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A NERA has  grown s teadi ly  for 
more than 40 years.  I t  has  taken 
on addit ional  responsibi l i t ies 

to  bet ter  serve  Pales t inian refugees  and 
other  v ic t ims of  war  and disas ter  across 
the  Middle  East .  That ’s  the  good news. 
The bad news  i s  the  Pales t inian problems 
have  not  disappeared and a  solut ion 
remains  as  e lus ive  as  ever. 

In this  essay,  I  want  to  look back  a t  the 
f irs t  nine years  of  ANERA and share  some 
s tories  from those  ear ly  days  that  were 
f i l led  with  opt imism and hope.  This  i s 
a  personal  recol lect ion,  not  an off ic ia l 
his tory  in  any  sense  of  the  word,  but  I 
have  checked the  record for  correct  names 
and dates. 

ANERA’s  creat ion was  the  resul t  of  the 
June 1967 war  that  generated a  second 
wave  of  refugees  from Pales t ine  –  some 
of  them already  having f led from their 
homes  in  1948 (recounted in my “Pre-
History”  of  ANERA, avai lable  on the 
organizat ion’s  websi te).  I  was  working 
in  Beirut  a t  the  t ime as  the  local 
representat ive  of  American Friends  of 
the  Middle  East  (AFME).  Attorney  James 
(“J im”)  Sams of  the  Arab Emergency 
Rel ief  Committee  ( for  Arab-Americans) 
and AFME President  Orin Parker  were 
key   p layers  in  es tabl i shing ANERA. I t  was 
la te  spring of  1968.  J im came to  Beirut 

Mr.  John Richardson was  ANERA’s 
f irs t  Executive  Director  and second 
President,  serving from ANERA’s 
founding in 1968 unti l  1977.
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seeking what  would become ANERA’s 
core  s taf f .  He asked me to  become i t s 
f irs t  Executive  Director.  I  was  famil iar 
wi th  the  Arab world  and the  Pales t ine 
i s sue  and real ized this  posi t ion would 
keep me c losely  involved with  a  subject 
of  deep concern.  And,  i t  would give  me 
a  chance  to  bet ter  inform Americans 
about  Pales t ine  by  re la t ing  the  s tory  of  i t s 
displaced famil ies. 

Orin Parker  had endorsed the  ass ignment 
but  i t  hinged on the  approval  of  Dr.  John 
H. Davis ,  ANERA’s  newly-appointed 
pres ident.  Dr.  Davis  was  a  former 
commiss ioner-general  of  UNRWA (United 
Nations  Rel ief  and Works  Agency  for 
Pales t ine  Refugees)  and author  of  a  new 
book on the  Arab-Israel i  problem, “ The 
Evas ive  Peace.”  He was  an excel lent  choice 
for  the  job,  having a l so  served as  an 
Ass is tant  Secretary  of  Agricul ture  in  the 
Eisenhower Adminis trat ion and having 
taught  a t  the  Harvard Business  School. 

I  sa id  goodbye  to  Beirut  and returned to 
the  United States,  where  I  met  Dr Davis 
and formalized our  agreement.  J im Sams 
found an off ice  for  ANERA and on August 
12,  1968 we set  up shop in sui te  900 at 
733 15th St. ,  NW. 

ANERA’s  f irs t  of f ice  employee  Joyce 
Bouvier  had a  longt ime interest  in  the 
Middle  East .  She became our off ice 

manager/secretary.  She was  quickly  joined 
by  Joyce  Stewart,  our  bookkeeper  and 
eventual ly  ANERA Treasurer.  With our 
smal l  but  eager  s taf f ,  we  put  our  minds 
and hearts  into  our  work.

A cri t ica l  e lement  in  ANERA’s  creat ion 
was  the  bel ief  that  a  new and separate 
organizat ion would be  able  to  reach out 
to  a  wider  range of  potentia l  donors  than 
other  Arab-American groups  of  the  post-
war  refugee  re l ief  ef fort .  With the  tac i t 
support  of  NEED (Near  East  Emergency 
Donations),  ANERA was  able  to  obtain 
ear ly  commitments  from major  U.S.  oi l 
companies  that  were  act ive  in  the  Middle 
East .  They  became our principal  source  of 
ear ly  income. 

But  we wanted to  reach a  wider  audience 
of  concerned Americans.  So we began to 
explore  the  world  of  direct-mai l  fund-
rais ing.  We worked c lose ly  wi th  the  D.C. 
f irm of  Guy Yolton,  a  leader  in  the  f ie ld 
and an imaginat ive  person who did not 
shy  away  from the  Pales t ine  i s sue.  Direct-
mai l  took t ime to  bui ld  an appropriate 
l i s t  of  donors.

In the  ear ly  s tages  i t  cost  more than 
we took in.  The rule  for  l i s t  renta ls 
from other  groups  was  you could use 
their  names  and addresses  for  a  s ingle 
sol ic i ta t ion.  Anyone on that  l i s t  who 
contributed to  you became part  of  your 
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own l i s t .  So,  we s lowly  and s teadi ly 
expanded our donor l i s t ,  exchanging 
names  with  se lected non-profi t  groups  for 
our  mutual  benefi t .

I  do remember one painful  period during 
the  r i se  of  Yasser  Arafat ’s  PLO, when 
spectacular  a irplane hi jackings  and 
guerri l la  a t tacks  were  constant ly  in  the 
news.  The quest ion was  whether  ANERA 
should keep i t s  direct-mai l ing  schedule 
or  wai t  unti l  things  ca lmed down.  But, 
i t  didn’t  take  long to  rea l ize  that  i f  we 
wai ted unti l  the  Middle  East  was  quiet , 
we’d  never  get  anything done.  We decided 
to  s t ick  to  our  schedule  and just  hope 
that  people  would be  persuaded by  our 
message  and want  to  support  the  needs  of 
the  refugees.  Thankful ly,  that  decis ion 
proved correct .

In 1971,  ANERA took an important  s tep 
in  expanding i t s  operat ions  with  the 
decis ion to  merge  with  a  New-York-
based organizat ion,  American Middle 
East  Rehabi l i ta t ion (AMER).  AMER had 
a  dis t inguished humanitarian record, 
having been created in response  to  the 
f irs t  Pales t ine  refugee  cr is i s  in  1948. 
AMER’s  main funct ion was  sol ic i t ing  and 
shipping in-kind medica l  g i f t s ,  mainly 
medicines,  to  the  Pales t inian refugees. 
Despi te  the  addit ional  f inancia l  burden, 
we bel ieved i t  was  important  to  keep the 

AMER funct ion going and i t  became a 
div is ion of  ANERA with a  smal l  New York 
off ice  run by  Mary  Anne Kolidas.  ANERA 
later  consol idated AMER in the  ANERA 
Washington off ice  and hired a  former 
UNRWA Jordan director,  Bob Fisher,  as 
i t s  director.  The Medical  Committee  was 
chaired by  two dis t inguished physic ians, 
Dr.  Rosa  Lee  Nemir  and Dr.  Vicken 
Kalbian.  The gi f t s  in-kind program has 
remained a  v i ta l  part  of  ANERA’s  ef fort  to 
address  priori ty  needs  in  the  Middle  East .

The 1973 Middle  East  war  proved to 
be  another  cr is i s  point  for  ANERA. 
While  i t  did  not  resul t  in  further  Israel i 
occupat ion of  Arab lands,  i t  increased 
suffering for  refugees  in  the  Gaza  Str ip 
and Sinai,  where  most  of  the  f ight ing 
took place.  Once again,  ANERA was  able 
to  demonstrate  i t s  abi l i ty  to  respond 
quickly  and help  coordinate  refugee  re l ief 
ass i s tance  from the  United States.

Perhaps  ANERA’s  most  important 
program development  in  1975 was  the 
decis ion to  seek  grant  a id  from USAID, 
the  State  Department ’s  foreign a id 
div is ion.  The opportunity  came about 
in  a  rather  indirect  fashion.  In the  wake 
of  the  October  1973 war,  the  US State 
Department  was  intent  on sol idi fy ing 
the  Egypt ian-Israel i  peace  agreement. 
While  Egypt  and Israel  were  the  principal 
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recipients  of  the  “golden shower”  of 
foreign a id,  we spotted language  in  the 
House  Foreign Affa irs  Committee  report 
on the  proposed foreign a id  package 
about  the  des ire  to  support  chari table/
educat ional  ac t iv i t ies  in  the  occupied 
West  Bank as  wel l .  This  language  may 
have  been intended to  help  Jordan’s  King 
Hussein s tay  in  good favor  with  his  West 
Bank subjects  but  there  were  no apparent 
res tr ic t ions  on recipients. 

We jumped on the  opportunity  and 
ANERA was  one of  the  f irs t  two American 
organizat ions  (a long with  Cathol ic  Rel ief 
Services)  to  apply  for  USAID grants. 
Somewhat  to  our  surprise,  ANERA 
received a  posi t ive  response  and quickly 
became a  major  U.S.  private  sector 
part ic ipant  wi th  the  State  Department  in 
the  occupied terri tories. 

Because  of  Pales t ine’s  pol i t ica l  his tory 
and Jordan’s  retention of  East  Jerusalem 
and the  West  Bank af ter  the  1948 war,  the 
Pales t inian populat ion there  was  served by 
a  U.S.  Consulate  in  East  Jerusalem. The 
U.S.  embassy  in  Tel  Aviv  was  responsible 
only  for  Israel .  After  the  1967 war  and 
the  Israel i  occupat ion of  the  West  Bank 
and East  Jerusalem, there  was  no U.S. 
embassy  to  oversee  U.S.  government-
supported programs in the  occupied 
terri tories.  The Consulate  was  not 

authorized to  funct ion in that  role.  As 
a  resul t ,  ANERA and other  recipients  of 
USAID funds  funct ioned in a  bureaucrat ic 
vacuum in the  ear ly  years  of  col laborat ion 
with  USAID. But  ANERA had a  wel l-
es tabl i shed role  in  the  occupied 
terri tories  and was  an ear ly  recipient  of 
Camp David largesse,  so  we were  g iven 
a  good deal  of  freedom. That  meant 
that  once  USAID/Washington approved 
grants,  ANERA was  able  to  adminis ter 
them direct ly,  a lways  providing regular 
accounting and progress  reports  to 
Washington.

From i t s  incept ion ANERA’s  modus 
operandi  was  s imple:  we sent  funds  to 
recipient  organizat ions  through bank 
transfers.  Dr.  Davis  or  I  would travel 
periodica l ly  to  the  West  Bank and Gaza  to 
meet  wi th  grant  recipients  and interview 
potentia l  grantees.  This  arrangement  gave 
ANERA maximum operat ing  f lexibi l i ty. 
I t  a l so  meant  minimizing off ic ia l  contact 
wi th  the  Israel i  occupat ion authori t ies . 

Soon af ter  ANERA began receiv ing  USAID 
funds  however  we were  informed that  the 
State  Department  expected ANERA to 
open an off ice  in  East  Jerusalem. Various 
reasons  were  g iven but  i t  appeared 
there  was  Israel i  pressure  on the  State 
Department  to  have  a  loca l ly-accountable 
presence  to  interact  wi th  the  occupying 

6 7

ANERA’s Early Years
Recollections of



ANERA’s Early Years
Recollections of

authori t ies .  I t  became c lear  that  as  long 
as  ANERA continued to  receive  USAID 
funds  --  which had become an important 
part  of  our  overal l  revenue and permit ted 
us  to  engage  in  a  wider  range of  act iv i t ies 
in  the  occupied terri tories  --  we would 
have  to  es tabl i sh  a  Middle  East  of f ice.

I  made a  tr ip  to  Jerusalem and met 
wi th  Labib Nasir,  Director  of  the  East 
Jerusalem YMCA. He had recent ly  bui l t 
an impress ive  fac i l i ty  that  housed the 
Pales t inian YMCA programs,  wi th  an 
on-si te  hotel  and res taurant  to  generate 
operat ing  revenue and teach pract ica l 
sk i l l s .  The hotel  was  named “Ael ia 
Capitol ina,”  the  name of  the  c i ty  the 
Romans rebui l t  on the  ruins  of  Jerusalem 
af ter  the  Jewish revol t  of  70 AD. Labib 
had been accountant/bookkeeper  for 
the  original  Jerusalem YMCA. When i t 
ended up in West  (Israel i-held)  Jerusalem 
in 1948,  he  moved the  programs for 
Pales t inian youth to  a  s i te  on Nablus 
Road in East  Jerusalem overlooking the 
so-cal led Mandelbaum Gate,  the  only 
off ic ia l  cross ing  point  between East  and 
West  Jerusalem. During the  long process 
of  fund-rais ing  and construct ing  the  East 
Jerusalem YMCA, Labib and his  wife 
Doris  l ived in a  t iny  apartment  on the 
roof  of  the  next-door bui lding belonging 
to  the  Near  East  Counci l  of  Churches. 
After  the  Nasirs  took up res idence  in  the 

YMCA bui lding,  the  penthouse  remained 
empty  unti l  ANERA rented i t . 

The quest ion of  the  f irs t  ANERA director 
in  the  Middle  East  was  important,  s ince 
he  (or  she)  had to  be  knowledgeable  about 
development  act iv i ty  and able  to  represent 
ANERA effect ive ly  wi th  the  occupat ion 
authori t ies .  We were  extremely  fortunate 
wi th  the  engagement  of  Henry  Selz,  who 
had been recommended to  me by  Ann 
Lesch,  a  long-t ime Middle  East  specia l i s t 
who knew Henry’s  work with  the  American 
Friends  Service  Committee  (AFSC) in the 
Middle  East .  Henry  was  a  widower l iv ing 
in  Cyprus  but  he  readi ly  agreed to  discuss 
the  ANERA posi t ion with  me.  Simply  put, 
Henry  was  perfect  for  the  job.  A World 
War II  ambulance  driver  for  the  Red 
Cross  who graduated from Harvard af ter 
the  war,  Henry  had served with  CARE, 
AFSC, and other  non-governmental 
organizat ions  in  the  developing world. 
In addit ion to  his  wide  knowledge  and 
experience,  Henry  had a  fe i s ty  personal i ty 
and a  s trong backbone.  He would make 
good use  of  those  qual i t ies  once  the  off ice 
opened and he  and ANERA’s  work became 
subjects  of  frequent,  intensive  interest  by 
the  occupying authori t ies . 

After  ANERA started working with 
USAID, we broadened our programmatic 
approach to  include economic  se l f-help 
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projects  in  the  West  Bank and Gaza  Str ip. 
I t  was  a  great  advantage  having a  sk i l led 
representat ive  on the  ground because 
Henry  could keep in touch with  the  local 
populat ion and assess  needs.  I t  was  far 
more ef fect ive  than our previous  pract ice 
of  sporadic  v i s i t s  that  had resul ted in 
spotty  assessments. 

One of  the  ear ly  USAID-funded projects 
was  a  new publ ic  l ibrary  in  Hebron.  The 
recent ly-elected Mayor,  Fahd Qawasmeh, 
was  progress ive  and eager  to  develop the 
ancient  c i ty ’s  publ ic  sector.  The ANERA-
supported l ibrary  freed up the  original 
l ibrary  bui lding,  where  Mayor  Qawasmeh 
was  able  to  consol idate  a  number of 
municipal  services. 

One i ssue  we deal t  wi th  on a  regular 
bas is  a t  ANERA was  how we could te l l 
the  Pales t inian s tory  wi thout  running 
afoul  of  our  obl igat ions  as  a  non-
poli t ica l  organizat ion under  U.S.  tax  law. 
As  i t  turned out,  we  took advantage  of 
numerous  opportunit ies  to  inform the 
publ ic  about  the  Pales t inian s i tuat ion. 
ANERA was  invi ted regular ly  to  tes t i fy 
about  the  Pales t ine  refugee  i s sue  before 
Congress,  thanks  in  part  to  a  cadre  of 
a ides  who fe l t  the  Middle  East  i s sue 
needed more thorough vet t ing  than was 
customary  on the  Hil l .  And,  ANERA’s 
direct-mai l  funding-rais ing  project 

reached hundreds  of  thousands  of 
Americans  several  t imes  a  year,  providing 
a  pla t form to  ef fect ive ly  present  the 
Pales t inian refugee  s tory  and generate 
needed revenue.  ANERA off icers  and 
Directors  were  of ten ca l led upon to  g ive 
ta lks  about  the  Pales t ine  i s sue  and the 
off ice  a l so  provided l imited research 
support.

ANERA has  been fortunate  in  the 
se lect ion of  i t s  Directors  and Board 
Chairmen.  As  the  f irs t ,  Dr.  Davis  se t 
the  example.  He was  a  Midwest  farm boy 
who obtained a  Ph.D.  in  Agricul tural 
Economics  who was  forever  changed by 
his  f ive  years  as  Commiss ioner-General 
of  UNRWA from 1959-64.  Original ly 
seen as  a  “place-holder,”  Dr.  Davis 
became a  champion of  Pales t inian youth. 
He t ire less ly  argued that  these  young 
refugees,  mainly  sons  of  peasant  farmers, 
were  growing up in semi-urban refugee 
camps without  access  to  land and the 
abi l i ty  to  learn the  ski l l s  of  their  fa thers 
and grandfathers.  Dr.  Davis  oversaw the 
creat ion of  a  network of  schools  teaching 
pract ica l  sk i l l s  to  the  youth so  they  could 
transi t ion to  the  r igors  of  more modern 
economies.

Dr.  Davis’s  successor  as  Chairman was 
Evan M. Wilson,  a  ret ired Foreign Service 
off icer  who had served at  one point 
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as  U.S.  Consul-General  in  Jerusalem. 
As  Consul,  he  was  the  U.S.  diplomat 
principal ly  responsible  for  re la t ions  with 
the  Pales t inians  in  Jerusalem and the  West 
Bank,  which were  under  Jordanian rule 
during his  tenure.  Mr.  Wilson spent  most 
of  his  career  deal ing  with  the  Middle  East 
and authored several  books  on Jerusalem 
and U.S.  Middle  East  pol icy.  Mr.  Wilson 
brought  scholarship and convict ion to  his 
role  as  ANERA Chairman.

By the  t ime I  moved on to  other 
pursui ts ,  ANERA had chosen i t s 
third pres ident,  Peter  Gubser,  whose 
credentia l s  included service  as  a  senior 
Ford Foundat ion off ic ia l  in  the  Middle 
East  and a  scholar ly/wri t ing  background 
that  included sociologica l  research in 
Jordan.  I t  was  another  fortunate  choice  in 
leadership.

One l i fe-changing lesson I  learned 
long ago,  and even more so  during my 
tenure  with  ANERA, i s  that  no matter 
what  other  work I  might  undertake,  the 
Pales t ine  i s sue,  wi th  a l l  i t s  contentions, 
frustrat ions  and rewarding moments, 
never  gets  out  of  one’s  sys tem.

January  2010
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American Near East Refugee Aid (ANERA) 
advances the well-being of people in the West 
Bank, Gaza, Lebanon and Jordan. Through 
partnerships and close consultation with local 
groups and communities, ANERA responds 
to economic, health and educational needs 
with sustainable solutions and also delivers 
humanitarian aid during emergencies.  

Incorporated in 1968 to help ease the suffering 
of Palestinian refugees after the Arab-Israeli 
War of 1967, ANERA is non-political and non-
religious and is one of the largest American 
non-profits working solely in the Middle East 
for 40 years. 

ANERA’s work is made possible through the 
support of thousands of private donors 
around the world and grants from numerous 
public and private institutions.

For more information about our programs 

and how you can help, please contact us at:

ANERA  |  1111 14th Street NW, #400  |  Washington, DC 20005
Tel  202.266.9700 Fax  202.266.9701  www.anera.org  anera@anera.org
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