
By Ron Cheong 

Remarking on the phenomenon that  Guyanese 
can now be found around the world, including 
some of the most unlikely places, Guyana For-
eign Minister Carolyn Rodrigues-Birkett re-
cently told the story of a Guyanese diplomat on 
business in Iceland to a Diaspora gathering in 

Toronto.  

The set up for the story is that diplomatic life 
can sometimes feel somewhat like living in a 
glass bowl.  The anonymity that we can enjoy 
more or less at will is less available to those in 
that line of occupation.  Welcoming the oppor-
tunity to let down his hair at the end of the day in Iceland, he 
hailed a taxi and got in.  At which time the driver turned around 

and said, “Wha happenin bro.”    

Consider the vast chain of events had to line up exactly for the 
encounter to take place that day.   Any small difference and the 
two would have gone about their activities, each completely un-
aware of the other.  One green instead of red light or red instead 
of green, or the previous fare entering or exiting the cab a bit 
slower or faster, or the diplomat’s elevator stopping or not stop-
ping at any floor, or his meeting ending seconds earlier or later - 
any slight difference would have resulted in a different outcome.  
For all intents and purposes, it would have been just as well if the 
two had been on different continents instead of as it turned out 
on the same block in the same city headed for a chance encoun-

ter in a taxi in Iceland. 

Other people report similar experiences, like for example, the 
four improbable encounters of Ron Persaud, which he related in 
an article in this publication titled Encounters of the Co-Incidental 

kind. 

My first inclination would be to look for a rational explanation.  
What more likely place is there to run into someone that at a high 
traffic location?  In addition, according to some counts there are 
more Guyanese abroad than in Guyana.  So there’s your basis 

for an explanation mister.   

However, that doesn’t totally dispel the sense that some of these 
encounters do not fall within the bounds of logic.  It doesn’t dilute 
the feeling that it’s not all randomness with no purpose – that it’s 
not just random molecules bumping into each other causing unin-

tended change.   

This article was prompted by a friend telling me of a cruise he 
took that disembarked from Fort Lauderdale.  He flew the 1,500 
miles from Toronto to Fort Lauderdale, boarded a ship with 
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maybe 4,000 passengers, and found himself 
seated at dinner at the same table with a number 
of couples with origins or ties to Guyana.  As I re-
call, one couple was the daughter of a tropical fish 
exporter married to an expatriate who worked in 
Guyana for a number of years, and I think another 
was a school friend and cricketer who now works 
for the US government and his wife.  The chance 
encounter blossomed into much camaraderie and 
a very pleasurable trip during which they spent a 

lot of time together.   

It seems that some people are just meant to enter 
and exit our lives.  Some enter for no discernable 
reason, others pop in and out, and others remain friends for life – 
the type who may be apart for 20 years but who pick right back 

once again with scarcely a skip in the beat. 

These reconnections and chance meetings may be more so 
memorable events for the many of us who now make our home 
in far away places and have done so for many years.  We are 
fully integrated in our new homes but are happy when we bump 

into someone who came from the same place.   

Maybe it’s the common experience of having walked on a hot tar 
road; or making tar balls; or knowing what rain really means; 
Shanta dhalpouri; seeing the Canje swing bridge open; the wa-
terways and great rivers like The Magnificent Essequibo River 
which Major General Joe Singh wrote about; crossing in a water-
taxi from Mackenzie to Wismar; those brown speckled chame-
leon lizards on the ceiling; kiskadees and blue sakis; white sand 
by the truckload; houses on stilts; zinc sheet and slate roofs; 
fighting in the schoolyard; Stabroek, Bourda, La Penitence, New 
Amsterdam and other markets; the street characters that Bernard 
Heydorn writes about; Bumble and the Saints, The Young Ones, 
Combo 7 and other bands; the sea walls; those girls from St. 
Roses, Bishops, St. Josephs and other schools; umbrellas in the 
sun; shave ice; custard blocks; sugar-cake; jumbie stories; mos-
quito coil; coconut water; tree lined avenues; Sunday-best; kite 
flying; those legendary school-teachers that Guyana has turned 

out in proportions beyond its size - and so much more. 

These experiences molded us and continue to contribute 
to who we are.  Like those inexplicable chance encoun-
ters, it was life unfolding to its own rhythm.  Even though 
we may have been so immersed as not to realize it in 
real time, all these things combined chiseled a lens for 
us that gives a particularly distinctive perspective on the 
world.  It is a unique experience that Guyanese all over 
the world including Iceland share.  There’s lots of stuff I 
don’t know or am unsure of, but I think I’m plenty fortu-

nate to have been born Guyanese. 
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