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During his time as the first Peace Corps Director and later head of the War on Poverty, Robert Sargent Shriver Jr. and I crossed paths three times in ways that were both fun and memorable.

1. PEACE CORPS TRAINING – As the helicopter descended slowly through the tropical forest onto a small grass field, in the window, a middle-age man was vigorously waving. Sargent Shriver had arrived among the Peace Corps trainee group at the Camp Crozier, in the mountains of Puerto Rico. It was January 1963 near the end of our forestry and school construction-training program when he visited. Not sure if “Sargent” was his name or misspelled rank, I was eager to meet our leader. My first sight of him was of a very happy guy jumping out of the copter wearing dirty white sneakers with the word "SARGE" hand printed on each side. Right away I knew this guy was different and down to earth. 


He spent half the day at camp and took time to talk with each of us. Sarge insisted on trying out the high wire challenge course and came down the zip line yelling like a kid having a ball. He exuded enthusiasm, joy of life, and a dynamic drive to make his brand new Peace Corps work. It didn't take long to discover that Sarge Shriver certainly was not military, but something better and more fun.

2. DINNER PARTY – After the first round of Peace Corps Volunteers had completed their two-year assignments and returned to the States, Sarge Shriver decided it was time to call a national Peace Corps conference to both celebrate itd early success and to evaluate how it was working. Attending the first Returned Peace Corps Volunteer Conference at the State Department auditorium in Washington DC, in spring of 1965, were about 200+ other brand new Returned PCVs (RPCV), with an amazing range of well known politicians and government leaders. Hubert Humphrey, Dean Rusk, and Robert McNamara eloquently spoke of the Peace Corps. 


Of course Sarge was the conference’s dynamic chairman who no doubt also lined up many of those leaders to host all of us for dinner in their homes. 


In late afternoon each RPCV was given the name and address of the host. I was amazed to be on the Shriver list! By taxi that evening I found the Shriver estate in the Maryland countryside. Entering the imposing home, I expected to be one of a few lucky RPCVs to sit at dinner with the Shrivers. But the house was overflowing with RPCVs. People were everywhere. One teenage Shriver son latched onto me and asked if I wanted to tour the house and we did. Walking up a long stairway one wall was covered with JFK photos. That evening was loud, crowded, great fun, exciting, and with food aplenty. Sarge and I chatted for several minutes and I reminded him of his Puerto Rico visit. Together we had hearty laughs about his "Sarge" sneakers. Wow, what an evening to remember!

3. JOB CORPS – Impressed by Sarge Shriver’s full-steam-ahead approach to creating the Peace Corps, President Lyndon Johnson in November 1964 coerced Sarge to direct his War on Poverty. Among the President’s anti-poverty programs was the national Job Corps designed to give vocational training to largely high school dropouts, often coming out of poverty. 


After completing my Peace Corps service that November, I recruited across the country for the Peace Corps. By the spring of 1965 I was looking for a real job. At the first RPCV conference, I attended several job opportunity sessions. The new Job Corps got my interest in the soon-to-open center in Morganfield, Kentucky. Having no better job leads, I applied for a vocational instructor position, and was quickly hired, not as an teacher, but as the head instructor who would create the landscape and nursery training component among a dozen other skills centers. Apparently my degree in horticulture and two Peace Corps years qualified me for their needs. Certainly two years in the Peace Corps trained me to accept challenges into the unknown.


Again I found myself working for Shriver. In mid-1966 Sarge came to visit us in Kentucky. By then my greenhouse was a program showpiece. And Sarge (like all VIPs) stopped by for a visit.


When visitors arrived almost daily to see our flowers they really became a serious disruption to my class teaching. Finally I hit upon a very Peace Corps idea... whenever my class was interrupted to greet visiting dignitaries, I brought my students along to give greenhouse tours. It worked out great. Most Job Corps students were teenage school dropouts, came from poverty and dysfunctional families, many with police records. Each had very low self-confidence generally with negative experiences interacting with our larger middle class society. 


So when visitors arrived, often by the busload, I would give a greeting and overview of our vocational program. After introducing my students, the visitors divided into small groups with a Corpsman guide. Each student would do his best to explain what he was learning. 


Gradually I became aware that visitors were asking students for advice about a houseplant, home garden or lawn problem. My Corpsmen, experienced at fast thinking in tight spots, responded in one of three ways. If they knew the answer, they very proudly gave it. When they didn’t know the answer, they would either say, "I don't know, let’s ask one of the instructors;" or they would just make up a diagnosis and give a recommendation to the guest. Visitors always complimented the students to me and never mentioned the advice received. 


As a result of leading tours for the usually well-educated adult guests and VIPs, each Corpsman developed more self-confidence. For the first time in their lives, these young men felt respected when asked for advice. After the visitors left, we would discuss what happened. I had plenty of laughs at the very imaginative advice given by those budding horticulturists.


So on the big day Sarge arrived we were expecting him. All the Job Corpsmen wore their blue blazers and looked sharp. Several cars drove up and out of one came the smiling Director of the Office of Economic Opportunity and boss of the Job Corps. Shriver greeted each one of us with his usually wide smile, enthusiastic voice, and firm handshake. 


Again I gave my brief overview followed by Corpsmen led tours. I watched carefully from a distance as Sarge and his student actively chatting as they walked. Clearly Sarge enjoyed his Corpsman led tour. All to soon it was time for Sarge to leave and he approached me with gracious thanks and his sincere compliment for a good program. He particularly appreciated his time with the Corpsman and was very impressed with his knowledge of plants. Smiling knowingly, I changed the subject and reminded Sarge of our previous meetings at Puerto Rico and in his home. Sarge, being a good politician, said that he remembered me and was pleased with my work. Then turning, Shriver quickly walked back to the car and left with a hearty wave from the window. 


I never dared ask Sarge's tour guide what plant questions were asked or advice given. 

AFTERWORD - Looking back on my three short visits with Sarge Shriver, I believe that our words exchanged were never as important as what was happening. Sarge was the kind of guy who wanted to make America better at home and around the world. In doing so, he changed my life forever.
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