
 
 

Redefining “RETIRED” 
 
 Written by Valerie Graczyk  
 
“Challenging, frustrating, exhilarating and exciting” were the words Ellen Swan used to describe her 
two- year Peace Corps experience to Moldova. “Two days after I retired I was on a plane to 
Philadelphia to join 75 other Peace Corps volunteers traveling to Moldova. I retired from working 
for the Congregation of Sisters of St. Agnes as their Director of Associate Relationship but still felt I 
had something more to give and to learn,” shared Ellen. “One of the major challenges was learning 
the Romanian language. Since I do not have a talent for languages, I had to study a great deal. 
People also spoke Russian, their second language.”  
 
Recalling this extraordinary opportunity, Ellen shared, “Moldova is Europe’s poorest nation and is 
sandwiched between Romania and Ukraine. The unemployment rate is 50%. In order to support 
their families parents immigrated to Italy, England or Israel for work, leaving the grandparents to 
raise their children. The country used to be called the ‘bread basket of Russia’, but once it separated 
from Russia the people were cut off from trade with Russia. A major adjustment I had to make was 
the cold winter temperatures which often reached the teens and became so cold I could see my 
breath. To stay warm I wore wool clothing, a shawl, and a lap blanket, mittens and a wool hat. 
Public buildings are minimally heated. I was fortunate to rent an apartment from a retired teacher, 
a place with running water, indoor plumbing and a washing machine. However, many of my 
colleagues had to haul water for bathing and cooking.  
 
“Of the 75 volunteers that started out with me, only 45 remained at the end of the two years. I give 
anyone credit no matter the amount of time they stayed. I was the 2nd oldest of the group of which 
6% of volunteers were over the age of 50. You can’t help but be changed as a person. Every morning 
I would wake up and set the intention that I would stay another day.  
 
“The work I did was community and organizational development plus leadership and personal 
development. I wrote grants, helped with fundraising, and planned events and activities for non-
profits. The people I worked with were so appreciative. The Peace Corps impact is huge and the 



host country and people who work with the volunteers realize this and understand the sacrifice the 
volunteers are making to be there.  
 
“One of my joys was teaching English. My students worked so hard. I was delighted when they 
would come with new phrases and words. The classes were Beginning English for Adults, a high 
school age English class, and Advanced Conversation class. I also taught yoga in my free time. I let the 
students co- lead with me so that they would gain confidence in their knowledge and be able to 
sustain the class after I left.  
 
“A special moment for me occurred one day when I went to the open air-market. Someone greeted 
me and I answered in Romanian. This was a golden moment for me. Here I was, far from home, and 
I was welcomed and included in this community and I was speaking Romanian!  
”Peace Corps Volunteers also receive vacation time. For my vacation I chose to travel to seven 
different countries in Europe instead of returning to the U.S. I have always been curious about other 
cultures and I felt I had to take advantage of the time I had. Two years, however, is too long at my 
age to be away from those I love.  
 
“Since my return I have been over whelmed by the abundance of what America has to offer. I do not 
take anything for granted like water, heat and air conditioning and the choices of food we enjoy in 
the U. S. I am so thankful to be with my family and grandchildren again. I had missed them a great 
deal as well as my community of friends. Being so far removed from my network of family and 
friends I realize how very important they are. If someone asked me if I would do it again I would say 
‘Yes’, but not at my age. Life is too short to miss out on being with family for such a long time,” Ellen 
concluded.  
 
The public is invited to meet Ellen and hear more about her Peace Corps experience on Sunday, 
November 13, Sisters of St. Agnes, Founders Hall, 320 County Road K, Fond du Lac, WI, at 2 p.m. 


