs, and completing a USAID funded
water tank program. Upon completing my service, I
moved to Washington D.C. and began working for the
Environmental Defense Fund as the Program Assistant
for the Health Division. I have learned more about air
pollution and PFAS chemical contaminations than I ever
thought possible! I am passionate about public health,
and look forward to progressing in my career.

Connor MacKenzie

I am a returned Peace Corps volunteer from Fiji 92 and
served on the island of Kadavu under the Community
Youth Empowerment Program (CYEP). During service,
I worked at the local secondary school as a Family Life
Education teacher and assisted the village with
implementing various empowerment programs.
Since my return from Fiji in Spring 2018, I have worked
on the U.S. State Department's International Visitor
Leadership Program at Meridian International Center. I
assist in the design and management of professional
exchange programs for international visitors. I had the
opportunity to work on a program for a delegation of
Fijian journalists hoping to enhance their knowledge on
investigative journalism and press rights. I worked
closely with the Fijian Association of Washington DC
(FAWDC) Board and State Department's Fiji Desk
Officer to create a meaningful program for all parties
involved.

2019 New Board Members
Jovilisi Yaya Fotofili

I hail from Vanua Balavu, Lau. My mum is from Nakasaleka,
Kadavu. However, I spent most of my childhood days in Nasau,
Koro, where my mum was raised because her mum is from there
and her dad was a primary school teacher.
I grew up in Valelvu, Nasinu. I attended Holy Trinity Anglican
School and then to Marist Brothers High School. Later, I attend
Fiji College of Advanced Education to be a High School Teacher.
I taught at All Saints High School, Assembly of God High School
and then at Basden College. Within the 4 years I spent teaching
in these areas, I also played provincial rugby with the Macuata,
Suva Highlanders, Naitasiri and Northland Tailevu teams. I also
played rugby for the Potomac Exiles Rugby Team here in the US.
As a fun fact, I played for Suva in their Mix Netball team as well.
Later, I received a teaching contract in the Marshall Islands
where I taught for four years. There, I met a very special person
that I wed in Fiji, before she kidnapped me to Washington DC.
I have done postmates, dog walker, personal training at the
Balance gym and currently been the Administrative Assistant for
the Fiji Embassy in Washington DC. I have also coached the DC
Furies’s team (women’s team) and am currently coaching the
Washington Rugby Football Club.

Katie Williams

Hi all! My name is Katie Williams, and I served in Fiji
from 2016-2018. I am a D.C. native, studied Geography
and History at Colgate University, and worked on the
Education team at National Geographic prior to joining
the Peace Corps. In Fiji, I lived in Naceva Village on
Beqa Island, and focused most of my work on
reproductive health education, literacy, and economic
empowerment for the women and youth groups. I spent
3 days a week at the primary school in my community,
and was blessed with a visit from FoF during the 50th
where we constructed a playground! Since my return in
November, I’ve resettled in D.C. and starting working at
The Kaizen Company, supporting their Learning Links
(formerly Let Girls Learn) program in Liberia. I offer
program support to three teams in Liberia dedicated to
connecting educated women as tutors for teenage girls
who drop out of school due to pregnancy.

2019 New Board Members
Esther Wozniak

Esther was born and raised in Fiji and
moved to DC 5 years ago after she met her
husband who was serving as a Peace Corps
volunteer in Fiji at the time. A fluent Fijian
speaker, Esther works as a senior associate at
the Pew Trusts and travels to Fiji multiple
times a year for Marine conservation matters
and of course some good lovo. Before
graduating from the University of the South
Pacific, Esther represented Fiji at multiple
international forums, including as one of the
pioneers of the Kizuna program.

Gerald Wozniak

Gerald was a Peace Corps volunteer in Ra,
Viti Levu from 2011 to 2013. With his masters
in Environmental engineering, Gerald worked
on several projects ranging from agriculture
to renewable energy and bridge architecture.
Gerald travels to Fiji at least once a year to
visit the in laws and his volunteer village.
Gerald keeps in regular contact with his host
family and continues to support projects.
After marrying in Fiji, Gerald and Esther
moved to the United States, and he now
works at the Environment Protection Agency
as an Environment Engineer.

Peace Corps Fiji Advocates on Capitol Hill

On Thursday, February 28, 125 advocates
dispersed across Capitol Hill to push for
increased funding for Peace Corps and for other
issues related to support for Returned Peace
Corps Volunteers (RPCVs). Peace Corps Fiji was
well represented, including Jack (former
Country Director) and Angene Wilson, in from
Kentucky; Alice Alexander, who with her
husband Fred Mosher, founded Friends of Fiji;
Meaghan Connor and Connor Mackenzie,
recent RPCVs and new additions to the Friends
of Fiji board; Jessica McGifford, another recent
RPCV; and Friends of Fiji board member Anne
Baker.

50 Year Retrospective
Ono-i-Lau, Fiji
Photographic View of Life on
The Remotest Island in the Lau Chain
This is to announce a photographic website of
everyday life on Ono-i-Lau fifty years ago.
These photographs were taken from 1970 to 1972
and show day-to-day life and work in a South
Pacific subsistence culture.
We hope you enjoy them!
Linda & Jeremy Weld
Peace Corps, Fiji IV
DAILY LIFE IN ONO-I-LAU, FIJI
50 YEARS AGO

Dear RPCV,
Have you noticed that there are no museums celebrating our Peace Corps service? The Museum of the Peace Corps
Experience has been working to fill this gap—first, with an online presence, and ultimately with our own museum in
Washington, D.C.
The Museum is now actively seeking wide participation from former volunteers. We are seeking artifacts and the
stories associated with them. The photographs and stories you send to us via email could soon become a part of our
online “virtual” museum. As we move toward a brick-and-mortar museum, we will be accepting donations of
physical artifacts. Not quite ready to give up that piece of Fijian* jewelry? That’s OK - we still want to have an image
or two of your favorite item(s) - and the stories behind their acquisition.
Take a look at a few of the other virtual exhibits we have collected so far:
[link here]
Then go here to find instructions on how to participate:
[link here]
We look forward to hearing from you!
Respectfully,
Susan Severtson

Team Leader
Committee for the Museum of the Peace Corps Experience

m: 703.593.5338

* Original notice had this as Tunisian.
Changed by the editor to Fijian to be more
relevant to the Friends of Fiji audience.

Obituary
Roger S. Whitley of Hingham, formerly of Cohasset, died October 4, 2018, at Linden Ponds. He was born
in Boston, March 8, 1926, the son of Bertram F. and Florence (Stern) Whitley. A graduate of Quincy High
School and M.I.T. (1950), he was a World War II U.S. Army veteran in the 87th Infantry Division, 347th
Regiment. He had a long career as an architect, first with Griswold, Boyden, Wylde and Ames, and later his
own practice in Cohasset. He served in the Peace Corps in Fiji in 1984-1986. Twice a widower, to Martha
(Lewis) Whitley and Katherine (Ohl) Whitley, he was also predeceased by his sister, Ruth Keating. He is
survived by daughters, Sarah (Stephen) Ferguson of Princeton, N.J., and Alison Whitley of New Britain,
Conn.; and grandchildren, Andrew Ferguson of New York, N.Y., and Martha Ferguson of San Francisco,
Calif.
Published in The Cohasset Mariner from Oct. 13 to Oct. 26, 2018

Send Us Your Mug Books!
Thanks to everyone who sent us a mug book in the past few months. Even though we are making
headway, we still need more! Help us find the rest of them.
So far we have groups 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 9, 14, 17, 18, 20, 21, 22, 24, 27, 28, 30, 51, 56, 59, 63, 71, 73, and 76. You can
view them at https://www.friendsoffiji.org/cpages/mugbooks. If you have one that we’re missing, please
scan it and email to info@fofiji.org, or make a copy and mail it to Jay Sztuk, 528 Norton Ln, Arnold, MD
21012. Some folks have had good results and found it easier to take a digital photo of each page. Send us
the pages, and we’ll compile them into a pdf file.

NOTICE: When you shop on Amazon, you can designate Friends of Fiji as your charity and
Amazon will donate 0.5% of your purchase to us. Use this link the next time you shop. http://smile.amazon.com/ch/52-1802073

Become a Member!
Thank you for reading this newsletter and for supporting Friends of Fiji. If you want to become a member, please do
so at this link: https://www.peacecorpsconnect.org/auth/signup?referrer=friends-of-fiji-npca
Meanwhile, if you want to contribute to our Projects fund and support the variety of development projects going on in
Fiji, please do so here: https://www.friendsoffiji.org/campaigns
Vinaka vakalevu for your support and hope to see you at the Gala!
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