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COMMUNITY
By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Cedric Vernon Nunes: 

My fi rst day at school was a royal af-
fair. I sat on the shoulders of my 

Nana, or grandfather, and observed my 
tiny universe and it was beautiful. We lived 
in Sookoo Yard that was a series of logies 
or substandard housing stitched togeth-
er by pieces of wood. Sookoo Yard was in 
Stelling Road, a street that bordered Tus-
chen and Vergenoegen. We were on our 
way to Vergenoegen Government School 
on that lovely Monday morning.

My legs dangled un-
controllably from Nana’s 
shoulders and the cramps 
meant that I needed time 
to fi nd my feet before I 
entered the school build-
ing. There were children 
running in the playground 
while others played hop-
scotch or cricket. Nana let 
go of my hand as a teacher 
beckoned me to her room. 
The bell went and the chil-
dren stood at attention.

There was a song of be-
ing born in the land of the 
mighty Roraima and then 
it was down to work. Miss 
Cox, my teacher, was a tall 
woman with a charming 
smile and a gap in her front 
tooth; before long I was 
with a group of children 
that played all day long. I 
was happy to be in school. 
I played with imaginary 
cars and drew trees on my 
slate. After a month Miss 
Cox had presents for us 
that made us even happier.

One Friday morning she 
brought a white piece of 
paper that was shaped like 
a capsized boat. The string 
went under our chins to 
hold it in place. Miss Cox 
explained that this was a 
cap and we should wear it 
at all times. Did we under-
stand what she just said? 
We spoke in unison, ‘ Yes, 
Miss Cox.’ She smiled. 
‘Good, now draw a tree on 
your slates,’ she said.

We continued playing 
merrily and were careful 
to balance the hat on our 
heads as we chased each 
other. I tried playing soccer 
but with one hand holding 
the cap I could not move 
freely. One afternoon I fell; 
it was then I realized that 
I was special. As I wiped 

the mud from my clothes a 
group of students laughed and 
remarked that I had messed 
up my dunce cap.

I told my Ma, my grand-
mother, about my cap and she 
was silent. After a while she 
said, ‘ You mean you are in a 
dunce class? You have been in 
that school for three months. 
What are you learning? 
They let you play all day?’ I 
remained quiet. Ma was right. 
After three months I could 
barely form letters and I cer-
tainly couldn’t read or add or 
subtract numbers. But it was 
hard to blame anyone for it.

I went to school, like so 
many others, without any 
materials; I wore one shirt and 
pants all week and on week-

My First Headmaster!
Mr. Nunes listened keenly. 
Things were tough, she said. 
Yesterday, Sookoo took his 
carpenter to pull out two zinc 
sheets from our logie and that 
exposed us to the rains and 
the heat. We were behind with 
the rent.

In addition, there was no 
sanitation. When the rains fell 
the logie would be fl ooded 
and it took weeks for the 
ground to dry. Ma said since 
we didn’t have shoes the dirty 
water with ringworms would 
get between our toes and eat 
the fl esh. As she spoke Mr. 
Nunes closed his eyes and at 
one time he held his head in 

his hands.
Mr. Nunes glanced at the 

books on his desk and prob-
ably thought that ours was 
not a textbook problem. He 
beckoned me to him and did 
the strangest thing: he held 
me in his arms and said that 
no matter how rough things 
were I should keep going to 
school. Education, he said, 
was like a key that opened 
many doors. As he patted my 
shoulders Mr. Nunes handed 
me a sweetie or candy.

It was time to return to 
class and I placed my dunce 
cap on my head with perfect 

accuracy. Mr. Nunes turned 
his face away and offered 
words of hope to Ma. Later 
that day, as the rains threat-
ened, Ma and I hurried to 
Uncle Pittin shop, by the 
public road, for old newspa-
pers. We had to replace the 
zinc on the roof and patch 
the walls of the logie.

The following morning 
Miss Cox greeted the class 
with a smile. It was the end 
of June, she said, and she 
wanted us to take a test. If 
we passed there would be 
no more dunce caps. We 
would move into ‘Big ABC 
class.’ I was given fi ve 
sums to do that involved 
addition and subtraction. It 
was my fi rst test and it was 
extremely diffi cult. I wrote 
the answers on my slate and 
waited. I scored four out 
of fi ve correct answers and 
Miss Cox pinned a yellow 
ribbon on my shirt.

The other students also 
did well and this prompted 
Mr. Nunes to leave his of-
fi ce and visit our class. He 
rolled up his white sleeves, 
sat on a bench and told us 
to work hard. As he left Mr. 
Nunes seemed to take an 
interest in me. He said with 
a smile,  ‘you will be in a 
new class in September. I 
will be looking at you to do 
better.’ He took my dunce 
cap and put it in his pocket.

Mr. Nunes did not return 
to Vergenoegen in Septem-
ber. Ma wanted to know 
where that ‘nice man’ went 
and no one was sure. Sever-
al months later as we pasted 
newspapers in the logie I 
caught sight of a familiar 
fi gure. ‘Ma, look, this is Mr. 
Nunes. He is the Minister of 
Education!’  My chest was 
bursting with pride.

Ma smiled and said that 
when I see Mr. Nunes I 
should thank him. I looked 
at the fi lth and grime in 
Sookoo Yard, my swollen 
bare feet and the hole in the 
roof. I was in Big ABC and 
could hardly read or write. 
The road ahead was uncer-
tain but I was sure about 
one thing: there was no 
way Mr. Nunes and I would 
see each other again. (Next 
week: UG and Birmingham, 
England). 

ends Ma and I would ‘catch 
shrimps’ to make ends meet. 
In June my school report or 
passing paper didn’t have a 
grade. The school wanted to 
see my guardian. Ma decided 
to go with me. We walked 
past the sign that said ‘Hard 
work brings its own rewards’ 
and went into the Headmas-
ter’s offi ce.

I had seen the Headmaster 
C.V. Nunes before but this 
was the fi rst time we were 
that close to him. Mr. Nunes 
cut a fatherly fi gure with kind, 
probing eyes and an expres-
sion that suggested he had 
seen it all before. He was a 

good listener and he wanted 
to fi nd out about my back-
ground. Was Ma working? 
Did anyone read with me at 
home? What was our home 
situation like?

Ma was uncomfortable. 
These were not questions that 
she liked. She explained that 
she was unemployed. My 
Nana made sweets occasion-
ally and that brought in a few 
pennies but it was not enough. 
As for reading Ma pointed 
out that she could not read or 
write and therefore she could 
not teach me. She described 
our living situation and 

C.V. Nunes, my fi rst Headmaster. He was kind and caring and 
wanted the best for his students.


