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COMMUNITY
By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Mrs. Carmen Jarvis:
Mrs. Carmen Jarvis is a legend. 

As Principal of Bishop’s High 
School she was one of the top lead-
ers in education in Guyana. Her 
astute leadership, dedication to her 
profession and willingness to take 
on challenges won the admiration of 
all sections of the Guyanese society 
and from the international commu-
nity as well.

Mrs. Jarvis, at 92 
years young, is active 
and is dispensing wit 
and wisdom to all 
that are interested; 
once she gets your at-
tention it’s impossible 
to disengage yourself 
and like the mariner 
you become wiser ‘in 
the morrow morn.’ 
Mrs. Jarvis grew up 
in genteel Guyana in 
which life in a colo-
nial society meant 
afternoon walks in 
the sunset.

You were judged 
by good manners. 
There was a dress 
code and parents 
took pride in raising 
their children in a 
prim and proper way 
and in the moonlight 
people played ring 
games. The two radio 
stations VP3BG and 
VP3MR played most-
ly religious music.

There was the 
Masquerade, the ‘kit-
tle’ drum, Mad Cow 
and Mother Sally 
and a convoy of dray 
carts in Brickdam on 
Old Years Night to 
brighten the holidays. 
Education opened 
the doors and if you 
worked hard it was 
possible to break the 
chains, ascend the 
ladder and to make a 
diff erence.

The story of Mrs. 
Jarvis is one of hard 
work, determination 
in the face of chal-
lenges and the will-
ingness to help others 
to reach their full 
potential. She was 
born in Georgetown 
of deeply religious 
parents. Mrs. Jarvis 
speaks highly of her 
grandfather Jacob 
Augustus Peterkin 

who was from Barbados 
and who became one 
of the top carpenters 
in Guyana. Her moth-
er Leotta Geraldine 
Peers was also Bar-
badian. Mr. Peterkin 
put his carpentry skills 
to work by building 
a house for his son 
Abram. The young 
Abram was married to 
Leotta, who became 
the parents of Carmen.

Mrs. Jarvis de-
scribes her upbring-
ing as being closely 
attached to the 
church. She says,‘ My 
family’s social life 
revolved around the 
church, a Puritanical 
church that frowned 
on parties, dancing, 
popular songs, the cin-
ema and even the use 
of musical instruments 
in the sanctuary of the 
church building.’ This 
was the 1930’s and the 
country was known as 
‘Booker’s Guiana.’

Mrs. Jarvis attend-
ed Freeburg Anglican 
School; the name has 
since been changed 
to St. Cyril’s. She 
did well in school 
and was placed in the 
scholarship class. Her 
hard work paid off  and 
in 1935 Mrs. Jarvis won 
a Government County 
Scholarship to Bishop’s 
High School. But her 
father had other ideas. 
He wanted his daughter 
to be a seamstress and 
he arranged with Mrs. 
Christopher for her to 
attend sewing classes.

Mrs. Jarvis was not 
happy. She wanted to 
be in school and to be 
a teacher. Her fortunes 
would change when 
a neighbor, Mrs. Col-
tress, told her father 
that he should be proud 

of the young Carmen’s 
achievements.

Mrs. Jarvis began 
her studies at Bishop’s 
in 1936 dressed regal-
ly in her uniform and 
with a new bicycle to 
match! The teachers 
were from England 
and the 120-student 
population was taught 
in a pink building 
with a tower that also 
housed the teachers. 
Mrs. Jarvis thrived in 
this atmosphere. When 
the Principal Ms. Vera 
Wearn asked Mrs. Jarvis 

what she wanted to do 
later in life she replied, 
‘One day I would like to 
be the Head-teacher of 
this school.’ Little did 
Mrs. Jarvis know that 
thirty-fi ve years later 
she would become the 
Principal of Bishop’s 
High School!

Mrs. Jarvis spent 
seven years as a stu-
dent at Bishop’s and it 
was a most rewarding 
experience. She was 
appointed as a teacher in 
1943 at Smith’s Church 
School and would break 
new ground when she 
became a French teacher 
at Queens College. This 

won the approval of the 
Headmaster Captain 
Nobbs and Mrs. Jarvis 
became the fi rst wom-
an to teach at Queens 
College.

She taught French 
and was also assigned 
to teach football to the 
fi rst form; she quickly 
learned from her stu-
dents the diff erence 
between a foul and free 
kick. ‘I was a good 

all-rounder,’ she says 
with a laugh. Mrs. Jarvis 
was supposed to teach at 
Queens College for only 
a few months but stayed 
there for four years.

In 1950 Mrs. Jarvis 
became a graduate mis-
tress at Bishop’s High 
School. During the next 
twenty years she molded 
the lives of countless 
students and proudly 
watched them succeed 
in their chosen profes-
sions.

The year 1954 was 
special because the 
beautiful Carmen got 
married to Clement 
Jarvis and the relation-

ship was fruitful and 
happy. The marriage has 
produced two wonderful 
daughters Jennifer and 
Alison. In 1970 Mrs. 
Jarvis succeeded Miss 
Lillian Dewar as Prin-
cipal of Bishop’s High 
School, fulfi lling an 
ambition she had several 
years earlier.

Mrs. Jarvis insisted 
on discipline and fair-
ness. She said, “ When 

I walked down the cor-
ridors there was silence. 
There were whispers of 
‘ Jarvo coming’ and the 
place would suddenly 
become quiet!” Mrs. 
Jarvis was Principal 
of Bishop’s for seven 
years and the school 
topped Guyana in all 
the academic subjects. 
She introduced rigorous 
academic standards, 
games, regular staff  
conferences, cultur-
al clubs and debating 
societies, among others. 
There were prefects 
that helped to maintain 
standards as well.

Mrs. Jarvis became 

the Deputy Chief 
Education Offi  cer 
in 1978 and helped 
to raise education 
achievements in that 
capacity. The accent 
was on free textbooks, 
agriculture in schools 
and maintaining high 
academic standards. 
It was while serving 
in the Ministry of Ed-
ucation that she was 
appointed as Secre-

tary-General for the 
National Commis-
sion for UNESCO.  
Mrs. Jarvis served 
with distinction 
and advocated for 
increased opportu-
nities in technical 
and vocational 
education.

Over the years 
Mrs. Jarvis has 
won many awards 
and one of her 
most treasured is 
the Aristotle Silver 
Medal for her ser-
vices to UNESCO. 
Her contributions 
to the Girl Guide 
movement dates 
to 1949; it is most 
fi tting then that in 
1975 Her Majesty 
the Queen invited 
Mrs. Jarvis for tea 
at Buckingham 
Palace to recognize 
her many contribu-
tions. The Guyana 
Government should 
confer the highest 
honor on Mrs. Jar-
vis for her services 

to education and 
philanthropy.

Mrs. Carmen 
Jarvis has fl own the 
fl ag proudly. Her 
autobiography, ‘From 
Seedtime to Har-
vest’ chronicles the 
achievements of a 
remarkable woman. 
It was introduced by 
noted scholar, Dr. Da-
vid Dabydeen, whose 
body of work speaks 
for itself. We are 
proud of Mrs. Jarvis 
and wish her and her 
family all the best in 
the future. For copies 
of her autobiography 
please contact jenj_
king@hotmail.com. 

An Educator For All Ages!

Mrs. Carmen Jarvis is a legend. She was Principal of Bishop’s High School, Deputy Chief Education 
Offi cer, Captain of the Girl’s Guide and Secretary-General for the National Commission, UNESCO- and 
she still looks like a teenager! 


