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COMMUNITY
By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Barbara Atherly

Her life is rich, rewarding and purpose-
ful. She carries herself with humility 

and charm and she is currently Guyana’s 
Consul General to New York. But Barbara 
Atherly is much more. She is an interna-
tional civil servant that has made a differ-
ence in the lives of others. This fearless 
woman has worked in some of the most 
challenging places on the planet to bring 
relief to children and she has done so with 
grace and dignity.  

Barbara is an anthro-
pologist’s dream: she has 
lived in different cultures, 
has involved herself in the 
lives of the communities and 
has helped to bring about 
positive changes wherever 
she was posted. Barbara 
was born in Charlestown 
in Georgetown, Guyana, 
but she grew up in Durban 
Street. She comes from 
a religious family, as her 
grandfather was the Rever-
end Alfonso Morris.

Barbara is nine 
of ten children. Her 
mother is Mariam 
Agatha Patter-
son and her dad 
is Joseph Arnold 
Emmanuel Patter-
son. Mariam was 
a teacher for many 
years at St. Philip’s 
Anglican School, 
St. Ambrose and at 
St. Gabriel’s while 
Joseph worked as a 
Chartered Accoun-
tant. Life in Queen-
stown was enjoy-
able for Barbara 
as she got to see 
some of her favorite 
cricketing stars, in-
cluding Clive Lloyd 
and Lance Gibbs.

One of Barbara’s 
earliest memories 
was her father Jo-
seph taking her, and 
other family members, to 
serve the elderly at the Dha-
ramsala at Christmas. Joseph 
believed that service to 
humanity is service to God 
and his slogan was ‘On your 
knees before your God.’

Barbara attended St. 
Stevens Scots School and St. 
Ambrose. After the Com-
mon Entrance exams she 
went to Cambridge Acade-
my on a scholarship. There 
were a number of teachers 

that made an impact on the 
young Barbara; they included 
Miss Lashley, Miss Rudder and 
Mr. Lance Baptiste. Mr. Robert 
Pinkerton, Principal of Cam-
bridge Academy High School, 
inculcated in his students a 
strong Christian foundation that 
benefi tted Barbara immensely.

Barbara did well in High 
School and was offered job to 
teach at St. George’s Anglican 
School. This was in 1975. A 
year later, Barbara left for the 
Cyril Potter College of Educa-

tion and qualifi ed as a trained 
teacher. She was posted to 
Christchurch Secondary School 
after graduation.

In 1980, Barbara decid-
ed to further her studies and 
enrolled at the University of 
Guyana (UG) to read for her 
Bachelor’s Degree in Sociol-
ogy. She enjoyed her studies 
and recalled that some of her 
teachers included Professor 
Ken Danns, Dr. Iris Sukhdeo, 
Dr. Solomon, and Mr. Shaik 

International Civil Servant
Barbara’s life took another 

turn in 1996. She became the 
fi rst education project offi cer to 
work for UNICEF. The position 
was based in Georgetown and 
it allowed Barbara to touch 
almost every part of Guyana. 

But she had other 
ideas. According 
to Barbara, ‘I 
knew that that 
UNICEF was 
an international 
organization and 
I would not do 
myself justice if 
I did not serve 
internationally.’

Shri Lakshmi 
Goolraja was the 
local representa-
tive of UNICEF 
in Guyana. She 
encouraged Bar-
bara to take up 

a position that was opened up 
in Afghanistan. After a series 
of interviews Barbara was ap-
pointed as an education offi cer 
in Afghanistan. She had no idea 
what lay ahead and since it was 
not a family location Barbara 
was going by herself. Afghani-
stan was in the middle of a war. 
It took bravery, self-belief and 
a desire to help others to leave 
Guyana for Herat. 

It was 2002 and the signs 
of war were evident. Barbara 

said, ‘The buildings were all 
bombed out, vehicles were 
blown to bits and there were 
craters on the roads. There 
were signs of destruction 
everywhere.’ How would she 
manage? Barbara said that 
she had to learn about her 

new surroundings. 
She was required to 
live in a guesthouse 
where she was the 
only female and 
the only non-Mus-
lim. But Barbara 
adjusted well. She 
observed Ramadan 
and treated every-
one with respect. 
The community 
loved her in return.

Her work 
involved providing 
services for female 
education. The idea 
was to promote lit-
eracy skills that had 
suffered as a result 
of the war. It was 
a challenge to fi nd 
available space for 
classes but Barbara 
was proactive and 
through her leader-
ship girls came out 
for instruction. She 
visited schools and 
provided materi-
als, helped to train 
teachers and got 

the community involved in 
education.

But her work was not 
done. Barbara was required 
to monitor the program to 
assess its effectiveness and 
do community outreach to 
ensure that adequate health 
services were available. This 
involved house visits on 
a continuous basis. It was 
heartening to see that her 
efforts were making a dif-
ference. The children were 
learning to read while their 
health improved. Barbara 
said with a smile, ‘ I never 
thought that when I left my 
country with two suitcases 
that I would be so happy!’

Barbara had ventured 
into the unknown. She spent 
three years in Afghanistan 
but little did she know that it 
was just the beginning of her 
international career. There 
were other countries with 
their unique challenges that 
will test her resolve. How 
will she cope? (Next Week: 
India, Nepal, Syria, and 
New York.)  

Baksh, among others. Barbara 
won the Sociology Prize at UG 
and in 1986 she was awarded 
a scholarship to pursue studies 
for her Master’s Degree at the 
Consortium Graduate School in 
Jamaica.

This was a 
challenging pro-
gram but Barbara 
worked hard and 
fi nished a two-
year program in 
eighteen months. 
In 1989 Barbara’s 
life was to change 
forever as she 
got married to 
Michael Atherly. 
It was love at fi rst 
sight! Michael 
Atherly was also 
hardworking and 
ambitious. He 
rose to be a Ma-
jor-General in the 
Guyana Defense 
Force.     

Barbara re-
turned to Guyana 
after her studies 

in Jamaica and was assigned 
to the Ministry of Education. 
She was a Director of Human 
Resources that was responsible 
for the deployment of services 
to the various sectors on behalf 
of the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank. Barbara accepted a 
position as a Research Lecturer 
at the Management Institute 
and worked there from 1992 to 
1996. She also became a part-
time lecturer at UG in Caribbe-
an Social Structure.

Barbara Atherly with 
UNICEF in Syria

Barbara Atherly brings much-needed resources to the children 
in Syria


