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By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Gibson and Anita Caesar:

The rainforests are a powerhouse 
of diversity. They contain more 

than half of the animal and plant 
species on the planet. Many of the 
medicines that we use today are 
from plants in the rainforests. Food 
sources are to be found in the for-
ests as well and we are reminded 
in the popular media that the rain-
forests are the ‘lungs of the world.’ 
This means that they store about 20 
per cent of the world’s oxygen. But 
they also absorb a great portion of 
the man-made carbon dioxide emis-
sions.

Keepers of the Rainforests

Rainforests are 
vibrant with plant and 
animal life but what 
make them special 
are the peoples that 
inhabit this fascinating 
world. It is estimated 
that there are about 
50 million people that 
live in the rainforests 
of the world. This is 
not a huge number 
when one considers 
that thousands of 
natives have been 
decimated due to the 
constant encroachment 
of outsiders.

Guyana is one of 
eight South American 
countries that is part of 
the Amazon rainforest 
and it has a number 
of Amerindian groups 
and subgroups. They 
comprise the Waraus, 
Wapishanas, Arawaks, 
Caribs, Patamona, 
Makusi, Wai Wai, and 
Akawaios. The Arecu-
nas and Karamakoto 
are also part of the 
subgroup.

In the seventies, the 
Upper Mazaruni area 
in Guyana became the 
subject of increasing 
interest in the country 
and the Caribbean re-
gion. There was talk of 
harnessing a waterfall 
in the hinterland that 
would provide elec-
tricity to Guyana. The 
fall that was identifi ed 
was Kumerau and 
it was located in the 
Upper Mazaruni.

An Upper 
Mazaruni Devel-
opment Authority 
(UMDA) was created 
to oversee various as-

She kept herself up to 
date with the latest med-
ical information on mid-
wifery by corresponding 
with Georgetown Hospi-
tal and with the medical 
outpost at Kamarang. 
Anita kept excellent 
records on births and 
illnesses in the commu-
nity as well as outlying 
areas. She walked long 

distances to keep track on 
the progress of pregnan-
cies and would educate 
women about good health 
practices. She also used 
local herbs that had me-
dicinal properties to cure 
ailments.

Anita was a one-wom-
an clinic! One rainy 
morning she appeared 
with a bottle- lamp. It 
was around 2 o’clock 
and the conditions were 
blustery. Anita wanted to 
know whether I would 

accompany her to the 
edge of the village to help 
in the delivery of a child. 
I held the bottle lamp as 
we navigated our way on 
a bushy track to the hut of 
the prospective mother. I 
froze in panic at a large 
object that blocked our 
path. Anita calmly took 
my arm and we jumped 
over it. The object was a 

giant anaconda. The baby 
that she delivered was 
named Moses!

Anita’s brother was 
Roy Kenswil. He was 
known as the local his-
torian. Kenswil worked 
closely with Dr. Audrey 
Butt-Colson who was at 
the Pitt-Rivers Museum 
at Oxford. He helped Dr. 
Colson to collect primary 
source data when she was 
doing her research in the 
Upper Mazaruni in the 
fi fties. The majority of 
the Akawaios were Sev-
enth Day Adventists. Dr. 
Colson studied Hallelu-
jah, a syncretic religion in 
the area and Kenswil was 
on her team.

Gibson Caesar was the 
agriculturist and captain 
of the village. He was 
born in Venezuela and 
studied Adventism on the 
coast before returning 
to the hinterland. Cap-
tain Caesar took time to 
explain to us the Amerin-
dian concept of space and 
time. When an Amerindi-
an said that the farm was 
‘over there’ it could mean 
two days walk in a thick 
jungle.

The farm would 
consist of a few manioc 
and plantain trees and 

yams in a clearing that 
was made from the 
slashing and burning 
of trees. There was 
also division of labor 
among the sexes; the 
men farmed while 
the women fetched 
the produce from the 
farms.

The UMDA project 
employed a number of 

locals to be part of 
the team. The hunts-
man was Carvaio 
who had kinship ties 
in Brazil and Ricky 
Caesar was the 
bowman and trans-
lator. Ricky’s sister 
was Desrey Caesar 
who later became a 
Minister of Edu-
cation in Guyana. 
Desrey also worked 
on the Amerindian 
Languages Project 
at the University of 
Guyana and went on 
to earn her doctorate 
from Fisk Univer-
sity. 

As it turned out 
the hydropower proj-
ect was not realized. 
The World Bank did 
not provide the loan 
but those two years, 
1976 to 1978, provid-
ed us with valuable in-
sights into Amerindian 
lifestyles. Gibson and 
Anita Caesar are still 
around to dispense 
their wisdom with us.  
Their son Ricky is 
doing well in Venezu-
ela while another son 
Terry is married to Ra-
quel Thomas-Caesar. 
She holds a doctorate 
from Imperial College 
in London. Raquel 
is Director of Re-
source Management 
and Training at the 
Iwokrama Internation-
al Center in Guyana 
and is a keen conser-
vationist.

Gibson and Anita 
Caesar have a rich leg-
acy. They are guard-
ians of the forests and 
show the world that 
Amerindians are in 
tune with the Great 
Spirit that inhabits the 
rivers and trees. It was 
my great honor to be 
reunited with Gibson 
and Anita Caesar after 
forty years.

pects of the project. There 
was a human resource 
component to the project 
that involved research-
ing the lifestyles of the 
Amerindians. The idea 
was to work among them 
and to get them to agree 
to move their settlements 
hundreds of miles away 
from the catchment area. 
Resettlement then was a 

primary concern of the 
Human Resource Depart-
ment of UMDA.

In 1976, I was ap-
pointed as a Research Of-
fi cer with UMDA. I was 
part of a group that was 
responsible for collecting 
and analyzing prima-
ry source data on the 
Amerindians in the Upper 
Mazaruni. The project 
was headed by a Social 
Anthropologist, Dr. Alain 
Fournier. We did prelim-
inary work at Bartica, 

Kartabo Point and the 
Riversview Goshen area. 
A period was also spent 
at Mahdia.

This was to prepare us 
for the Upper Mazaruni. 
We did a tour that includ-
ed Jawalla, Kako, Im-
bamadia, Kurupung and 
Kamarang and then were 
ready for Waramadong. 
This village is situated 
about 25 miles up the 
Kamarang River. Wara-
madong is a picturesque 
village; the residents 
were able to carve out a 
settlement in the heart 
of the jungle with a cer-
tain amount of fl atlands 
used for farming.

The main farming 
technique was swidden 
or slash and burn agri-
culture. Two infl uential 
persons greeted us on 
our fi rst day at Warama-
dong. They were Gib-
son and Anita Caesar. 
Gibson was the captain 
of the village while 
Anita was the midwife.

Anita was a busy-
body in the community. 
Medical facilities in the 
forests were not easily 
available and there was 
no established clinic in 
the area. But Anita was 
proud of her record. She 
would remind everyone 
that, ‘ I have not lost a 
single child in all my 
years as a midwife.’ How 
did she manage this in 
the middle of the jungle? 
Anita employed aggres-
sive strategies.

Anita and Gibson Caesar understand the whispers of the forest. 
He was a Captain and she was a nurse at Waramadong. 

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine (center) with Anita and Gibson Caesar and their family. Dr. Narine was a 
Research Offi cer in the Upper Mazaruni and journeyed to the milk river with the Amerindians.   


