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COMMUNITY
By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Cedric Vernon Nunes: 

Cedric Vernon Nunes became Guyana’s 
Minister of Education in 1961. We fol-

lowed his progress as best as we could from 
Sookoo Yard. No one read anything in the 
Yard. The single radio that was owned by 
Sookoo was set for two programs only: ‘In-
dian Hour’ and ‘Creole Meche Meche.’

In 1962, Dr. Cheddi 
Jagan wanted to set up the 
University of Guyana in a 
hurry and C.V. Nunes was 
the person that was piloting 
the project. It was a lofty 
goal but I had little interest 
in it. They moved me from 
Vergenoegen to Philadel-
phia Scots School. My 
most traumatic time was 
the transition from slate 
to exercise books. I could 
not hold a pencil and 
write in lines nor could 
I ‘dip and write’ from 
the inkwell. I missed the 
freedom of the slate with 
the lily as the eraser.    

My new headmaster 
was Mr. Smith who also 
stressed the importance 
of education. There were 
fi ne teachers at Scots 
School that included 
Messrs. Donald Alleyne, 
Harry Narine, Helliger, 
Maurice Anthony, and 
Miss Smith. One of our 
classmates was Sharief 
Khan, the late journalist.

Ma, my grandmother, 
was the greatest person 
ever. She would comb 
my hair with a muff  
design and the coconut 
oil would glisten on my 
skin as I walked barefeet 
to school. On weekends 
she would take me to 
catch shrimps by the koker 
and under the hot sun she 
would impart to me the 
importance of respect, 
good manners and care for 
others.

But Ma was something 
else. She was a profes-
sional beggar and she was 
always begging for me, 
whether it was from the 
fi sherman, or for hand-me-
down clothes or to Radio 
Demerara Needy Chil-
dren’s Fund for my fi rst 
pair of footwear.

Nothing was happening 
for me at Scots School and 
one day my father went up 

to the school, saw me play-
ing and said, “That’s it. You 
are going to Saraswat High 
School. I have spoken to Mr. 
Nathoo and he will take you.”

The following day I was in 
a new school at DeKinderen, 
completely out of sorts. Mr. 

Nathoo is a distinguished 
educator that has had a tre-
mendous infl uence on me. For 
the fi rst time in my life I met 
someone that knew every-
thing and I wanted to be like 
him!

After more GCE failures 
Ma decided that I needed 
extra lessons so we worked 
harder to get the money for it. 
During one of those lessons 
I got a message that Ma had 
died. I was shattered and went 
into a shell. The family decid-
ed that I should work at Qwan 
sawmill as a laborer but Ma 
had warned me never to do 
that, as the sawmill corrupted 
young kids.

I was given one last 
chance in school. I worked 
hard and passed my O’levels 

A Champion of Education!
and a PhD degree there. In 
my speech I spoke of Ma and 
our life in Sookoo Yard, my 
parents and family, as well as 
Mr. Nunes, Mr. Nathoo, and 
others, that made it possible.      

In 1998, the cricketer Al-
vin Kallicharran invited me to 
his home in Birmingham, in 
England. After our bush cook 
he said that there was a Guy-
anese friend he wanted me to 
meet. He informed me that his 
friend was C.V Nunes. I was 
speechless. I couldn’t wait to 
meet him. When Mr. Nunes 
heard that I was from Vergen-
oegen he embraced me and 

broke into tears and soon we 
were all crying.

A few years later I re-
ceived a call from Brooklyn. 
Mr. Nunes was in New York. 
Naturally, I invited him to 
dinner. I wanted to fi nd out 
more about UG and his life. 
Mr. Nunes explained that 
getting the legislation ready 
for UG was most diffi  cult as 
he and Dr. Fenton Ramsahoye 
had to spend a lot of time go-
ing over the legal drafting.

Dr. Jagan wanted the Bill 
passed before the end of the 
Legislative Assembly. Time 
was ticking and the country 
was in turmoil. At one time it 
didn’t seem likely that the Bill 
was going to be ready but Dr. 
Ramsahoye and Mr. Nunes 
worked all night with input 

from Dr. Jagan. “We got 
the legislation tabled in the 
nick of time,” Mr. Nunes 
said. “Cheddi was happy. 
You might say that UG was 
his baby.”

As Minister of Educa-
tion Mr. Nunes fought for 
the expansion of primary 
school education in Guyana 
and for the continuation of 
school feeding programs. 
In June 1964, Guyana was 
under a state of emergency 
and Mr. Nunes was arrest-
ed, along with others, and 
taken to Sibley Hall in the 
Mazaruni.

Pandit Ramlall was a 
cellmate of Mr. Nunes. 
According to Pandit 
Ramlall, Mr. Nunes fell 
ill and had to be removed. 
But while he was at 
Sibley Hall Mr. Nunes 
“played table tennis, read 
the newspapers and spoke 
mainly about education. 
He carried himself with 
decency and decorum.”

Mr. Nunes was fi tting-
ly awarded the Cacique 
Crown of Honor in 1993 
for his services to edu-
cation in Guyana and a 
school in Anna Regina, in 
Essequibo, is named after 
him.  Mr. Nunes would be 
pleased to know that there 
are many good people 
batting for UG.  

We spoke deep into 
the evening about the old 
days and his admiration 
for Dr. Jagan was evident. 

At one point Mr. Nunes 
said, “Cheddi told his 
Ministers time and again 
to never put their hands 
in the till and he led from 
personal example.” The car 
rolled up and it was time to 
say goodbye. I remembered 
‘Big ABC Class’ and Miss 
Cox. Mr. Nunes smiled. We 
embraced and there were 
tears.

The car took off  and 
then stuttered to a stop. Mr 
Nunes came out and held 
my hands. “Thanks for 
thinking about me,” he said. 
I nodded. “I’ll be looking at 
you to do better,” he added.

“That is what you said 
to me, sir, when you took 
away my dunce cap,” I re-
plied and we both laughed.  

and got a job as a teacher 
at Meten-Meer Zorg Gov-
ernment School, under Ms. 
Enid Abrahams. In 1972, I 
enrolled at UG and graduated 
in 1976. I often wondered 
about Mr. Nunes and what he 
might say about one of his 
students at UG. After UG, I 
spent two years in Guyana’s 
Amazonia living among the 
native Indians and dreaming 
their dreams. One of my best 
friends was Father Dorman 
who was a modern day Las 
Casas.

One day, while browsing 
an old newspaper, I saw a pic-

ture of John F. Kennedy. The 
article said that he studied at 
the London School of Eco-
nomics and Political Science. 
Kennedy was my hero. I was 
fascinated. I wanted to be at 
the LSE too. 

In 1978, I was accepted at 
the LSE and traveled to Lon-
don with only a shoulder bag. 
I didn’t have enough stuff  to 
fi ll a suitcase. My second self 
was born at the LSE. When I 
was awarded my doctorate the 
School held a reception for 
me. The reason soon became 
clear.

They said, to my surprise, 
that I was one of the few 
students in the history of the 
London School of Economics 
to earn his Bachelor’s with 
Honors, a double Master’s 

Mr. C.V. Nunes, champion for education in Guyana, with his granddaughter. 


