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Thousands of students awaited Kennedy's arrival-at
the Michigan Union on October 14, 1960.
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It was an impromptu speech,.delivered at an early 4

hour by a tired presidential candidate toward
thelendsof a long campaign. But when John
Kennedy spoke in October 1960, his brief remarks

encouraging U-M students to seek a “greatess

purpose” inspired them to'take action, the first
steps toward the establishment of the Peace Corps.

he iconic story of Sen. John F. Kennedy announcing his
vision of a volunteer youth corps is familiar to anyone
who has ever toured the University campus and stopped
at the entrance to the Michigan Union, where a plague
commemorates the event. But the details of the U-M students
and faculty who took action in the succeeding weeks and months
toward the establishment of the Peace Corps are less well known.

“Sargent Shriver said if the students and faculty at the
University of Michigan didn't respond when they did,
there wouldn't have been a Peace Corps,” says Alan
Guskin, PhD'68, paraphrasing the first director of the
Peace Corps and JFK's brother-in-law. Guskin, his then-
wife Judy, MA'61, PhD'70, and several other students
formed a group with the idealistic name Americans
Committed to World Responsibility and organized to
respond to Kennedy's challenge and to urge him to
follow through once elected. But their work would not
have started without that speech on the steps of the
Michigan Union.

“There was no plan that he would speak when he came here,”
says lohn E. Greisberger, director of U-M's International Center.
But when Kennedy and his entourage arrived at the Union, he
adds, "there was a mob of thousands of students, which really
surprised them. Basically, his advisers said, "You've got to

say something." "

Rather than deliver a canned campaign speech, JFK challenged his
audience with the question "How many of you who are going to
be doctors are willing to spend your days in Ghana? Technicians
or engineers, how many of you are willing to work in the Foreign
Service and spend your lives traveling around the world?"

The reason he chose to deliver those particular remarks at that
particular time isn't clear, says Judy Guskin. U-M economics
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Anniversary Celebration

October 1-November 30
U-M and the Peace Corps Archival Exhibit

October 1-31
Peace Corps Photo Exhibit

October 13

National Symposium: The Future
of International Service

Paul Theroux: How the Peace Corps

Changed My Life

October 13 and 14

Challenges and Opportunities of International
Service: A Student Symposium

October 14

First Ceremony on Michigan Union steps
Second Ceremany on Michigan Union steps

Spending Your Days in Ghana: Responding to
JFK's Challenge

Reception for U-M Returned Peace Corps Volunteers

October 15

History of the Peace Corps: From the Michigan
Union Steps to the Present

Peace Corps Authors

Happy Hour for Returned Peace Corps Volunteers
and Their Families and Friends

October 16

Tailgate Party

Football Game and Half-Time Program

October 19 and 26, and
November 2 and 9

Film Series on International Development

October 27

Swords into Plowshares: Peace Corps Service in
Eastern Furope and Eurasia

October 28

Sarah Chayes: Penny W. Stamps Distinguished
Speaker Series

November 10

Provost's Seminar on Educating Globally
Competent Students
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Professor Samuel Hayes was writing a position paper for JFK at the time about a
volunteer corps, which was also the subject of two bills that had been recently
introduced in the US Congress by Sen. Hubert Humphrey and Rep. Henry Reuss.
So the subject might have been on the Kennedy's mind.

Or the reason might have been more
simple. “We were students; there
were a lot of us; this was a major
university,” says Judy Guskin. “Since
it was near the very end of the
campaign, a response might trigger
something further on this idea before
the end of the election, which was
coming up. This was the ideal place to
do it—an excited group

of students.”

What is known for sure is that JFK
arrived in Ann Arbor from New York
after the third of his four debates
against Richard Nixon. After many
ground delays due to bad weather
on the East Coast, the candidate’s
airplane landed at Willow Run Airport in neighboring Ypsilanti, Michigan, where
he delivered a campaign speech. He stopped at Eastern Michigan University to
deliver another campaign speech before heading to Ann Arbor. The campaign
intended for JFK to get a few hours
of sleep at the Michigan Union
before starting a whistle-stop tour
of the state the next day.

Al Guskin during his Peace Corps
Service in Thailand

"It might still be just an
idea but for the affirmative
response of those Michigan
students and faculty.
Possibly Kennedy would
have tried it once on some
other occasion, but without
a strong popular response
he would have concluded
the idea was impractical or
premature. That probably
would have ended it
then and there. Instead
it was almost a case of
spontaneous combustion.”

Watching the debate that

night were the Guskins, who
spontaneously decided to walk

to the Union and see Kennedy.
“We just decided, why not?” says
Al Guskin. “In fact, one of our
friends was trying to discourage
us, saying ‘Ah, he's just another
politician.” We decided to do it
anyway. | don't think we expected
it to be 2 a.m. when he got there."
It was so late that Dean of Women
Deborah Bacon periodically
extended the curfew to allow the
women students to attend.

Less than a week after the speech,
US Rep. Chester Bowles, a JFK
foreign policy adviser, spoke at the
Michigan Union Ballroom before
an audience that included the
Guskins. “He didn't know anything
about Kennedy's talk, but someone asked him a question about what Kennedy
had said. And he talked about his son and daughter-in-law, who were in Nigeria
at the time doing a Peace Corps-like assignment.” Again inspired, Al and Judy
Guskin drafted a letter on a restaurant napkin supporting the idea of the Peace
Corps. They personally delivered the letter to Tom Hayden, '61, then-editor of the
Michigan Daily, urging its publication.

Sargent Shriver, first Peace Corps director,
in his book "Point of the Lance”




Once the letter was published on October 21, the
couple's phone rang off the hook with calls from
numerous students excited about the concept of the
Peace Corps and wanting to participate. As the student
group Americans Committed to World Responsibility, they
organized a petition drive and gathered several hundred
signatures within a few days. “The petition basically
said we love this idea, we want to get in back of this
idea of Kennedy's, and we are willing to serve,” says
Judy Guskin. “And the petition went all over campus. In
classrooms, faculty allowed it to be circulated.”

One student, Sharon Jeffrey, told her mother about the
movement. Mildred Jeffrey, who was the Democratic
National committeewoman for the state of Michigan,
immediately contacted the Kennedy campaign,
eventually speaking with speechwriter Ted Sorenson.

éWspaper photo shows Judy Guskin, center, Al Guskin, left,
r students presenting JEK with their petitions supporting the
~ Peace Corps and urging him to take action once elected.

"That's when Kennedy's aide and speechwriter decided
that there needed to be a major speech about this,” says ”She said 'Look. JFK has 3 SDEECh in Toledo

Greisberger. "And at the Cow Palace in San Francisco only

six days before the election, JFK gave that major speech Can you get some peop|e tOgether and go and

where he shared his vision for world peace and actually . . . )
SRR g g S meet him and bring the petitions to Toledo?

Following the November 2 Cow Palace speech, Kennedy SO Of course we said yeS.”

traveled to Toledo, Ohio, where a group of 14 U-M
students met Kennedy and showed him their petitions. Mildred Jeffrey had called the
Guskins before the speech to let them know that Kennedy wanted to meet them.

U-M and the Peace Corps
“She said Kennedy's going to make a speech at the Cow Palace and he's going to | P
mention your group and he wants to meet you,” says Judy Guskin. “And | sat down in ~ ataGlance:
shock. She said 'Look, he has a speech in Toledo. Can you get some people together j
and go and meet him and bring the petitions to Toledo?" So of course we said yes." |« U-M ranks fourth as an all-time
In Toledo, Al Guskin asked Kennedy about his commitment to the idea, and he pr.oducer of Peac? Cor!:}s volunteers
responded, “Until Tuesday, the election; after that, the world.” | with 2,331 alumni having served.
In December 1960, following Kennedy's election, Americans Committed to World |+ Seventy-three U-M alumni are now
Responsibility organized a two-day conference in Ann Arbor to flesh out the Peace 1 'serving in the Peace Corps.

Corps concept.
« The state of Michigan ranks eighth

in the US in sending individuals to
the Peace Corps.

"We ran a conference at the University of Michigan on the Peace Corps involving
faculty and international students in Rackham, probably the first teach-in at the
University of Michigan,” says Al Guskin. "We had separate sections on what selection
would be like, what training would be like, what overseas service would be like. And
then we developed working papers from that canference. And we suggested that those
working papers would be good for a conference in Washington, DC, that the students ; R
at the American University were planning. So we joined with those students and the system began in 2001.

studenﬁs fromlthe National Student Assocjation to hold a conference on the Peace Jack Hood Vaughn, '43, MA'47,
Corps in Washington at the end of March.” The conference keynote speaker was Sen.
Humphrey; other speakers included Shriver.

+ U-M has made the Peace Corps’
Top Schools list since the ranking

g served as the second director

; of the Peace Corps, following
That same month, on March 1, President Kennedy signed an executive order creating ! Sargent Shriver. He served from
the Peace Corps, and the bill authorizing it was signed in September 1961, The first 1966 to 1969

groups going to Ghana and Tanzania, then called Tanganyika, left in August 1961, i

With plans moving so fast, the Peace Corps hurried to recruit staff to help launch Source: U-M Peace Corps 50th
the program. By sheer coincidence, Nicholas Hobbs, the first director of selection for e anniversary site

the Peace Corps, called U-M Professor Theodore Newcomb, who happened to be Al
Guskin's mentor. ,
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“Nick Hobbs called Ted Newcomb in probably May or early June asking if he had
any graduate students in psychology who would be good to work on selection

for the summer in the Peace Corps in Washington. Hobbs did not know about

my involvement at the University of Michigan. Of course, Ted Newcomb did. And
Ted said, 'I've got the perfect person.” And so he suggested me to Hobbs, and
Hobbs invited me to go to Washington to work in the Peace Corps. You talk about
serendipity. So | go to Washington, and Judy comes with me; we don't know
what Judy's going to do. But she meets Nick Hobbs when we arrived in
Washington, and he says to Judy ‘Would you like to work, too?" "

So just like that, the Guskins found themselves reviewing
applications for Peace Corps volunteers who would serve in
Pakistan and Thailand.

“The Guskins went and helped create the infrastructure and

basically looked at all the applications that were flooding in from
people who wanted to join the Peace Corps,” says Greisberger. “So
they were selecting individuals for the various Peace Corps sites at that
point. And through that process they themselves decided to join the Peace

a place , : _ cided
Corps and applied for the first group that was going to Thailand.

that was very

The University of Michigan again played a vital role in the evolution of the Peace

regponsive to Corps. The first group to serve in Thailand, including the Guskins, headed to Ann
Arbor in fall 1961 for their training. The University had faculty and staff with a

StUdentS, to background in Thai language and culture as well as many foreign students from

; : that country.

international

Within one year, the University of Michigan played a vital role in the development
and implementation of the new government program. Looking back, Al Guskin
says it isn't surprising that so much happened in Ann Arbor. He stresses the
importance of the political atmosphere on campus in late 1960.

events.”

“If you didn't have a person like Tom Hayden whao was responsive to student
activism as the editor of the Michigan Daily, they may not have published the
letter. And there were marches down State Street in support of the civil rights
movement in the south. There was a movement on the University campus that
Phil Powers, later a regent, led to try to involve students more in participation
in governance of the University. And there were a lot of liberal, progressive
professors.

"So it was a place that was very responsive to students, to international events.
| feel blessed to have been part of it.” 3

—Sharon Morioka, ‘84, MA'86, is a staff writer for Michigan Alumnus.

Experience John Kennedy's address at the Michigan
Union by visiting umalumni.com/videos.

The University of Michigan has continued to contribute to the Peace Corps
since its inception. Pictured here are just four of more than 2,300 U-M
volunteers who have served in countries across the globe. From the top:
Natalie Wowk, a math tutor and physical science teacher in Namibia from
January 2008 to December 2009; Eugene Liu, a volunteer who helped

set up preventive health programs in Turkmenistan from 2002 to 2004;
Carl Wahl, who worked in agriculture and nutrition in Zambia from 2004
to 2007; and Leah Ettema, currently a coastal resource management
volunteer in the Philippines.

Photos courtesy of U-M Peace Corps 50th Anniversary Committee
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