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COMMUNITY
By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The YearPROFILE

Sister Mary Noel Menezes: 

There was a time when the His-
tory Department of the Uni-

versity of Guyana (UG) was among 
the best in the Caribbean. This was 
in the seventies when the quality 
of teaching and research was to 
be envied. One of the leaders that 
helped the department to reach 
such great heights is Professor 
Mary Noel Menezes.

Sr. Noel, as she 
is fondly called, was 
highly respected for 
her ability to make 
complex ideas sim-
ple. She cared about 
her students and her 
own interests were 
broad and far-reach-
ing. The history 
department boasted 
a number of distin-
guished luminaries. 
There was Dr. Robert 
Moore who went on 
to become Guyana’s 
High Commissioner 
to Canada.

William Trembley 
specialized in Amer-
ican History while 
Winston McGowan 
took students through 
the paces and pages 
of World Civiliza-
tion. There were also 
Basdeo   Mangru and 
Tommy Payne who 
taught Guyanese His-
tory and Tyran Ram-
narine who lectured 
on the History of the 
West Indies. But the 
star was undoubtedly 
Sr. Noel Menezes.

She was a model 
of calm and scholar-
ship. She understood 
the needs of her 
students, many of 
whom were at UG on 
a part-time basis. One 
of the great strengths 
of Sr. Noel was her 
ability to do research. 
She realized that 
history was not a dry 
subject driven by the 
enumeration of facts 
and dates. History 
was all around us; it 
was a living subject.

Students were 
asked to select topics 
for a Bachelor’s 
thesis that pertained 
to Guyanese history 

and to conduct research 
on it. In so doing they 
benefi tted from the ex-
perience of looking 
at primary and 
secondary source 
documents, writing 
their research and 
drawing conclu-
sions. The Bach-
elor’s thesis was 
a winner. Sr. Noel 
and her team were 
preparing a new 
breed of historians 
to interpret Guy-
anese history in 
novel ways.

Her research ex-
tended to the border 
dispute between 
Guyana and Ven-
ezuela as well as 
the Amerindians of 
Guyana. The Am-
erindian population 
was seen as exotic 
and travel writers 
would comment on 
their strange looks 
and behaviors. But 
Sr. Noel decided 
that colonial policy 
toward the Amerin-
dians had to be an-
alyzed and appropriate 
recommendations made 
for the post-colonial 
administration.

Sr. Noel Menezes 
has had a distinguished 
career in academia. She 
was born in Kingston in 
Georgetown, Guyana. 
She received a calling 
to join the church and 
in 1947 while in her 
teens she journeyed to 
the United States where 
she entered the Sisters 
of Mercy community to 
receive offi cial training.

Sr. Noel was or-
dained as a nun and 
started to teach at St. 
Joseph’s High School 
in Guyana. In 1952 she 

went to the St. Joseph 
Training College in Ja-
maica where she earned 
a teacher’s Diploma in 
Education passing with 
honors. After this suc-
cess Sr. Noel returned 
to Guyana and taught 
at Sacred Heart Roman 
Catholic Girl’s School.

In 1964 Sr. Noel 
earned her Bachelor’s 
Degree and in 1965 
she was awarded her 
Master’s from George-
town University summa 
cum laude. She taught in 

the US until 1967 after 
which she joined the 
staff at the University 
of Guyana. In 1970 Sr. 
Noel was offered a Ford 
Foundation Fellowship 
to study for her doc-
torate at the University 
of London. Her thesis 
was on the policy of 
the British towards the 
Amerindians of British 
Guiana. The thesis was 
published in 1977 by 
Oxford University Press.

Sr. Noel had built up 
a formidable reputation 
at UG and in 1973 she 
was appointed as the 
Chief Administrator 
of the MA Program in 
Guyanese and West 

Indian history. Under 
her stewardship Dr. 
Basdeo Mangru became 
the fi rst M.A. graduate 
at UG and some of the 
her students were His 
Excellency President 
David Granger, Tota 
Mangar, Dr. James 
Rose, Theo Gittens, Dr. 
David Chanderbali, Ms. 
Cecelia McAlmont, Dr. 
Kimani Nehusi, Khalleel 
Mohamed, Dr. Margue-
rite Chase-Garvey and 
Dr. Dhanpaul Narine, 
among others.

It is fi tting then that 
after many years of 
dedicated service the 
University of Guyana 
should honor Sr. Noel. 
The brainchild of this 
idea is no other than the 
esteemed Vice-Chan-
cellor of UG, Professor 
Ivelaw Griffi th. Since he 
became Vice- Chancel-
lor Professor Griffi th has 
implemented innovative 
reforms and his report 
card will be examined in 
a later issue.

The ceremony to 
honor Sr. Noel took 
place at Herdmanston 
Lodge in early De-
cember 2016. It was a 
most impressive affair. 

The program was ably 
chaired by Professor 
McGowan. He said 
that the university has 
done well to honor Sr. 
Noel. Professor Griffi th 
described Sr. Noel as an 
inspiration to her stu-
dents and the university. 
The event, he said, was 
connected to a wider 
landscape of activities 
that the university wants 
to do in the future. He 
thanked all the sponsors 
and organizers for put-
ting the event together.

The acting Chancel-
lor of the Judiciary Mr. 
Carl Singh presented a 
citation to Sr. Noel and 
called her a trailblazer 
and a writer of distinc-
tion. Mr. Mangar said 
that apart from academia 
Sr. Noel is a philan-
thropist as she runs an 
orphanage in George-
town. Another refl ection 
came from Dr. Dhanpaul 
Narine who said that 
Sr. Noel taught him the 
importance of research 
methods and the need to 
be accurate.

The Registrar of UG 
is Dr. Nigel Gravesande. 
He said that Sr. Noel is 
a remarkable Guyanese 

and that the univer-
sity community is 
happy to have Dr. 
Joanne Ferreira to 
deliver the feature 
address in her honor. 
Dr. Ferreira is an ex-
pert in linguistics at 
the University of the 
West Indies. She has 
done research on Por-
tuguese adjustment 
in the Caribbean and 
beyond.

Dr. Ferreira said 
it was a great joy 
to give the keynote 

address as she is 
one of the disci-
ples of Sr. Noel 
Menezes. ‘ It was 
her work that got 
me interested 
in Portuguese 
studies. The only 
person that had 
written anything 
that was readable 
on the topic was 
Sr. Menezes and 
it helped me in 
my studies,’ Dr. 
Ferreira said.

The evening 
was a marvelous 
acknowledge-
ment of the work 
of Sr. Noel and 
an added bonus 
was the presence 
of students from 
St. Joseph’s 
High School. 
Our heartfelt 
congratulations 
to Sr. Noel who 
educated many 
and asked for 
little in return. 

Thanks should also 
be extended to Pro-
fessor Ivelaw Griffi th 
and his team for the 
marvelous gesture 
to host a series of 
programs to honor 
the intellectual giants 
of the University of 
Guyana.

Sr. Noel looked 
radiant and gave a 
thumbs-up to the 
proceedings. She has 
served her country 
with pride and dis-
tinction.

 We salute Sr. 
Noel Menezes and 
are pleased to name 
her as our PROFILE 
of the YEAR 2016.   

Emeritus Professor, University of Guyana

Sister Mary Noel Menezes, Emeritus Professor of the University of Guyana. 
She is a wonderful role model and an inspiration to all. 


