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A TALK WITH DR. JOHN DAVIS

Dr. John Davis is a founder and past president of
ANERA. He was born in Missouri in 1904 and received
his Ph.D from the University of Minnesota. Before
being recruited to head UNRWA (United Nations
Relief and Works Agency), he was Assistant Secretary
of Agriculture and Business Education at Harvard. He
wenton to work with the American University of Beirut
and took a leadership role at ANERA and the Musa
Alami Foundation of Jericho, USA. His work in the
Middle East gave him a deep affection for the Pal-
estinian people, causing him to be fondly re-
membered by many of the Palestinians who knew him.
Janice Murphy, Vice-President of ANERA, spoke with
him recently about his years of experience in the
Middle East.

JM: Tell me, Dr. Davis, how this long association with
the Palestinian people first developed. How was it
you were invited to be a Commissioner General of
UNRWA?

‘

John Davis, at UN press conference, 1959

OUR APOLOGIES to our read-
ers for the delay inreceiving the
fall issue of our Newsletter. We
have installed a new computer
system, and had numerous pro-
blems to resolve. If you have
received more than one copy of
our Newsletter, please know
that we are busy eliminating the
duplications. Computers can
be strange animals sometimes,
but we appreciate your patien-
ce and support while we try to
tame ours.

JD: My field had been agricultural economics. | had
developed the concept of business agriculture. Chang-
ing to this part of the world became a redirection of my
interests. | had almost no qualifications for the work in
terms of the problem itself or the people or area. But |
had been active in UN affairs in regard to agriculture
and had made a study of Public Law 480 [the Congres-
sionally mandated program for the shipping of surplus
foodstuff overseas] the summer before. | was asked to
go to the UN office in New York and meet, among
others, Dag Hammarskjold to discuss the position. |
was certain in my mind that | would not leave my post
at Harvard. And while | was persuaded to say “Yes,” it
was never enthusiastically. | simply had no compelling
reason to say, “No.”

| stipulated that | should go to Beirut by ship where |
could take the time to read the existing literature
about the Palestinians, these people in exile. So |
took what time | could to acquaint myself with the
problems | would face in my new work.

JM: You were Commissioner General from 1959 to
1963, and your headquarters were in Beirut at that
time?

JD: Yes, at that time, our temporary agency was
temporarily headquartered in Beirut. | headed the



largest UN agency at that time, working with Pales-
tinians living under four governments. Imagine an
agency with the responsibility of feeding, shelter-
ing, providing health care and educational services
for a million and a half people. The job of Commis-
sioner General was the most challenging and most
fulfilling job that | had.

JR: | frequently hear your name in association with
vocational training.

JR: | had taught vocational education back in lowa,
after | completed college. | had a particular interest
in this area and raised more than 8 million dollars
for vocational training before | was through. | must
say it worked out like magic. Besides elementary
school education through the ninth grade, UNRWA
provided vocational training in ten schools in fields
where employment could be found—mechanics, car-
pentry, welding and the like. Such training is essential
for children growing up in refugee camps. Why?
Because these children had not only been made home-
less, they had been separated from their culture and
their traditional livelihood. They could no longer learn
from their fathers the skills and work habits which
would make them productive.

JM: Much the way farmers here learn from parents.

JD: Yes, much the same anywhere. But the Pal-
estinians, suddenly becoming refugees, had a kind
of abrupt change, leaving a vacuum there that we
wanted to help fill. The program was successful.
Initially, the instructors were European, but they
trained Palestinians to replace them over time. A

curriculum was developed in Arabic which had the
side benefit of being adapted all over the Arab world
where none had existed before. It was not planned
that way of course, but it was a pleasing side benefit.

JM: What struck you most about the people?

JD: Well, they are a wonderful people. The poor
media image of the Palestinians has always troubled
me. | was always impressed, in fact, that they are so
fundamentally and basically a peace-loving people.

That's why | made my study of Western policy in
the Middle East thatresulted in my book, The Evasive
Peace. | tried to speak as an American to the Amer-
ican people, explaining in factual terms the injustices
the Palestinians have experienced. That has been a
long term effort of mine—to foster a better under-
standing of the political events that have transpired
in the area. Here you have a population that has
been forced to flee warfare, for some twice in their
lives, and still living without a homeland. Yet as a
people, they are also plagued with the distorted per-
ceptions of them held by Westerners.

JR: How did your work lead you to become in-
volved with the founding of ANERA?

JD: In 1967 | was in New York City, where | served
as the Vice Chairman of the Board of Trustees of the



A Palestinian graduate of UNRWA's telecommunications program

American University of Beirut. You know, ANERA's
rormation was greatly assisted by a grant from NEED—
Near East Emergency Donations, Inc. in 1968. NEED
itself was an effort mounted by companies that worked
in the Middle East—oil companies, banks, suppliers
of technical equipment—all organized to aid the
hundreds of thousands of refugees from the 1967 War.
As | was recently back in New York, | was asked by
NEED to come to their meetings to debrief them
on the situation on the ground.

JM: Your contacts and information were an ex-
cellent source of assistance for them as to disburse-
ment of the funds they raised.

JD: Yes that's right,—I was able to tell them very
specifically what was happening. In time, NEED ran
out, but the need did not. Therefore, ANERA, which
had been formed to work on the crisis, continued
to raise funds for the important work and | was asked
to work with ANERA, first as President, and then as
Chairman of the Board.

ANERA should not exist, because the problem
should not exist. Having said that, | will say I'm rather
proud of my continuing association with ANERA, as
t does a fine job.

JM: It must be very depressing for you to have
spent so many years in the area and see it no closer
to peace.

BECOME AN ANERA
PROJECT PATRON

Help a women’s group, a chicken
cooperative, or health clinic as they
work to provide for their community.
You can choose a group in Lebanon
or the West Bank or the Gaza Strip. A
minimum commitment of $100, which
can even be made in monthly install-
ments, will give you a direct link to the
people you are helping. Use the cou-
pon on the back or write to us for more
information.

JD: I'd like to see more progress made toward
peace. | would say categorically that | see no sign of
peace until the policy of the United States changes
to one more responsive to the needs of the Pal-
estinians.

JM: How did your work in the Middle East change
you?

JD: When | left UNRWA as Commissioner General |
could never bring myself to the point of trying to
reorient myself to my past work in agribusiness. The
result is that | have worked in this area for thirty
years. One is powerless to create the conditions
for a just peace. To have lived in the area and with
the people, one could not help but be affected by
the suffering, and could not help feeling compelled
to try.

John Davis with ANERA stalf, 1974



IN MEMORY OF:

the mother of Mrs. Harold S. Allen B Richard Arens B Mrs. J. W. Bagr Bl Najiy Bahou B Mr. and Mrs. Pasquale Ciotti l

Dr. Daniel Cook B Daniel M. Cronin B Shakir T. Elias, M.D. ® Vera Halaby B Hope Hooper B Paul A. Jaceard B the
Joseph family of Beirut and Zahleh B parents of Nell Z. Karawetz B LaPriel Manzione B Penny McCarthy B Mary
Queen MclLeary B Martha L. Main McQueen Bl Alex Odeh B Palestinians who have died refugees B David C. Pellet i
Dr. Cass Arthur Reed B Mrs. R. L. Rogers B Alfred Sununu B James L. Thompson B Thomas Wakin B James M.

Weldon B Evan Wilson

IN HONOR OF:

Dr. Rosa Lee Nemir Audi @ Haj Mohmoud Farah Awadallah B Mrs. Marissa Flateau B Rose Haddad B Jesus Christ Bl
Pamela Johnson M justice @l Dr. A. Karim Khudairi B the people of Lebanon B Martin Luther @ Mr. and Mrs. Robert G.
Neumann Ml the Palestinians B peace H the victims on both sides B Adel Yunis

THE BIRTHDAY OF:

Richard Dewey B Jared Daniel Albert Najjar

THE 25TH WEDDING ANNIVERSARY OF:

Mrs. Ficrence Daggett

Enclosed is my gift for

o

O Yes, | would like to become a Project Patron

$100
$200
$500

O Wherever the need is greatest

$10 (please bill me monthly)

$15

Enclosed is a gift for ANERA's work in the new fiscal year:

$50 _$85 __ $100

NAME

ADDRESS

O ! would like to provide a 1-year scholarship
for a child in East Jerusalem. ($85 Min-

CITY, STATE, ZIP _____

imum)

Contributions to ANERA are tax-deductible and should be sent with this form to the ANERA office. Thank you for your help.

$500 ___ $1000
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